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     I wish to dedicate this book to those veterans of the Vietnam War and to those brave men and women of the armed forces currently serving and those in the past. 


     Thank you for your dedication and service to the United States of America. Never forget the many that fought and died to keep communism and socialism from invading our great nation. Arlington is populated by those brave soldiers who fought and died to prevent communism and socialism from taking root in America. God bless them, and to those who serve and have served as well. To those brave souls, we carry the torch of freedom. 


     GOD BLESS AMERICA 
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     Chapter 1 


       


     ~Happy Daze Resort Campground~ 


       


     At 0700 Scuba Bill was the only one awake and up getting his morning’s fix of coffee and a toaster pastry. On a small table outside his BFV, he smoothed out his map and tacked the sheet down with a pair of magnets. Paul (the Ratchet) Monroe stopped to discuss a few things before setting out on the road. Paul assured Scuba Bill that the day’s trip might cover 300 kilometers or more. Beyond that, some time to clear the way might break that distance down to a few hundred kilometers. The third day would be a breeze according to Paul as he expected they would be at or very near their objective. At any rate, Paul and his group were ready to hit the road in one hour. Scuba Bill was confident he needed everyone prepared to go by that time. Trouble was Scuba Bill sensed something was not right with the troops. 


     Seemed everyone was sluggish and off their ‘game.’ Penny appeared to be suffering from nausea, having staggered out of the JLTV to retch into a bush nearby. Now, as evident as it was to Scuba Bill, he needed to crack the whip and motivate everyone. 


     Down one side and up the other, Scuba Bill wrapped the sides of the convoy vehicles with a stick. He shouted about getting the convoy on the road and dereliction of duty if he didn’t see some movement soon. They had 300 miles to cover before sundown and if he had to go from vehicle to vehicle and start them up, he would. 


     To his surprise, Penny appeared, “It’s a ‘grab and go’ this morning,” he shouted, “You people grab up an MRE and let’s head out.” 


     Scuba Bill turned and stopped a moment to stare at Penny, “You look like shit.” 


     “Not feeling well this morning, thank you.” 


     He waited for her to continue as she flew into a coughing fit and almost collapsed. “It’s Kat. She’s missing sir.” 


     “Whatya mean she’s gone?” 


     “She never came back from the restaurant last night.” 


     Scuba Bill had a hard time believing his luck this morning. “If it ain’t one thing it’s another—are you sure about this?” 


     “She’s not in her bunk or in the radio nest,” Penny’s expression turned sour and pointed a thumb over her shoulder toward the JLTV. “There are a lot of insects inside the nav station sir. I think they are cockroaches or Palmetto bugs. All made of rubber thank goodness.” 


     Scuba Bill’s eyes lit bright as he rubbed his chin, “So Joe’s got a new fiancé does he?” 


     Penny launched a puzzled expression, “Joe and Kat?” 


     “I’ve been expecting this for a long time,” he told Penny. “My guess young lady is they never returned from the restaurant. Hmm, Kat did look lovely last night.” 


     Scuba Bill caught the sight of a dimple form on the upper corner of Penny’s mouth as she pursed her lips and gave a weak smile to him. “Yes, she did. I did her hair and applied makeup to her myself.” 


     He drew closer and looked down studying her face, “You could use a little help yourself.” 


     “Huh?” 


     “You’re a little green around the edges.” 


     “I like your candor sir,” she murmured with a smile, “You say what’s on your mind and I like that. Anything else I should know?” 


     “Yes, actually, there is. Shouldn’t you be preparing to bug out?” 


     She gave Bill a brief smile, “Shouldn’t you be looking for your radio operator?” 


     He assured her that Kat was in good hands at the moment. Bill turned and hiked back to the restaurant looking for Joe and Kat. As he approached the door of the restaurant, he spied Joe coming down from the other direction. Before he said anything, Joe yelled out, “Have you seen Kat?” 


     Bill stopped to ponder a moment scratching his head, “I thought she was with you. When was the last time you seen her?” 


     “I left the restaurant with you and Paul, remember?” 


     “Kat was the last to leave here,” Bill recalled aloud. “She was cleaning up in the kitchen-but then, what about the rubber cockroaches?” 


     Joe shook his head, “What? Oh yeah, the rubber cockroach thing. I dumped them in Kat’s radio nest after I left you and Paul. After that Karl Hennessy met up with me to look at a tire on his troop carrier.” 


     A look of concern came across Bill’s face, “We’ve got a bad tire?” 


     “We’ve gotta find Kat. We can’t leave without her,” Joe pleaded. 


     “So now we gotta change out a tire?” 


     Joe propped his foot up on a bench outside the door of the restaurant and cupped his face in his hands. He tried to rub away the worry. Trying his best to shield his concern over Kat’s disappearance he said, “No Bill, the tire’s fine. It was a big clump of dog shit stuck to it that matched the color of the tire is all.”

It was vital that the convoy got back on the road right away. Joe’s insistence on having him help search for Kat would only make them late getting the convoy moving. Not to say Kat was less important to Bill. He knew of no one on this convoy better qualified to do what she does. 


     “Joe, I’m leaving you in charge of finding her. Take a BFV and stay behind, and anything else you think you may need to find her.” 


     “Thank you, sir,” Joe replied shaking Bill’s hand. 


     “Likewise; I’m counting on you to find her and bring her back.” 


     “I’ll find her, even if I fall back a few days from the convoy.” 


     “I’ll order Penny to task in Kat’s place; to have her listen up to the radio that is.” 


     The sound of diesel engines starting up put a smile on Bill’s face. “That’s my cue. Good luck Joe. 


       


     ~~~ 


       


     Joe took a moment to gather his thoughts and to look around for indications of foul play. After searching the entire truck stop facilities, Joe came to an open door in a nook right off the kitchen. 


     From the kitchen, Joe followed through the open doorway to where he came upon a wooded area. His thoughts settled back on the idea that Kat was not back here. But as he turned to go back into the kitchen, another thought crossed his mind. It was the way the door closed. Joe opened and then closed the door a few times. It was the kind of door designed for the outdoors and sturdy enough to hold a suitable lockset for security sake. 


     Most importantly he noticed it open and closed well and without much effort. Joe stood pondering over a door left open to the wind would have most definitely slammed shut. In this case, Joe settled into the thought that the opened door had been recently left open. 


     Joe’s curiosity once again led him outside. He studied the wooded area before him; looking for anything that might lend a clue that she had traveled into the forest. Being autumn of the year, a thick layer of dead leaves covered the ground. Joe saw a faint trail of leaves kicked aside by someone who had entered the forest. Had it been a windy evening, a trace of her path would have shifted into the surrounding leaves. 


     Joe followed the trail into the woods. Some areas along the way confused him. Some areas appeared flattened as if she had rested or fallen and struggled to stand up. The idea of foul play entered his mind, and he began yelling out her name, but there was no response. He looked back to the restaurant building and realized he had trailed into the woods a reasonable distance. Where on earth, did she think she was going? 


     Many thoughts passed through Joe’s mind. One of them was she was looking to escape to live out on her own? Other thoughts crossed his mind; ones of abduction and even rape and murder. 


     Joe’s heart was pounding in his chest, “KAT ANSWER ME!” 


     There was no reply, only a slight rustle of leaves. Joe stopped. He was sure he heard it. Might have been a sound of scampering creatures or chipmunks frightened by his shouting for Kat? Again, Joe yelled her name; and back came the noise of the stirring of leaves. 


     The sound came from the base of a large oak tree. Joe walked toward this large oak tree; for whatever made the sound, was on the opposite side of this massive tree. To his surprise, between two large roots of the big tree, lying there on her side was Kat. She was shivering, her eyes open, and she looked over to Joe kneeling down alongside her, “Leave me, Joe,” her voice weak. 


     Joe looked bewildered as he brushed away the hair covering her face, “Kat what’s wrong?” 


     “I’m dying,” she replied in a feeble voice that at first scared Joe. He began to recall how hard it was for Scuba Bill to get everyone moving this morning. Kat had fallen sick like the rest of them in convoy. 


     Joe leaned over her and fetched her up into his arms. He could feel every muscle in her body spasm in uncontrollable tremors. Kat was feverish. She began to cry, “Joe no. Leave me.” 


     She was still crying when Joe carried her back through the kitchen and set her in a booth in the dining room. Joe disappeared returning with a bottle of sports drink from the kitchen. “Kat, you’re dehydrating.” 


     Kat took a sip and then drank as if having returned from the Sahara Desert. She then looked around, her eyes full of wonder as she declared, “I can drink!” Kat threw her arms around Joe and kissed his cheek. 


     It was confusing to Joe as he sat beside her. He picked up her bottle of sports drink to read the label, “Yeah, makes you wonder what they put in these things.” 


     He turned his head to look at her. He felt drawn to her lips, and they embraced within the confines of the booth. “All the best ingredients,” Joe cooed before kissing her again. 


     “What a way to die,” she moaned. 


     “But you’re not dead yet,” Joe said. 


     Face to face she smiled saying, “Call me irresponsible.” 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     It was noon when Kat and Joe finally tore themselves apart long enough to climb into the BFV. Joe didn’t think much about Kat’s slowness as she walked without her usual bounce. Even climbing into the BFV seemed a bit of a chore. “I’m still a little sore all over,” she confessed. Joe already knew why and assumed she did too. “I must have gotten the flu or something.” 


     “Believe me, Kat, the whole convoy turned up sick, except Scuba Bill and me. Guess you’re right, though, it’s gotta be the flu.” 


     She blew a sigh of relief, “I thought I had rabies; which is why I went off to die in the woods. I couldn’t bear to be around people to see me like that. And who knows, I could have gone crazy and bitten someone.” 


     Joe laughed and raised his eyebrows to the thought, “Yeah, I can see that rabies could be a problem. Where would I be, finding you dead out there after I stayed behind with the hope of finding you alive?” 


     “You really care about me?” 


     “If I didn’t, you wouldn’t be here right now. Scuba Bill had the others to worry about, so he left me behind to find you and bring you back.” 


     Kat got quiet and thought about that awhile. She sniffed. “I never had anyone to love me Joe and now,” Kat began to cry struggling to find the right words, “And now I’m sure I’ve given you the flu!” 


     As Joe turned to gain access to the highway, he said, “Kat, look at me.” 


     Kat looked up and glanced at Joe. 


     “It’ll be the best flu I ever had,” Joe snorted with laughter in his voice. “I’m so glad I found you, Kat, I mean that.” 


     “So no more pranks?” 


     “Ha, I didn’t say that. We’re the best of friends, okay?” 


     “Wait a minute Joe,” Kat chuckled, “We’re dating … sort of.” 


     “Crazy as it sounds, yeah sort of. But then again we’ve managed to have some good times. That is, times being what they are of course.” 


     Joe reached to turn on the VHF. “Radio the convoy and tell them you found me.” 


     Kat did what Joe asked. She looked over and smiled at Joe, “Now that is the first time I heard the Commander laugh like that before. Do you think he’s drunk?” 


     “No Kat,” Joe responded, “He loves and appreciates you, and the whole convoy loves you too.” 


     Joe kept his eyes on the road, but when he heard sniffles, he said, “Oh no, I must have turned on the waterworks again.”
  


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 2 


       


     It was a remarkable day for Scuba Bill. What started out to be a problematic ‘bug-out,’ ended shortly after sunset. The convoy bivouacked on the highway after traveling almost 500 miles. The convoy is only a dozen or so miles east of San Antonio now. Scuba Bill would give the convoy a good night’s rest before tackling some massive road blockage ahead. 


     Scuba Bill knew Joe and Kat weren’t far behind now. They would make camp for the evening and catch up tomorrow sometime. Scuba Bill could hardly wait to hear from Joe. There had to be an interesting story behind this morning’s desertion of Kat. 


     Small campfires dotted the roadside as Scuba Bill headed down to check on Mitchel. Bill entered the modified hospital troop carrier. Taking a peek inside, Bill found Mitchel sitting up, and so, he took the liberty of climbing aboard. He smiled seeing Bill, “Commander,” Mitchel greeted, “It’s good to see you, sir.” 


     “They are treating you okay?” 


     “Better than a three-legged pig, I reckon.” 


     A volunteer nurse returned with an empty bucket. She grabbed a heap of bloody bandages and stuffed them into the bucket and then left. 


     Mitchel’s eyes followed her, waiting until she was gone. “If I didn’t already have me a woman wandering around out there lost in the wilderness, I’d marry Jess.” 


     Eyebrows raised and Bill turned his head back to face Mitchel, “You’ve got a wife somewhere?” 


     “Naw,” Mitchel grinned, “but if I did have a woman, I’d ask her if I could keep Jess.” 


     Bill’s eyes sparkled as he was on the verge of laughter but instead held it to a chuckle. “You were resting before we bugged out this morning, so I left you alone to sleep. Came here to let you know we’re heading to a place that promises additional military support. That is, in every way feasible; except naval that is.” 


     “Kinda wondered what all the explosions were about earlier; noticed it all when the convoy slowed down, then picked up speed.” 


     “What you heard was a new way of clearing the road ahead,” Bill said with a telltale hint of pride in his voice. 


     “Those were howitzer shells?” 


     “Abrams Tank, yes.” 


     Mitchel’s mood darkened. “I know my head is a little foggy from the morphine, and I’m sleeping so much, but I’m worried. 


     The M-1 Abrams tank turret bearing takes a hell of a side load when firing a shell, Commander. Abrams Tanks needs maintenance inspections and grease, to name a few. Worse, the treads on those babies have a million moving parts which are metal sliding off each other. No grease for that sliding means metal to metal contact, which in turns creates heat and things begin to weld together or wear down and come apart. There are shafts and bushings with grease fittings crying for grease. Tensioners and idlers that keep the tread plates operating on center line all need care. Do you know what happens to tank treads that fail to remain in tension?” 


     Scuba Bill felt as if he were being scolded, but Mitchel was right. His two Abrams put down a lot of miles today. “What the hell am I gonna do Commander? Those two fuckers need grease!” 


     “And you need a hemoglobin count of at least 8 before you get out of that bed,” Mitchel’s nurse, Jess said. 


     No one noticed her petite frame standing behind Scuba Bill. 


     “Sorry about the cussing ma’am. Didn’t seeya there. I’m worried about the machinery is all.” 


     “And I’m concerned about you,” she replied. “You’ve lost a lot of blood, and you’ll lose more if you start moving around getting excited and all.” 


     “I can’t help it,” Mitchel moaned. 


     “That’s no answer,” she told him. “I’ll slap some hot road tar in a hubcap and nail it to your stump you dumb bastard!” 


     Scuba Bill’s jaw dropped. Mitchel assured him it was her way showing him she cared by shouting love talk to him all the time. Bill watched her grab up some empty IV bags, along with some spent needles and some loose paper garbage. Mitchel held his tongue waiting for her to head back out. “Don’t look shocked Commander. She’s a fine lady and an excellent nurse, but not my type.” 


     “Not your type?” 


     “Yeah, she’s (A+), and I’m (A-). All she has to do is open an artery and bleed on me, and I’m dead.” 


     Bill shook his head and grinned, “Where did we find her?” 


     “Crazy enough, back before our neighborhood was destroyed, she was staying with her parents across the street from me. That is before we were invaded. Stuck up bitch wouldn’t even give me the time of day until I got hurt the other day and lost my leg.” 


     Mitchel’s eyes rolled back in the sense of ironic inevitability. He told Bill that she was on leave from the Army in Iraq when the shit hit the fan here in the US. Her idea of R&R got shot up the kazoo you see. Having been a surgical nurse over there; she’s just a nurse with a knife here.” 


     “Her name?” 


     “Jessica Parker or Jess as she prefers.” 


     Why he didn’t notice it before, but as Jess climbed in, he saw her dog tags hanging from her neck. It was Scuba Bill’s cue to duck-out, “Well, I’ve got much to do before I turn in, so if you need anything give me a shout.” 


     “I could use a crutch,” Mitchel said. 


     Jess interrupted saying, “You’re not there yet. You need therapy and then a crutch.” 


     “I’ll have Tommy look into greasing both Abrams first thing in the morning.” 


     “Get Ellsworth to do it. Tommy is a stooge when it comes to mechanical things.” 


     “Will do, Mitchel; get some rest.” 


     From outside the mobile medical ward, Bill could hear them argue. “If you insist on sleeping in that chair overnight, then stuff a sock in your mouth. You sound like a walrus with your snoring.” 


     “I do not!” 


     Before moving on, he paused to light his cigar. All he could think of right now was getting those Abrams greased at first light. Also, a concern was how long would that take? There would be much to do tomorrow. Persuading Paul and his motorcycle club to hang awhile would be one of them. Paul informed Bill that there was no one left alive in the City of San Antonio. Not one there to arouse suspicion. ISIS stormed the Mexican border by the thousands and what they didn’t burn they blew up. ISIS lined up people by the hordes and shot them; others were burned them alive. Generally speaking, ISIS employed the mayhem of genocide using Sarin gas and brute firepower. Paul believed they moved on to the northeast to join up with Iranian forces. There remained an effective conduit of enemy forces Paul warned. However, nowhere near the numbers of the first wave of ISIS fighters. Scuba Bill recalled Paul saying, “Anything that moves in that town is a target.” 


     There was much work to do before heading out in the morning. After the refueling and breakfast, the added chore of machinery maintenance depressed Bill. It wouldn’t be until noon before the convoy’s first tire began to roll down the road. 


     Little pup tents sprouted like mushrooms in the cool local night air. Scuba Bill looked down the road berm to the motorcycle camp. He could see some light flickering down there and decided to pay them all a visit before turning in for the night. 


     Everyone was engaging in small group conversations, except Paul and Lil. They kept to themselves, sipping cognac and talking about grandchildren. It was interesting to see Paul cleaning an old M-16 in the dim light of a small campfire. He had the whole upper-end of the carbine laid out. Along with the buffer and spring from the lower end, Paul wiped a coat of light oil on the spring and plunger. While he checked the trigger mechanism, he squirted a drop of oil on the bolt. Paul then fitted the bolt into the bolt carrier along with the firing pin. Slipping the assembly in ahead of the slider tang of the charging handle, it slid into place in the receiver. The lower and upper-end carbine parts mated back together with the detent pins. Paul pulled back the charging handle where it locked into place. He pressed the action release tang, and the charging handle slammed forward. In testing all modes, Paul recharged the receiver three times, pulling the trigger each time. In finishing, he slapped a loaded magazine into place setting the mode switch to safety. 


     Scuba Bill watched and with a half grin he asked Paul, “5.56 rounds?” 


     Paul looked up and said, “Not.” 


     “I’ve got tons of NATO rounds,” Bill offered. “The 5.56X45, if you want?” 


     Paul laughed, “That’s a misconception!” What you don’t know about the difference in those two rounds could someday kill you. That is if you use an antique like this M-16. But an AR15 that specify .223 could fire either or. But then I’d be cautious about swapping ammo around like that because of the leade area in the barrel nearest the receiver end. For a .223 the barrel leade is only .080 thousandths where on a 5.56 it is nearly double that.”

“What do you mean about the barrel leade?”

“That is the area where the rifling in the barrel begins. So the leade is a smooth bore section where the slug sits waiting to be fired. The leade allows the bullet to enter the rifling after it is shot. This enables the right pressure to be applied throughout the length of the barrel. If the 5.56 is chambered into a shorter leade, the bullet ends up in the rifling area. This seals the round in a way that allows excess pressure to be applied when fired. 


     A non-standard round (of generally imported) ammunition will fit too tight in the leade. Resistance to early bullet movement can cause elevated chamber pressures. Flattened primers or powder stains around the primer reveal leaking gasses. If you see that, I don’t care if ya got a million of ‘em, get rid of the dangerous bastards.” 


     Scuba Bill followed along, nodding his head, “So to play it safe, use .223’s if you’re not sure?” 


     “Yes, that would be one way of putting it. As you can see I do, even if the carbine you are using is engraved for 5.56 NATO, I’d still be leery. The worse you can do with using the .223 is a slight loss of velocity. This ain’t a problem in battle unless you are a sniper, that is. 


     With all those rounds and weapons confiscated from a US military armory, I’d suspect they are matched. So I wouldn’t worry about it. We do have a qualified gunsmith in our compound if you want him to check your AR’s.” 


     Bill nodded.
  


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 3 


       


     The sun hadn’t quite poked over the eastern horizon. Scuba Bill rounded up Ellsworth and Tommy for a quick shot of coffee and a grease gun. Ellsworth didn’t seem bothered by the job of lubricating the Abrams. Tommy though was full of questions relating to how to do the job. 


     Ellsworth, being of a huskier build told Tommy he’d be in some minuscule nooks underneath the Abrams. Especially when doing the ‘walking beam’ bushings. To make matters worse, those bushings needed a lot of grease, which meant lots of pumping against tight clearances. “If I recall,” Ellsworth said, “the weight of the tank needs to be off the treads so it will take the grease more uniformly.” 


     “So how we gonna lift those behemoth machines?” 


     “We don’t,” Ellsworth replied dryly. “It’s just gonna take lots of elbow grease to pump the grease in.” 


     Scuba Bill finished the last gulp of his coffee, “Quit yer bitchin and let’s get the job done before the next sunset.” 


     “You Commander?” Tommy began, “You’re gonna help us?” 


     Scuba Bill shoved his cigar into his mouth and stood up dashing the rest of his coffee in the campfire. “Well, I ain’t gonna hang around her and powder my ass like you two boys. We gotta get this done!” 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     Scuba Bill rolled out from under the first Abrams Tank. He announced that they had finally finished greasing the first Abrams. Bill looked at his watch. It was a quarter to noon. A sense of urgency overcame him. While Ellsworth and Tommy gathered up 25 empty grease gun tubes, he walked away. “Ellsworth, get Tommy to wipe off grease fittings ahead of you while you get busy oiling on the other Tank.” 


     “Where you going, sir?” 


     “Paying a visit with Jabba the Hutt,” Scuba Bill replied without looking back. 


     Ellsworth and Tommy stood looking at each other cluelessly. 


     Midway down the convoy was the mobile hospital ward. Scuba Bill disappeared inside. Ellsworth smiled and nodded at Tommy, “That would be Mitchel.” 


     “That’s heartless,” Tommy said. 


     Ellsworth sighed, “Well, Commander came from a cruel world.” 


     The two men went back to doing what they were ordered to do. Meantime Scuba Bill met with Mitchel who seemed surprised to see him. “How’s the greasing going Commander?” 


     “Good. Finished one Abrams and getting prepared to do the other.” 


     Mitchel frowned. With a skeptical eye and an air of doubt in his voice, he asked, “How many tubes of grease?” 


     “Twenty-five giver take.” 


     “Oh, okay; I thought you were implying you finish the first one. You mean you finished one side of the Abrams correct?” 


     Scuba Bill’s voice began to crack, but he stopped and cleared his voice. “It takes more than twenty-five tubes of grease?” 


     “It takes around fifty or sixty tubes.” 


     “We did both sides.” 


     “Yeah, you do all the lower pivots on both sides, and then you get up top and grease the upper pivots. Without a power greasing rig and a load jack, it takes about a full eight hours. Two hours if you have the right tools.” 


     Bill added another streak of grease to his forehead as he rubbed his brow. “Guess this shoots my question up the yin-yang.” 


     “What question did you want to ask?” 


     “If you thought it safe to put off the second Tank until tomorrow after driving it another 4 or 5 hundred miles.” 


     Mitchel flinched as if being stuck by a pin at the question put to him. “Not wise since we don’t have spare parts to replace the ones we’d be wearing out. I mean, what did you think when the boys and I loaded 250 cases of chassis lube and a dozen grease guns in one of the supply trucks?” 


     Nurse Jess returned from talking to Ellsworth. She excused herself and then looked at Mitchel. “Ellsworth said they were getting ready to grease the second Abrams now.” 


     Mitchel apologized, “Sorry Commander for sending Jess down there. I wasn’t trying to supervise the job, just was wondering how things were going.” 


     “No worries Mitchel,” Bill replied. 


     Jess stared at Bill, but directed her question to Mitchel, “They did say something about Jabba the Hutt?” 


     Mitchel’s face beamed while he clapped his hands, “I love that guy!” 


     Scuba Bill ducked out in time to here Jess start arguing with Mitchel. 


     “He’s not a guy, he’s an overgrown slug. He eats little animals while they’re still alive.” 


     “So what? I love to eat oysters and clams while they’re alive.” 


     “You’re a weird piece of work; can’t wait until you’re up on your feet again.” 


     “You mean foot.” 


     Bill could still hear them going at it from a safe distance away. 


     Strolling along in deep thought, Bill decided the hell with it. They would spend the entire day and get both Abrams Tanks finished. He’d deliver the news to everyone that they would head out early tomorrow morning. 


     Paul met up with Bill, and it was clear to Bill, Paul was toe-tapping and impatient to get on the road. Bill explained the situation in detail. He promised they would finish today and head out tomorrow. 


     Bill watched Paul’s body language. Paul seemed to be anxious to head out, but hesitant at the same time. “Is there something up the road I need to know about?” 


     “Put it this way Commander,” Paul began, “I believe we’ll hang around with ya’all and keep close. Anything we can do to help?” 


     “Ever use a grease gun?” 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     At six thirty pm, the two Abrams was finally serviced, inspected and lubed. Joe and Kat had arrived a few hours earlier. Kat was still recovering and claimed she was feeling better. Joe noticed her color was returning. Despite her objections, he took care in making both Kat and Penny comfortable in the JLTV. Also, Joe asked Scuba Bill if he might take over driving the JLTV in place of Tommy. Bill had different plans for the JLTV that didn’t include Joe. He explained the JLTV was far too valuable to have it in a non-break-away position as a lead vehicle in convoy. He was sending the JLTV near the rears and Tommy would remain the driver. Joe could not present an argument over Bill’s decision. It made better sense to Joe to have the JLTV moved to the rears. Joe’s half-hearted attempt to remain with the JLTV was only an offer of goodwill and nothing more. He was happiest when riding point in the convoy. Having it known that he was a valuable member of the force, filled him with pride. 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     When Mitchel heard the two Abrams were serviced and that several others pitched in, he was humbled. It was a pleasure to hear of such comradery existing in the ranks of the convoy. He did mention that he could have handled it all himself in less than half the time. Bill just took it in stride knowing it was Mitchel’s way of protecting his self-worth. Jess frowned, calling Mitchel an arrogant and pompous son of a bitch. It was Scuba Bill’s cue to exit. 


     Scuba Bill hesitated, not wanting to be seen. 


     After given permission to speak freely, Major Edson and Paul were heard arguing outside Mitchel’s recovery vehicle, “So you’re leading this unit into an ambush?” 


     Paul went on the defensive. “Those are pretty harsh words, Major.” 


     “It is what it is. You said we would be heading into a possible firefight with ISIS while traveling near San Antonio.” 


     My friends and I had no trouble heading east to Florida. Heading back, I suggest there is a possibility, so be prepared for the worse.” 


     Major Edson shook his head while slowly looking down at his boots. “I know it was Commander Bill who agreed to this assignment of yours, but if it were up to me, you’d be on your own.” 


     “Good to know how you stand on this sir,” Paul said. “But I believe if this is what it takes to keep our country from falling into the hands of our enemies then I am ready to fight and die for my homeland. 


     Commander Bill feels the same way. Despite what you might think, we have a chance to make a difference. I am part of a top-secret government compound. Within that complex are homes for over two hundred men and women. Their purpose is to maintain military hardware and machines warehoused a few dozen feet underground. We need Commander Bill’s Auxiliary Power Units to power the lifts to get that equipment to the surface. And if we can recruit to our cause, everyone in this convoy, then we can push the bastards back to where they came from.” 


     Major set his steely blue eyes on Paul’s face. “Do you have any idea what you’re getting into? You talk of ISIS, but do you know anything about them? Their strengths? Anything?” 


     In an expression of embarrassment, Paul frowned. “We’ve hadn’t had a newspaper or television for over forty years,” he admitted. “We’ve volunteered to be isolated from society by the US Government. We extend our services to our brothers and sisters who fought in the Vietnam War. We make for ourselves, using our survival skills farming the land. We hunt rabbit and gopher and sometimes wild pig and deer. We have an underground bunker equipped with a freshwater well system. The well is capable of sustaining our lives and those of the compound. Occasionally, we get some of the war machines out to do parades and shows.” 


     Major’s expression softened. He even addressed Paul with respect, “Well Lieutenant, your reasons have changed. Let it be known I’m with you on this, and I too, have changed. I never dreamed we’d have to fight the enemy on our soil, but now I see it has come to pass. So let’s take down these bastards!” 


     “Get all your men together, we need a briefing.” 


     Major Edson nodded, “Of course Lieutenant, I’ll inform Commander Bill right away.” 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     Later that evening, Commander Bill’s fighting forces gathered around a giant bonfire. Lieutenant Paul and Major Edson outline their mission’s plan. Each man knew how to prepare for battle. From mission briefs, everyone knew the convoy would be ready to address any threat while traveling close to the city of San Antonio. 


     Major Edson addressed the crew, “The convoy would move swiftly ahead for approximately 30 miles. From that point, the first M-1 Abrams will move forward to take a position and also to remove the highway blockage Paul described earlier. The towing vehicle would then fall in behind the Abrams pending the outcome of the road recovery operation if necessary. The goal is to keep the convoy from coming to a stop. The minor wreckage will be drug out of the way to help minimize disruption in the timely passage of convoy vehicles. San Antonio was being considered a hostile fire zone and a potential site for an ambush. 


     Convoy radio channels will be maintained by the crew aboard the JLTV under the supervision and direction of Kathryn Colby. I understand she has restored military satellite links, so they are back in service. The JLTV is a remarkable machine capable of tracking enemy movement. There are sensors for early warning systems and advanced terrain mapping for natural air support coordinates. That is if we had an intact Air Force liaison.” 


     Lieutenant Paul (the Ratchet) Monroe stood up and spoke. “Major, we have an Air Support Group waiting on us back at the compound.” 


     “Jets?” 


     “Yes, sir; Several F-100’s and over a dozen F-4 fighters jets; choppers too, a couple dozen UH-1, and two CH-53 Jolly Greens with all the goodies. 


     And oh yeah, I almost forgot to say, we have a dozen air support carrier vehicles, including two car Gamma Goats for a total of ten troop transport cars.” 


     Major Edson beamed with pride, “Do you have anyone on hand that knows how to organize an airstrike on the fly?” 


     “Yes, sir. His name is Gordon; goes by the name Flash. He and his son are also excellent barbers if anyone needs a haircut; but yes, I’ll have Gordon brief Kat on the basic 5 line gun run.” 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     Joe Wyatt remained behind after the meeting broke up. All that was left of the bonfire now was just a pile of embers. Somewhere in those embers were the days he yearned for, and in a daydream state, he could see Mary’s face. He saw all the times they had together. The happy moments they shared, of the sailing and the future he saw in her eyes. 


     It was the world in a magical setting that, in an instant, was torn away; like a page out of a fairytale book. He knew not to wonder what became of that world: He already knew. And it was the bitterness that lingered in his heart that told him he was part of something important. The distinct honor of being chosen to take back that world made him eager to press on and make the enemy pay. In all that he had done, and all that he knew he was about to do was not just for himself but for all Americans. 


     Scuba Bill strolled up and squatted beside Joe. While they both faced the dying bonfire, Bill reached forward with a cigar and held the tip on the fringes of an ember. Joe listened to the rapid puffs Bill made. In a moment, he heard the exhaling of a thin line of that smoke through tightly pursed lips. 


     “So,” Bill began. “You never told me the whole story about you and Kat.” 


     Joe taken a little by surprise hesitated in thought. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. I told you about her thinking she had contracted rabies. In her desperate state of mind, she tried to hide away from the rest of us. She thought she’d be a danger to everyone.” 


     Bill glanced over at Joe and gave him a proud grin. “I got a different story from Kat.” 


     “I don’t know what she might have told you. I’m not sure I want to know.” 


     “Kat said you were a perfect gentleman and her hero.” 


     Joe tossed a pebble into the embers just to watch the plume of sparks fly into the night sky. “She was delirious from running a fever and talking out of her head.” 


     “She asked me a while ago to reassign you to the running with the convoy.” 


     Joe stood up, and Bill did the same. “Whatever possessed her to request that?” 


     Bill smiled and said, “Well, you know how it is when you’re talking out of your head.” 


     “No, I don’t know how it is.” 


     “She just wants you safe from danger, is all.” 


     Joe placed his hands on his hips and stared squarely in the face of his friend Bill. “I don’t want to hang back with the others. I want what you decide is best for everyone here, and I’m willing to take risks to achieve our goals of getting America back.” 


     “Easy Joe,” Scuba Bill warned. “I’m just telling you the way it is. I don’t need you to climb down my throat for relaying a bit of information I think, is important to you.” 


     Joe apologized for telling Scuba Bill his relationship with Kat was never meant to evolve into anything resembling a romance. Yet there was vulnerability within him he couldn’t hide from Kat. And it manifested itself before he realized it was Mary that he was pining for. 


     Scuba Bill just shook his head, “So Kat became a proxy for Mary?” 


     “I miss those days … the way they were, and my life. I just want them back.” 


     The hiatus in the conversation brought about a few concerns that weighed heavy in Joe’s mind. It seemed as if Scuba Bill understood the situation very well. His eyebrows drew a straight line as it was felt by Joe that it was Kat he felt the sorriest for. “She’s looking forward to your advances,” Scuba Bill said. 


     The mood was darkened by the worried expression on both men’s faces. “Advances?” 


     “Yup,” Bill stiffly replied, taking another puff on his cigar. “Kat’s going to expect a few nice turns coming her way. Such would be you calling on her now and then ... maybe a little more than now and then and spending time with her to make small talk would be good.” 


     “Whoa whoa, wait a minute.” 


     “NO, you wait a minute,” Scuba Bill snapped back while pointing his cigar in Joe’s face. “I’m not placing the lives of over a hundred fifty men and women in this convoy in the hands of a heartbroken woman who can’t focus on what we might face in San Antonio. Kat is a very talented lady who recently became tragically alone in this world and is desperately trying to fit in with her new family. 


     You destroy her, and you kill us all. I left you to hunt her down and bring her back because I have confidence in your abilities to get the job done. That’s a lot of expectation my friend. Now I trust you’ll do the right thing.” 


     Scuba Bill turned and walked off into the night. 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     Alone now, Joe felt somewhat lost in the thought that he’d just been bamboozled by Scuba Bill to go against his core beliefs, and by the same token, he knew Bill had a valid point. So fragile the heart of a good woman, Joe knew Kathryn Colby would make a good wife. That is, of course, for an earnest man of integrity, and Joe thought about Kat on occasion; thought about how fun she was to prank and joke around with. And how she would pause and look at him with a big-eyed smirk on her face. It was as if she was getting away with something he’d only find later when it was too late. She always seemed a step ahead of him, but she was like that as Joe found her to be very intelligent. Joe always found the inexperienced side of Kat to be her weakness. “You’re so gullible,” Joe would tell her; and they would laugh, and she would graciously accept that from Joe and perhaps no one else. Kat had a temper she kept concealed well; like the time she tried to explain things to that Russian radio operator, who persisted in wanting her to put Roger on the radio so he could speak with him. Perhaps it wasn’t so much as temper since Joe had never seen Kat angry. Maybe it was a matter of patience under stressful situations. 


     Now Joe began to wonder what Kat’s reaction would be if being let down concerning their relationship. Would she cry? 


     Joe could not bear to see her cry and for whatever reason, he could not explain why that was so. It was the one thing Joe, and Scuba Bill had in common when it came to Kat’s position in this mobile battalion convoy. There were over 300 men and women, not to mention children in this convoy. And it was all but the children who were trained to handle and fire an assortment of weapons. Even Juanita Adams, who preferred to cook and clean and outweighed Joe and Scuba Bill together, had an unusual gift when it came to using a sniper rifle. She could hit a rail post at nearly a mile away. She carried a .45 caliber semi-auto sidearm at all times in a kitchen apron pocket because, even after his best attempts at searching for a holster belt that fit Juanita failed, Scuba Bill suggested she was on her own. 


     It was this, and all the infantrymen and women Scuba Bill was concerned about when it came to Kat’s happiness. The more Joe thought about it, the more he began to see it all whittled down to one person who supported the entire convoy single-handedly. Scuba Bill knew that and probably never told her for a good reason. 


     It all came together for Joe. He realized now, Scuba Bill was right. He knew that back when he ordered Joe to find Kat and bring her back. Joe couldn’t decide who was more jubilant at finding Kat alive than Scuba Bill. It was Bill’s foresight that was astonishing. As a strategist, Bill would probably be a top contender in chess, Joe mused while staring back toward the dim light of Kat’s little window in the JLTV. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 4 


       


     Joe found himself wrapping on the door of Kat’s JLTV. He saw shadows moving inside and heard a voice shouting for him to come in. As Joe helped himself through the door, a face moved forward into the light. It was Scuba Bill. 


     “I was just on my way out,” Bill said. His hand reached out to pat Joe on the back. 


     “Goodnight Commander,” Joe replied. 


     Kat wheeled out of her nav station chair and curled her arms around Joe’s neck, “No kisses,” she told him, “I’m lots better but I’m still contagious I think.” 


     Joe just gave a smile of relief, “I’m sure we wouldn’t want that!” 


     She tipped her head to one side and gave Joe a quirky sort of grin. “Sarcasm will get you into trouble mister.” 


     “What did I do now?” 


     Seemed every time he saw Kat, she was more vibrant than before. In fact, beauty seemed to follow her at every turn. Joe fought to hold his heart in check while the glimmer of her eyes peered right through him. She was just a geek in Army fatigues—but no, something had changed. Kat had evolved into something more. 


     Kat’s expression turned grim, and she glanced over at Joe, her finger across her lips. “Hush.” 


     The radio squawked with the rambling voice of a man speaking Arabic. Grappling for her pencil and pad, she transcribed the message while Joe quietly looked on. Words, like aggression, intercept and engagement brought forth from the pencil she held tightly against the paper in front of her. Seconds later Kat dropped her pencil on the small desktop. She cupped her hands over her face and sniffed back a tear or two. 


     “What is it, Kat?” 


     She stole a moment to compose herself, drawing a heavy breath, “A Soviet recon communique being read by a Middle Eastern radioman to ground forces.” 


     “A relay?” 


     “Yep.” 


     Joe shrugged, “I wouldn’t be too concerned with that.” 


     “The Russians have managed to spot our position.” 


     “They know we’re on Interstate 10 just outside of San Antonio.” 


     “They said all that?” 


     Kat picked up her pencil and tapped an area on the notepad that had numbers jotted down on it. It was all too familiar; Joe had seen it before while sailing. The figures corresponded to Latitude and Longitude. “Okay,” Joe announced, “38.330 ‘North–Lat by 43.539 ‘West–Long. 


     So, Kat, what’s our position?” Joe braced himself for the disappointment that Kat was right, but there was still that chance she could be wrong about this whole thing. 


     Kat raised her pencil to the display monitor left of the central console and bounced the eraser tip off the screen’s surface. The numbers were there plain to see; 38.330 ‘N: 43.539 ‘W. 


     Joe sighed, “Yup, that’s us all right. And that depicts our current location correct?” 


     Kat nodded, “You need to send word of this to Commander Bill A-S-A-P!” 


     Joe scrambled from the JLTV. Minutes later, he clamored up the rear tailboard of Scuba Bill’s armored assault vehicle and yelled for Bill to come out. “This better be good,” Bill yawned, “or you’re in deep trouble buddy.” 


     “More like deep shit. I need you to get with Kat in the JLTV. She’s got something for you.” 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     Joe trailed in behind Bill all the while trying to fill him in on the details. It was difficult for Joe to ascertain if Scuba Bill was listening and taking in what he was telling him. Cold and void of expression, Bill dispensed with the pleasantries of taking the time to ask Kat if he could enter the JLTV. Instead, he flung open the door and sat down beside her while she studied various radar settings on the menu screen. 


     “Talk to me Kat,” Bill said. 


     Kat remained focused and on task, her finger tapping away on an assortment of tactical radar modes of operation. “The Russians have discovered our position and has relayed those position coordinates to nearby enemy bases.” 


     Both Joe and Scuba Bill remained hypnotized while watching Kat scribble on her notepad, some sort of cryptic notes she gleaned from one of three monitor screens before her. “Sure could use a calculator,” Kat muttered blowing back a lock of hair from her vision. 


     Scuba Bill glanced over at Joe. “Find her a calculator.” 


     Joe’s eyes squinted, and his head swayed, “Now?” 


     “Now.” 


     “I have no idea where to look,” replied Joe while rubbing the back of his neck. 


     “Pound on every vehicle in this convoy; someone has to have a calculator,” Bill’s voice raised, “And yes, I don’t give a damn what time in the morning it is—just do it.” 


     Kat never looked up from her manual calculations, not even to look up and wish Joe luck with locating the calculator. “The convoy needs to be awake and on standby anyway,” she told Bill. “What I’m about to tell you may set the wheels rolling right away.” 


     “Kat, you’re going to make a general’s rank sooner than I thought,” Bill said, adding, “You have a natural sense of strategy I haven’t seen in a long while.” 


     Over the top rim of her reading glasses, Kat glance over to him, “Thank you, Commander.” 


     He just gave her a slight smile of approval. “What I need Kat, is that forward enemy battalion position. Can you do that?” 


     “I’ll do my best,” she said while she continued to copy numbers down from one of the display screens before her. 


     Bill’s eyes darted from screen to paper as she scribbled-out solutions from various blips on a radar display. “It’s like you’ve done this before.” 


     “My Dad always said I was a ‘quick study,’” she said, never looking up. “My father was a Ham Radio operator and studied Civilian Search and Rescue operations. It was interesting stuff, so I hung around a lot.” 


     “I’m glad you did.” 


     “Together we were quite a team. Dad was slow when it came to crunching numbers, but he was outstanding in the logistics end,” she confessed. “I found math to be fun and an easy way of getting good grades in school–I take after my Mom I guess. She was really good at math.” 


     Bill knew about Kat’s parents being killed the night she was rescued. Both her mother and father died in an explosion from a shoulder-fired RPG that was volleyed into Kat’s home. Kat saw the whole thing from a neighbor’s house window. Call it luck or just destiny that it was not her time to die; but rather, a time to help a friend with a home-made walnut brownie recipe. 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     Scuba Bill was ready to issue orders for the men to gather for a meeting. Joe returned with a calculator and tossed in front of Kat. “It belongs to the Taylors, but they said you may use it for long as you like,” said Joe yawning. 


     “Joe, I want the fighting men assembled out front of this JLTV right away.” 


     Scuba Bill exited from the JLTV and went back to his armored assault vehicle. Kat spoke, never looking up from her work, “We have a wave of enemy fighters rolling our way.” 


     Clearing his throat and glancing down at his wristwatch, Joe bit his lower lip. His attention shifted to a tactical radar display over Kat’s left shoulder; pointing his finger at the small red blips, he noticed something. There was a white line on the border of the screen that faded from top to bottom of the screen with a 3 letter designation of the letters DOT. “What are we looking at here Kat?” 


     “Being that there is limited vehicular traffic these days; we have fortuitously discovered enemy troop movement heading toward San Antonio via 35 that would be difficult to discriminate otherwise.” 


     “How far away?” 


     “240 or so clicks north of San Antonio.” 


     “I hate to sound stupid, but how many miles is that?” 


     Kat seemed a little fidgety in her seat, “Joe, Commander Bill needs you.” 


     “5 miles, 50 miles?” Joe readying himself to leave as it became apparent Kat was too busy to hold a conversation. 


     He heard her sigh, “149 miles away give or take a few hundred yards.” 


     Joe smiled. The situation was less dangerous than he expected. If enemy movement down Interstate 35 were anything like Interstate 10, there would be plenty of roadblocks to contend with. The distance alone would place them at least 3 to 4 hours away. The convoy could be halfway to the Chihuahuan Desert by then. 


     Outside the JLTV under a full moon, Joe could hear Scuba Bill shouting orders to assemble. Within minutes all the fighting men in all stages of dress, from pajamas to coveralls and even a few in undershorts filed in; forming small groups of people, eagerly awaiting word from Commander Bill. Among them were Major Edson, Paul Munroe, Lee and the motorcycle company; 133 fighting men and women. Joe knew Scuba Bill wasn’t too keen on having women fighting in the ranks, but he noticed a broad grin from him as he watched Juanita Adams saunter up to the positions. 


     Juanita was pulling her thick black hair back while twisting a rubber band around a mane meant to serve as a ponytail. Whether Bill noticed or not, it seemed the fat woman had shed a few pounds, but then, seemed everyone had. It was good to see her finally small enough to strap a gun belt around her middle. Had Joe to remember when she said that her weight problem was not from food but from sitting on a sofa all day watching soap operas. Maybe she was right, and perhaps it was also true that she loved the new life she led today. “Yeah, she’s a little crazy,” Joe muttered to himself. 


     Scuba Bill looked over at Joe with a bemused look on his face. “What’s that?” 


     “Ah, oh,” Joe stammered. “Just thinking out loud is all.” 


     Bill raised a small red rubber parking lot cone to his mouth. He would shout orders through it as if it were a megaphone. “Attention. 


     Russian Reconnaissance has spotted our position. Right now counterinsurgency is headed our way from the north and could be here in as little as 2 hours.” Scuba Bill paused a moment while he paced before the assembled troops. He glanced at the faces and the heads of all those attentions, watched as Scuba Bill pause while pacing the assembled ranks. 


     “By now,” he continued focusing the makeshift megaphone to those concerned, still slowly pacing back and forth, “situations are going to get intense. You are going to be under attack and as you may or may not know your defenses depend on readiness … your survival depends on one another’s ability to prepare and put to use what we were trained to do. 


     In 2 hours, our enemy will be here. But we won’t. We will be west of San Antonio, and we will be traveling in full battle readiness. From there we will be only 250 miles from our destination. The quicker we destroy Russian Reconnaissance planes on the way, the better off we will be, and so I want my SAM crews to be alert at all times. Anything that flies I want it shot down. Eyes and ears people … so let’s bug out!” 


     Scuba Bill turned to Joe, “I want all handheld radios set to channel 2 and radio-checked.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 5 


       


     Russian General Gregor Alexei Pestro stood alone on the beach at Tybee Island Georgia. Just 15 miles east of Savannah, he watched as several landing craft rumbled onto the beach from transport vessels at sea which brought them here from Mother Russia. Tank-like treads rattled with the moan of diesel engines while the bobbing heads of his comrades-in-arms held a salute for their general. From here, the landing vehicles would transport troops and supplies to Hunter Army Air Field just a bit south of Midtown Savannah. 


     Gregor glanced down to his boots in the thought that it was those Russian boots that were the first to hit the beach in America. It was an old pair of boots, proud and destined to be forever remembered by his and all generations to behold in a Russian Military Hermitage museum. He could barely hold back his excitement and the celebration of tonight’s announcement at Hunter Army Field. 


     Studying his footprint in the sand, he laughingly mocked the phrase: One small step for man: One giant step for Russia. 


     “Один маленький шаг для человека, один гигантский шаг для России.” 


     So far, of what he’d seen of America, he cared for not. Was it not for his brothers in arms that they would conquer and divide? Perhaps no; if events like today had not happened, it would not go as planned. Yet now that it has, the next phase will put in place a one world power. What was in store for America did not include Abdul Medina. In the first order, the White House will be razed along with Medina inside. The appearance of him and his countrymen’s camel shit will have no discern. 


     Gregor’s thoughts broke as he watched an open-topped Caterpillar vehicle roll down a ramp of the last landing vehicle. Gregor smiled. An American factory in Russia built a vehicle that ultimately served Mother Russia against the will of her American namesake. She was a beautiful machine. 4X4 with heavy-duty tires, suited for all types of terrain. Her newly modified 3208 cat engine was compact and light. Fitted with dual exhaust stacks and an intake snorkel to make amphibian crawling through American swamplands possible, she was hard to look away from. 


     It was time to roll up the red carpet and fall in behind the convoy of landing vehicles heading up route 80 to Savannah. This was the first wave of 20 waves expected before noon tomorrow. This first wave contained highly specialized air support crews who would captain the efforts of the 11th Reconnaissance Aviation Regiment with the latter groups maintaining support for a 4 wing squadron of SU-24MR Fighter/Recon Jets. Once in place, the Middle Eastern powers would be disassembled and destroyed in America and other regions around the world as well. 


     China has been useful to the cause. Like a tree that provides shade and lumber to build with, the tree then becomes firewood in the end–such will be the legacy of China. 


     Broken from his thoughts, Gregor welcomed the face of his 1st Lieutenant Виктор at the wheel of the All-Terrain Caterpillar. “General Sir,” shouted Viktor over the noise of the diesel. “Let’s blow this pop stand!” 


     Gregor smiled as he replied, “Yes, time to blow the pop stand.” It was an American slang expression Gregor knew. He had learned a lot about American culture from his stepson Viktor. It was in 1999 when Viktor was rescued; a little Albanian child refugee on the streets of Kosovo. The war had produced scores of children refugees; but out of them all, Viktor stood out like a child prince waiting for his appointment to a throne. At that time, Viktor was old enough at the age of 8 to know of his natural mother, and that she was from a place called America. Strangely, he walked up to Gregor’s wife Helena and took her hand, and asked her to take him home. From that moment on, Ronnie Brown became Viktor Chernik, the maiden surname of Gregor’s wife. 


     Viktor quickly became a man schooled in international protocol who rose in the ranks apart from Gregor’s influence. The Russian Army was fast becoming a profession that Viktor clung to; leaving the memories of his past behind. However, Viktor could not get enough knowledge of the modern American sub-culture and history. It was as if Viktor had led parallel lives. In all his Soviet upbringing, Viktor knew of all the events of history and life that went on in the US; mainly pop culture including the music and way of life. There was a time in Viktor’s life when he told his foster father Gregor that he was going to be a secret agent of Russia to the US. He felt confident that he could blend in and gather sensitive secrets for the Soviet Union. Gregor had it in his mind that Viktor was going through a stage in his life where he fantasized being 007. 


     Once on their way, taking the approach to highway 80, Viktor asked, “Have we any news on the US rebel movement in the Southwest Quadrant?” 


     “News travels slowly,” Gregor’s evenly toned response indicated he possessed a considerable amount of concern on the rebel outcome. “Whether or not Yankee Ingenuity applies, we shall soon see.” 


     Viktor nodded. “Spotter planes are a day out of reach, but soon that will change once we replace props with jets!” 


     Voices crackled over the radio, and Gregor announced, “They’ve heard your request.” It was a radio dispatch to the Carrier Fleet at sea from a return to base flight of one of the spotter planes. Details were sketchy as one of the two spotter planes were shot out of the sky by a rebel SAM site during fierce fighting with Islamic insurgents. It appeared Islamic forces have suffered heavy casualties, but to the extent of who was winning, is hard to ascertain from a plane scrambling to get safely away from the battle. 


     Gregor bowed his head, perhaps Yankee Ingenuity was still out there and alive. He turned to look at his 1st Lieutenant son who kept his eyes glued to the road ahead. “Perhaps the barbarians may not be the ones to soften them.” 


     “I gather that’s why we’re landing operations here,” Viktor mused, “which is to say: Never send a boy to do a man’s job!” 


     Gregor slapped Viktor’s shoulder and nodded in approbation with a grin. “Our plans are very long-ranged which shows the world the Soviet superiority through strategy.” The summit for landmark chess competition with the US is over. Now, the real game begins. 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     On the western outskirts of San Antonio, Commander Bill’s convoy battalion had broken through mile after mile of blocked roadway. Abandoned cars and trucks towed and bulldozed away to provide passage for the convoy. Radio chatter boomed in across console speakers while radio request for grid numbers came over Kat’s headphones. From her perch above, Penny slipped down taking a seat next to Kat. She grabbed a pencil and pad and began taking down coordinates from enemy radar positions. Kat never hesitated between marker channels as she dictated enemy targets not readily seen by the men through the thickening smoke that hung in the air. Ear-splitting reports from bombardment units held stationary as all movement in convoy halted. Although the battle lasted only eight minutes, Kat could barely make out one of the M-1 Abrams Tanks emerging through the thick blanket of dust and smoke outside her small window. 


     Moments later, as radio chatter became more of a damage report than mayhem of battle communications; channel 2 went alive with a request from one of the convoy’s Surface to Air Missile spotters manning an FIM-92 Stinger (MANPADS.) Calling in a request from an AN/PRC-77 portable radio field transceiver, “We have at least one maybe two bird dogs in the air.” 


     “10–4 92,” Kat replied, “Standby … 


     We’ve got 2 bogies. One click, proceeding at 125 from 241. Second bogie at 18 departing; copy?” 


     Less than a minute later, Kat heard the explosion as a missile, and the Cessna O-2 Skymaster surveillance plane met head-on. Scuba Bill observed the details and though he didn’t show it, he was extremely proud of his fighting force. During the entire battle, Bill walked the ranks from the forward positions to the rear; his binoculars dangling from his neck as was the cigar clenched between his teeth. Bill pointed to a group of men standing nearby. “You men grab a halon charge and head over to that fire over there. I want that fire out, and I want it out NOW.” 


     Scuba Bill slowly walked toward the Auxiliary Power Unit. It lied on its side cloaked in flames. A thick blanket of diesel smoke filling the sky with the added black smoke of the trailer tires burning away from the rims. Barely less than 50 yards from the fire, Bill stopped; the heat too intense to go farther. He knew it wouldn’t take long before the rest of the fuel in the leaking fuel tank would light-up and explode. Clenching his teeth, he turned away and slammed his cigar to the ground near his boots. The AP would be a total loss if not already as Bill watched the men extinguish the flames. Hearing the raspy voice of Paul (the ratchet) Monroe behind him, Bill turned to see a man distraught in the thought that all hopes of providing a regiment of support to the convoy were lost to the destruction of the only electrical generating systems capable of resurrecting the equipment and supplies from the underground storage hangars. “Son of a bitch!” was all Paul could say from the sight of the AP blaze. 


     “It ain’t gone, Paul. It ain’t gone until I say it’s gone.” 


     Scuba Bill turned and walked down to visit with the convoy’s chief mechanic. In less than 30 minutes, Bill asked Jess to drive up as close to the AP unit as possible so that Mitchel can get a look at it and advise Bill whether or not it could be salvaged. 


     Through Scuba Bill’s binoculars, Mitchel studied the smoldering wreckage of his beloved AP unit. “Generally, as long as the external temperatures didn’t exceed the normal operating temperature of the engine, I can safely say the engine is fine.” Mitchel slowly lowered the binoculars; a look of concern marked his expression. “I can’t say the same thing for the electrical wiring and components though.” 


     “What do you recommend?” 


     “Well Commander, seeing the tires are destroyed, and the axles on one side look bent, I’d say get the loader and tow vehicle to set her up on the flatbed, and haul it to our new base camp. We’ll have plenty of time to make repairs then.” 


     Scuba Bill slowly nodded, a grin stretching across his face, “So you believe the AP is salvageable?” 


     “Oh yes, hard to kill a Cummins Diesel. I am more concerned about the wiring though.” 


     “I’m sure we may come up with plenty of wire,” Bill added. 


     “Hmm. I was referring to the wire windings of the generator that the Cummins engine is spinning? Yeah, it’s more than just wiring, it’s windings which is a particular sort of wire. If that baby is burned, we’re gonna have to get a specialist trained in rewinding a genset.” 


     Bill took Mitchel’s hand and shook it saying, “I’ll get the men to load the AP up, and we’ll get moving right away … thanks.” 


     “Oh and one thing Commander. Any chance a guy may get some sleep around here? What with the firecrackers you guys keep setting off and all …” 


     Just before exiting the transport vehicle, Bill turned and gave Mitchel a wink. “Working on that.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 6 


       


     The Auxiliary Power Unit was still smoldering on the flatbed truck as the command to head west was given. Everyone in convoy was exhausted, yet Scuba Bill had them press on for at least another 100 miles before the spot where Karl Hennessy deemed a safe refuge for this evening’s camp. Joe Wyatt expressed his concern that moving a smoldering object through the winds created by traveling would cause the AP to reignite. That fear didn’t go without thought to the possibility, so Scuba Bill ordered Joe to ride on deck with the AP keeping fire watch. Armed with a fire extinguisher, Joe felt vulnerable to the dangers of either being burned alive or picked-off by a lone enemy sniper. Joe muttered under his breath, “Thanks a lot, Bill old buddy!” 


     Hours later, when things cooled off a bit, not even the AP held enough heat to keep Joe from shivering in the wind. During most of the trip, thoughts of Mary and him sailing off into passionate sunsets helped pass the time. Now, with it being too cold to hold a decent idea that didn’t revolve around icebergs and polar bears, Joe felt the convoy slow down and turn off the road. The sun was on the horizon, and all that Joe could see was wide open country, with the ghostly skyline of San Antonio in the distance. This was a landscape far different than Joe was used to seeing in Florida. Sparse groupings of trees and scrub reminded him of what he’d seen in western movies. The only thing missing was tumbleweeds. Joe always wanted to see a real tumbleweed, and strange as it might seem, to handle one and study it as he wondered how such a plant could survive to roam the countryside. Oddly, tumbleweeds represented freedom to Joe which was not something you could associate with when it came to comparing a rooted shrub or tree. It was the ‘sailor’ of all plant life. 


     The area off the road where the convoy stopped offered little cover from surveillance planes. In fact, it provided very little in the way of breaking the chilly breeze that swept through from the lands to the north. Having climbed down from the flatbed, Joe limped his way forward to the driver’s cab. Feeling stiff and cold, he rubbed both arms to sooth away the chill from his skin. Silence fell upon him as the engines of the convoy vehicles one by one shut down. Now, just the eerie whistle of the wind remained. Joe expected the sound of vehicle doors opening and slamming shut, but there was no such sound. 


     When Joe approached the driver’s side door, he saw EZ Rodriguez slumped over his steering wheel asleep. “EZ, you okay?” 


     “Go away man,” EZ slurred, “Let a man get some sleep.” 


     Joe blinked hard a few times while trying to think how many hours he had been awake. He looked down at his wristwatch. It had been at least 24 hours plus, since the last time anyone slept around here. 


     Hearing the sound of footfall coming up behind him, Joe sharply turned around as Kat was cloaking him in an olive drab woolen blanket. Seemed obvious he had pulled down a little sympathy from Kat. “My poor JoJo,” she cried. 


     Here was a woman that ran from hot to cold. JoJo? A few hours ago Joe noticed she wouldn’t give him the time of day; but then, she had her hands full taking care of business. He looked at her as she pulled the blanket over his shoulders. Kat was strictly business, and that made Joe smile. 


     The warmth of the blanket felt right, and it helped clear his mind however he sensed Kat was freezing to death herself. In the shivering tone of her voice, she told him how awful she felt about him out here in the cold. As she stood close to him, he lied to her saying it wasn’t all that bad. 


     “It’s Autumn now you know,” she chuckled. 


     “Gee, when did that happen?” 


     “According to my Almanac, it happened yesterday.” 


     “Hmm, Almanac; what else did it say?” 


     Joe could see a spark of light in her eyes, and with a bit of a grin, “It said something about getting colder, then warming up through October.” 


     Joe opened his blanket, and while Kat moved in, he carefully wrapped it around her shoulders. She enveloped her arms around his waist and pulled herself close, resting her head against his shoulder. “Does it get colder?” asked Joe. 


     He felt her breathe a sigh, “I don’t know Joe. Does it?” 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     The last of the sunset drew a deepening chill that could be seen in the vapor of Joe’s words. Under the wrap of the blanket, Kat clung to Joe as he remarked how beautiful the stars seemed tonight. “There’s got to be billions of stars out this evening,” said Joe. 


     Kat smiled and looked up, “I just saw a shooting star.” 


     “Yeah, there goes another one!” 


     “And another,” she cried. 


     “Too bad everyone is asleep to see this.” 


     EZ Rodriguez slapped the steering wheel as he exclaimed while rolling up his window, “Why don’t you two bed-down somewhere! Some of us gotta get some sleep.” 


     Joe looked around with the realization that very few had left their vehicles and the few who had had already returned. The entire convoy was asleep, and without so much as a cooking fire to light the evening, Joe knew it was time to walk Kat back to the JLTV and call it a night. 


     Feeling a bit squeamish, Joe knew that Kat would probably expect a kiss when they reached the door of the JLTV. Maybe it could be just a friendly peck on the cheek or forehead. No harm in that. 


     At last, the time came when Kat stopped at the door and turned around facing Joe. “I guess this is goodnight?” 


     She wrapped her arms around his waist and pulled herself close. Feeling the warmth of her body soothed away the chill. “Yeah,” he said. “I suspect daylight before you know it, and we’ll be back on the road again.” With that being said, Joe leaned forward and placed a kiss on Kat’s forehead. Joe seemed mildly surprised when he felt her shutter and push away. 


     “Sorry Joe. It’s just that I feel a fever blister forming on my lower lip, and they’re contagious I think.” 


     “Hey,” said Joe smiling. “I’ve got a permanent cure for that!” 


     “Yeah, I wish … “ 


     “No no, it’s in the utility box for this vehicle.” 


     Kat swung her eyes up as if she was looking for a clue in the sky above her. “Ok, so you’re going to find a special wrench for loosening and removing fever blisters? Maybe I’ll just go to Penny for treatment. I’m sure she has an ointment for fever blisters.” 


     Joe disappeared to the driver’s side door. Moments later, he appeared next to Kat with a can of Starter Fluid. “Open the door and hop in and I’ll take care of that fever blister.” 


     A confused expression crossed her face when she saw Joe shaking the spray can of Starter Fluid. “Ok, so this is a joke right?” 


     “Got a clean rag or towel?” 


     Kat held up her hand in a defensive expression of mercy. “What are you going to do with that can of stuff?” 


     “It ain’t stuff, Kat. It’s for starting cold diesel engines when the temps get too low for them to fire-up and run normally.” 


     Kat frowned, “I’m not an engine.” 


     “It’s just ether. Some Starting Fluid has lubricating oil mixed in with the ether–some don’t, like this one.” Joe grinned. “So it’s a perfect choice.” 


     “Ether huh?” 


     Joe sprayed a small wet spot on a paper towel and raised that to Kat’s fever blister. As he dabbed the area, he explained that a fever blister was the result of a small virus creature lurking around inside the blister. 


     “Ether will knock the little guy out, thus stopping him from making your blister itchy.” 


     “Are you telling me the truth?” 


     “You’re talking to a guy who used to get fever blisters so badly and so frequently that I considered going out to sea and drowning myself. That was a few years ago. I don’t get them anymore!” 


     “Do you think I’m gullible Joe?” 


     There was a bit of laughter in Joe’s voice. Perhaps Kat would believe me in a few days when the healing was already noticeable. “Of course not,” said Joe. 


     “Then how’d you discover this?” 


     Snapping the lid back on the aerosol can and discarding the paper towel, Joe settled back in the seat alongside Kat and explained, “I had sailed over to Bimini Island which is the territory of the Bahamas. Well, I arrived at West End and was trying to make port using my engine when it failed. Luckily, I got towed in by a friendly native who told me there was an outboard motor mechanic in Alice Town. Being a good mechanic that he was, he noticed my horribly festering lips. It was then; he introduced me to the cure.” 


     “You’re serious.” 


     Joe was feeling the Sandman was about and began yawning. “Yeah, Kat. Drop dead serious.” He looked over at her and told her that in a day or two, the itching will come back. “The little guy inside the blister will try to make a comeback. When you feel that itch give your self one more treatment of the Starter Fluid. I guarantee that’ll be the end of that little virus dude. The fever blister will scab up as if it is already healing. After that, you might never have another fever blister. And if you do, it’ll be a long time before you do.” 


     A long silence drew a sideward glance to Kat who had fallen asleep. Joe studied the peaceful way she looked when she slept. How beautiful it would be if he could stay, however, he slipped outside gently closing the door to the JLTV for the long walk back in the cold to his Humvee. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 7 


       


     ~~Two hours ago~~ 


       


     After taking a ‘browbeating’ from Abdul Medina, Walid Ghazarra hung up the phone and sighed. As Commanding General of ISIS forces, he felt ashamed, having not been with his men on the battlefield. His army’s raid on the American rebel forces had failed miserably. Walid spent a few moments in thoughts on how it went wrong. Was it because the element of surprise had been compromised? How? And who is responsible for this breach of intelligence? 


     His brain, racked with the pain of not knowing who was responsible for the intelligence breach that caused the slaughtering of half a regiment brought forth gnashing of his teeth in anger as he slammed his fist into the top of his desk: there was no doubt American forces knew about this planned attack beforehand. 


     The first thought of suspicion leaned toward the Russian allied forces. However, it was Russian intelligence in the first place. It became clear to Walid that the Russians had placed them in a strategic position of world dominance beginning with North America. One of the first rules for radical takeover is positioning oneself tops in the information base. Being the dealer of cards makes you the owner of the house; and as everyone knows, it is difficult to break the house. This angered Walid. If it had not been for his brethren in arms, the Chinese and Russians would not be successful in occupying the American soil. He knew alone, the Chinese and Russians secretly feared to take on American forces for the technological advances they possessed. So it only made sense to use Middle Eastern armies to soften up the Americans using what the others feared: nuclear weapons. Americans were fools after being threatened over and over by North Korea and Iran, that we hated them and that we would destroy them. Yet the arrogance led their better judgment astray. So now they are like neutered goats. 


     With Middle Eastern liberators to soften Americans, it was now beginning to be the time for them to be eliminated from the game. An old woman with a cane could easily take over from here … is that not the case my Russian friend? 


     Perhaps he would share these thoughts with Abdul Medina. But for now, he felt he needed the assurance that there were more to his allegations than what mere suspicions brought to mind. 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 8 


       


     ~Dawn of the fourth Horseman of the Apocalypse~ 


     … His name was Death, and hell followed him … 


       


     There were no roosters to crow this morning; any birds singing their praise for the new day, only a low droning buzz in the distant air above the ghostly city of San Antonio. The pale yellow sun peaked up from the east to shine through clouds of dust and grainy black clouds that shifted back and forth in odd directions forming shapes that puzzled the onlooking eyes of Scuba Bill. 


     Sipping his morning coffee, he stood on a hill, peering out over the city, while off in the distance the galloping sound of a horse’s hooves heading his way, rose small clouds of dust in its wake. Over the lower half of this horseman’s face, a white scarf flowed in the breeze. Scuba Bill’s eyes narrowed as he strained his vision to a stranger dressed in black … the white scarf was of all his head that he could see until coming closer; a narrow-brimmed hat held down by a cord around the outline of his chin. 


     The stranger stopped short of Bill by only a few yards. The white foam slobber of the stranger’s horse splattered out with a snort near his feet. This tall and thin stranger had been riding long and hard, and when he pulled down his white scarf, Bill noticed the man was wearing the collar of a preacher. The stranger raised his arm and pointed a bony thick-knuckled hand toward the city. “Look down there and tell me what you see,” the stranger said. 


     Scuba Bill knew it, but never gave it much thought. He looked back at the stranger who seemed fixed like a statue on a horse, his arm still outstretched to the city in the far distance. Scuba Bill replied, “I see death.” 


     “You see what life was, but is now delivering its death upon your door.” 


     “I don’t get it.” 


     “It is what comes to pass, and it comes, a plague of death.” 


     “Those shifting black clouds are getting bigger.” 


     The stranger concluded, “And on their backs they carry death.” 


     His horse moaned and jerked a step back. “I ask, are you the shepherd of this flock?” 


     Scuba Bill knew the preacher was referring to his convoy and though he wasn’t a religious man himself, he answered the man in black that he was. 


     “Batten the windows and doors that they cannot come in and leave this place.” 


     Hypnotized by the swarm, Scuba Bill stood there watching the thick clouds of cadaver flies heading his way. He threw down his toaster pastry and muttered, “Holy Shit!” 


     Realizing what he said, he turned to the preacher to excuse his bad language, but the preacher had vanished. It was a sign to Bill to get the convoy moving fast, and that he did. Trotting alongside the convoy vehicles, he rapped on the doors with the butt of his sidearm pistol. Alternately, he fired shots into the air and yelled until he became hoarse, for everyone to roll-out and head-out immediately. Tailpipes and engine stacks blew black smoke as the cold engines roared, eventually clearing themselves of the smoke as they warmed up. Coming back up the line of vehicles Scuba Bill issued orders for all windows and hatches secured shut until further notice. 


     Currents from the north were picking up in heavy gusts of cold air, yet the swarm blossomed steadily–riding on the wind when Scuba Bill reached the safety of his transport carrier. There were over a dozen such transport carriers including the one that housed the mobile medic unit Mitchel and Jess rode in that had only canvas coverings. The possibility that the swarm might find ways to get in concerned Bill. I hope they know to wrap themselves up in blankets. 


     Already the stridency of the insect storm was beginning to drown out the sound of the convoy engines. Scuba Bill batted a few of the flies away with his hand; insects, each as big as his thumb and with pale green stripes running across a black thorax. The hair on his neck rose with the sight of these ruby red-eyed giant flies. 


     The vehicles were beginning to roll, and Bill was the running in behind his transport when he took a dive forward into the rear opening of the truck. He yelled to the driver to ‘gun it,’ while he frantically secured the canvas flaps covering the back entry to the vehicle. There were a few of the flies charging and darting around within the confines of the vehicle. Scuba Bill whipped an empty duffel bag about trying to dispatch them where he could pin them down and crush them. With the confidence he had gotten them all, he slid down into the seat next to his driver. But his faith withered as he looked over to Stevens sitting behind the steering wheel, and saw a cadaver fly burrowing in his hair. Just as Stevens reached up to scratch his head, Bill snatched the fly in his hand and slammed it on the floorboard, following it up with a foot crunching stomp. 


     After raking his fingers through his hair, Steven saw blood on his hand, “Think the bastard bit me!” 


     Somewhere in the back was a medic kit with antiseptic supplies and Scuba Bill bounced around in the back looking for it. 


     The convoy began picking up speed as it was apparent to Scuba Bill that all was beginning to understand what the urgency to get the convoy moving was all about. Stevens yelled back to Scuba Bill from the driver’s seat that they started pulling away from the swarm at around 10 miles per hour, and if they didn’t have to slow down for road blockage, they could be safe in approximately 20 miles or so. Paul and his motorcycle crew had already covered that much ground, leaving their camping gear behind. Scuba Bill moved to the rear of the transport vehicle and peeked out at the cloud of insects. The convoy was indeed pulling away from them, thanks to the advanced warning of the preacher man. 


     Sliding back down into the jump seat next to Stevens, Scuba Bill, armed with a bottle of alcohol and gauze kept his attention on preparing an emergency field dressing for Stevens’ bug bite. “Hold your head still and keep your eyes on the road,” he told Stevens. 


     Finding the area of the bite wasn’t hard; it still oozed blood against Stevens’ blond hair. Scuba Bill began dabbing away at the bite wound when he noticed some of Stevens’ hair fall away from his head. He paused a moment and bit his lip in the horror of how fast the bite wound grew and evolved into an angry looking boil. Out of all the most hideous sights to stimulate the gag reflex, Scuba Bill rated this high in any such aspect of his past wartime experience. We need Penny here A-S-A-P! 


     The convoy had put several miles between them and the pestilence of flies, determined to overtake and consume them. With every moment—with every mile that passed Stevens condition appeared dismal. So much so that Scuba Bill told Stevens to stop the vehicle and while he jumped out. He promised Stevens he would provide him with professional first aid when he returned, but in the meantime to retreat to the cot in the back. Stevens returned a confused glance toward Scuba Bill, but slowed the vehicle to a stop, and then clamored from his seat and stumbled back to the rear compartment. 


     Scuba Bill’s feet jump to the ground running until he was stunned by the sight of broad groupings of the giant cadaver flies clinging to the backs of the convoy vehicles. The flies seemed as though they were in a latent state of being, and did not seem to notice Scuba Bill as he quietly walked by. Nearly on his tiptoes, Bill finally came upon the JLTV. Once inside, Kat was riddling Scuba Bill with a million questions. He brushed passed her only to say no one was to step outside their vehicles until they reached their destination somewhere in the Chihuahuan Desert. Kat spoke, “Some of us need to eat, sleep and pee and not particularly in that order, sir.” 


     Scuba Bill found Penny peering down at something in a stainless steel bowl. A small headlamp illuminating the specimen she was studying through a magnifying glass. As he drew closer, he noticed she had incised one of the cadaver fly’s midsection with a scalpel. 


     Penny spoke in a monotone voice typical of a person engaged in a mind-bending research oddity, “Found this strange creature trapped under the windshield wiper. He was stunned enough for me to sneak up on him with a scalpel.” Seeing the insect was utterly sliced in half, he knew it was no threat to Kat. 


     “Leave it. Grab your medical bag of tricks and follow me to my transport.” 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Penny and Scuba Bill had to enter his transport vehicle through the passenger side door because the back of the vehicle had a half dozen or so cadaver flies still clinging in a state of what appeared latency. “This, I believe,” said Penny, pointing to the flies, “is the reverse of heat exhaustion. These flies are holding out further activity until their body’s warm back up.” 


     Scuba Bill reached out and pulled Penny up and into the vehicle. From in the back, Penny could hear heavy breathing, “Is this Stevens?” she asked, looking up to Scuba Bill who, only nodded his head in reply. 


     Penny knelt beside the cot Stevens was lying on, and while feeling Stevens’ forehead, she asked him if he’d been bitten by the large flying insect. In return, he neither spoke nor nodded his head. He just stared at her and blinked his eyelids twice. Penny looked confused, and while looking up to Bill, she told him Stevens was not running a fever. He seemed to be getting colder. “Paralysis has set in,” she said further, “and the bite wound has opened. His scalp is full of abscesses.” A look of shock on Penny’s face told Bill there was nothing she could do for Stevens. 


     “So you are saying—?” 


     Bill watched as it seemed unexpected that Penny got up from her bedside visit and swiftly moved to the forward seating position in the jump seat beside the drivers’ seat. Bill followed, gingerly swinging himself around to lean on the doghouse cover. Facing Penny, Bill asked if Stevens was going to get better on his own. To which she replied, “I cannot address his symptoms to any medical, applied science.” Penny lowered her voice to a whisper. “It is as if Stevens is decomposing … while he is still alive.” 


     Scuba Bill turned his head aside. He gazed out the driver’s window as Penny continued, “We can keep him warm and make him as comfortable as possible, but—” 


     “But we need to get this convoy moving.” Bill could see that those vehicles in front of them were long gone from sight. Penny tried to follow Bill’s thought. 


     “Yes,” she replied. “Before these flies warm up and begin swarming around us, we should get going.” 


     He saw a few flies beginning to buzz around outside and wondered if hanging around might not be a bad strategy. Once these flies become mobile, the rest of this convoy may take off and leave them behind. He pointed out to Penny that the flies are beginning to gather themselves together and she should remain with him and not go outside. 


     “No problem there, sir,” she said while staring out at the rear-view mirror. “But what of that big swarm heading up behind us?” 


     Scuba Bill had forgotten about the swarm and at the thought of that suggestion said nothing. Instead, he slid in behind the wheel and rammed the gearshift lever forward. Stepping off the clutch, he gunned the accelerator. Alternating glances between the rear-view mirror and the road ahead, he watched the rest of the convoy follow in behind him. 


     The wind appeared to boost up, wheeling itself in weird directions and kicked up so much dust that it was beginning to get hard to see. A dust devil sprang up and danced across the road twice before disappearing into a sandy chasm off the wayside. Scuba Bill had never seen such that dust devils developed in quite the numbers that were now happening around and ahead of them. The transport truck reeled from side to side and even at one point rammed head-on in a wind blast that nearly stalled the engine; causing Bill to grab a lower gear to maintain forward momentum. 


     All at once Scuba Bill heard Penny clap her hands, “They’re gone!” she exclaimed. “Swept away and dispersed in the tornadoes.” 


     It was too loud inside the troop carrier with the noise of the engine and the winds that howled. But at that moment with all menacing creatures being gone so also, was Stevens. 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 9 


       


     The needle on the fuel gauge was resting on the stop pin over the word ‘Empty.” Scuba Bill and Penny would have made it to the Vietnam reservation monument sooner and with fuel to spare had it not been the winds that battered the vehicle head-on. 


     From the recollection of different comments and conversations with Paul (the Ratchet) Monroe, Scuba Bill was confident they had reached the trail leading to the reservation. The only problem was, most of the convoy vehicles, including his, would run out of fuel long before getting there. From here, they would need to travel in about 35 miles before reaching the veterans’ trailer park where the underground armory was located. 


     Scuba Bill pulled over and shut off the transport vehicle. “What are we doing?” Penny asked. 


     “We’re shutting down before we break down.” 


     “You mean we are out of gas?” 


     “Gas and diesel fuel, yes.” 


     Penny rolled her eyes back. “Tell me the fuel tanker trucks are traveling with us.” 


     Scuba Bill jumped out without answering Penny and walked to the front of the vehicle. Penny followed; meeting up with Bill. They both stood, silently studying the many tire tracks in the dusty trail before them. He pointed to some tracks that looked more like a sidewalk imprint, “Abrams tracks.” 


     “Tank treads,” Penny smiled. “I’ll bet the tow vehicle and the fuel trucks made it up to the reservation by now.” 


     “They’ll be back to check on us. We just sit and wait.” 


     “What do you want for Christmas?” 


     Scuba Bill just turned and looked at her for a moment; then replied, “Far as I know, it’s been postponed.” 


     She sniffed and looked off into the distance to nothing it seemed. The silence between them, interrupted by the subtle wisp of a breeze that moved a chill through her. Turning back to Scuba Bill she batted her eyes in disapproval of what he had said. “I think not.” 


     Penny was about to return to her place in the truck when she saw Kat walking up. She was waving her arms and yelling that they were on the way with fuel. It seemed evident to Penny that Scuba Bill thought that because all handheld radio units were in the section of the convoy that broke away from them previously, they would have to wait until someone got the idea to go back and search for them. “They’re on the way,” she yelled back at Scuba Bill as she could see he had begun hiking up the trail. Penny nearly doubled over in laughter and was still laughing when Scuba Bill arrived back. 


     “What’s so funny?” he asked. 


     “You forgot about the communications gear in Kat’s vehicle!” 


     Scuba Bill ignored Penny and walked passed her as if she wasn’t there. Penny turned her attention to Kat saying, “Is he always like this?” 


     Kat shrugged her shoulders. “Depends on what you mean?” 


     “Well, at times he seems content, while other times moody and rude.” 


     Kat watched Scuba Bill walk off while in the distance before him, a couple of people were hobbling his way. Soon it became clear to Kat it was Mitchel with his arm around Jess. “Look at it this way Penny. Commander Bill has a lot on his mind. He chooses the time and place to socialize with us troopers if you know what I mean.” 


     Penny bowed her head. “Yes, of course. Professional ethics that go with the job I suppose.” 


     Kat placed her hand on Penny’s shoulder. “He appreciates us all, especially you Penny.” 


     “As a physician, I’m sure he does.” 


     “Not altogether true Penny. I feel he likes you as a person … just the way you are.” 


     “How’s that–I mean he called me a skeleton girl, remember?” 


     Kat paused opening her mouth to say something but hesitated. 


     “I would just assume he did apologize about that,” said Penny. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Jess and Mitchel stopped; in her right hand, a milk crate that she dropped for Mitchel to sit on. “I think he’ll be ready for that crutch,” said Jess, rubbing her lower back as Scuba Bill closed the distance. 


     Scuba Bill broke a serious expression by putting on a grin. “Well, great news! Maybe we can get one of the boys to make you a crutch when we get to the reservation. So what brings you out?” 


     “Exercise,” said Mitchel 


     “Therapy,” said Jess correcting Mitchel. 


     Mitchel squirmed and straightened his posture a bit, “You ah, ran completely out of fuel?” 


     “Yep.” 


     “So the engine died from insufficient fuel?” 


     Scuba Bill smiled. He knew what Mitchel was getting at, “No Mitchel, I shut off the engine before that happened.” 


     Mitchel blew a sigh of relief. “Good—nothing like a diesel engine becoming air-bound.” 


     Jess glanced over to Mitchel and began to giggle, “Yeah not like you.” 


     Mitchel looked confused. “What, me air-bound?” 


     “I would have worn a gas mask last night if I had one.” 


     Mitchel laughed. “I knew it! Brussel sprouts do it every time. I have got to find the ham and Brussel spout MRI again.” 


     “Are you shitting me, you dumb-ass? You mean you knew about this, and you ate it knowing you would damn near kill me?” 


     Scuba Bill heard the unmistakable sound of a chopper coming in overhead. Mitchel followed it with an eye to the sky, “Wow a gunship!” 


     Jess knocked Mitchel off his plastic milk crate and covered him with her body. “Hey, you dumb bitch!” Mitchel yelled. 


     “Oh so I’m a bitch now huh?” cried Jess 


     Scuba Bill spoke, “Relax you two, it’s a friendly.” 


     Mitchel had rolled Jess under him, “You don’t sacrifice yourself for me; you got it?” 


     “I’m your nurse you asshole! 


     “I’ll just leave you two alone to roll in the dust,” Scuba Bill said. 


     The chopper settled down 25 yards from the lead vehicle, and as Scuba Bill walked toward it a man dressed in military fatigues exited from the cockpit door and met him halfway. 


     “Lieutenant Echols sir,” he said, saluting Scuba Bill. 


     Scuba Bill sized up the soldier. He appeared to be of slender frame, yet he had s slight belly bulge typical of a man, presumably in his sixties; his hair almost entirely white except for a mix of darker streaks near the top of his head. 


     Scuba Bill walked back toward his troop carrier truck. Standing there were Kat and Penny, their hair in a whirlwind from the swirling rotor blades washing down on them from the UH-1 helicopter twenty yards away. 


     Morris idled-down the power to the Rotomisson coupling to the disc, bringing the noise level to a tolerable state. Starboard crew member Major Morris opened his door and slid himself down to the ground. He stood there at attention next to his cockpit door as Scuba Bill approached him. At that point, the major raised his right arm and held a salute. Scuba Bill returned the salute and told Major Morris, who he was. 


     “I could tell,” he replied. “Your reputation precedes you. Second command Wyatt told us all about you sir. We came to take you to the reservation.” 


     “But the chopper–how did you raise it from underground storage major?” 


     “It only took one hour for our mechanics to rig up the AP you brought us to do the job.” 


     Scuba Bill raised his eyebrows, “I’m impressed. 


     “Everything is being prepared for your inspection, sir, and in the meantime, the men are repairing the AP back to its original shape. 


     Fuel trucks are on the way and should be here in less than an hour. Our general officer has sent us to bring you back immediately. He is eager to meet you, sir.” 


     “General officer?” 


     “Yes General John Pennock, retired but eager to be recommissioned, sir.” 


     Scuba Bill bit his lower lip. He was taken aback by such respectful camaraderie. “Well Lieutenant,” he said with all the best of authority in a voice he could muster. “I must bring along my chief medical officer if you will.” 


     Echols held a salute while Scuba Bill trotted back to the troop carrier vehicle. He slung open the door and told Penny she was going with him. Seeing Kat sitting idly behind the wheel smiling like a Cheshire cat, Bill barked, “What are you looking at?” 


     He took Penny by the hand, and they trotted off toward the chopper while Penny stole a brief glance back toward Kat and smiled. 


     Once inside the troop compartment, Scuba Bill was surprised to see Penny hop inside on her own without using his outstretched hand for a hand up. Situating himself in his jump seat LT. Echols introduced his partner to Penny. “This is Major Morris, and I’m Lieutenant Echols. Hang on!” 


     Bill and Penny watched the ground swiftly fall away while the chopper slowly spun a complete 360 degrees gaining altitude as it did. They felt the nose of the chopper dip slightly as they pitched forward, picking up speed. The trail to the reservation could now be easily seen as well as the compound where the better half of Scuba Bill’s convoy was. 


     “If you look real hard,” Bill said to Penny, “under that camouflaged netting is the residence living quarters. Off to the left is an entrance ramp to an underground armory. Look, you can see several men working to haul an old tank and a plane from the archive below.” 


     Lieutenant Echols looked over his shoulder, “They may be old sir, but they function like new.” 


     Two F4 jets with their wings folded back were seen sitting off to the side while several other members of the community worked setting them up for business. “This old Iroquois is over 40 years, old sir.” 


     Penny turned a glance to Scuba Bill, “What’s he talking about?” 


     He drew close so she could hear him, and in her ear, he said, “He’s talking about this helicopter gunship.” 


     “Good grief, it’s as old as my father,” she replied. 


     She grabbed Scuba Bill’s hand with the feeling of butterflies in her belly when the chopper dropped altitude over an area marked for helicopter landing. Lieutenant Echols noticed the hands clenched together and announced their general officer will be expecting Scuba Bill and his lady for dinner tonight. 


     Penny turned a glance toward Scuba Bill. His face turned beet red, and he stammered a reply. Never had Penny known him to be caught speechless before. She smiled and drew a finger to his lips. Taking over the response, she said, “We’d be honored of course.” 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     A silver-haired man rushed over to a man struggling to yank a bundle of wires through a length of conduit that disappeared through a wood beam; but before he could assist, the bunch of wires slipped out of the man’s hands and slid back into the conduit. 


     Through grit-teeth, the older man exclaimed, “You idiot boy–and you call yourself an electrician?” 


     “You’re right,” countered the idiot boy, “I’m an electronics tech, not an electrician!” 


     The silver-haired man looked down and shook his head, and then looked at Idiot Boy who was grinning back at him. He then flipped his thumb from his fist to point at the conduit, “Hey Mo, no wonder da water don’t woik. These pipes are clogged wit wires!” 


     “Shut-up and pull that conduit apart and let’s start over.” 


     Unaware of Morris and Echols standing there with Scuba Bill and Penny watching the antics of the pair of luckless repairmen until idiot boy said, “Hey boss, we got’s company!” 


     Morris and Echols straightened up at attention as the silver-haired man turned to discover they did, in fact, have company. 


     A grin broke the angst-ridden face of the retired general as he clapped and shuffled the dirt from his hands. Reaching out to Scuba Bill to shake hands, he said, “I’m John … John Pennock retired, and this is John Kehoe.” 


     Scuba Bill smiled, “William McGregor.” 


     John Kehoe aka idiot boy reached across to shake hands with Scuba Bill. “My pleasure, and who might your lovely lady be?” 


     “Penny,” said Bill. “She is an MD and our chief medical officer.” 


     Penny beamed with pride when she looked up to Scuba Bill and said, “I sure hope he doesn’t keep me around just for that ….” 


     Scuba Bill turned and backed out of the doorway of the bunker where both Johns was working. 


     General Pennock (JP) gave a half smile and a wink at Penny, “I’m sure he doesn’t.” He then nodded to both Morris and Echols. “Show the McGregor’s to the guest quarters and dinner will be at Eagle Hall picnic pavilion at 17 hundred hours.” 


     Scuba Bill stopped briefly and then began walking without looking back. Penny ran up to him and took his hand while John and idiot boy looked on. “What was that all about?” 


     Hearing the wind whistle past the doorway of the munitions bunker where they had been working, JP’s eyes narrowed. “That was William Moore.” 


     “I thought he said, William McGregor.” 


     “Before retiring, I was an assigned officer to the Judge Advocate General’s Corps or JAG.” With a smile, JP rubbed his chin, knowingly, “I had his file, pictures – everything, and I while reviewing his case; days preceding his trial, he escaped his bonds and fled justice.” 


     “Is he dangerous?” 


     “Extremely.” 


     John Kehoe’s happy go lucky charm fell to the floor, “And you don’t appear worried?” 


     JP smiled, “Why should I, or we for that matter … we’re not the enemy. And besides, what he did before branding himself a wanted soldier, any man with a backbone would have done. It’s just that the political correctness has rules regarding how and when you should kill the enemy. William chose to hose down a bunch of Pakistani irregulars with a flamethrower while they guarded a compound of US personnel to be later executed or sold off in a human trafficking network.” 


     John Kehoe shook his head, “Holy moly! I’m beginning to get the picture.” 


     “William found out they were the ones who raped and murdered Sargent Moore.” 


     John grew quiet for a moment. “His sister?” 


     “Nope.” JP drew a sigh, “Of course being his next of kin, or rather, his wife put her into a different fighting unit, and so it took him nearly a year to hunt them down, and all the while being considered by the military as MIA and then later AWOL.” 


     “I guess that stands to reason JP. I mean, being those murdering pack of irregulars would have been considered friendlies; bringing the bastards in for trial would have been impossible.” 


     “Everyone seemed to know that except the blind eye of the court.” 


     Kehoe sighed and shook his head, “I suppose you’re right about that.” 


     JP glanced at his wristwatch, “Let’s get this job done before Christmas gets here.” 


     “What you getting me for Christmas, Dad?” 


     “Shut-up and pull.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 10 


       


     ~Savannah Georgia~ 


     Hunter Airforce Base 


       


     General Gregor Alexei Pestro surveyed his airbase landing runways. Once again, his Arab allies neglected the fine details of their raid on this airbase. Sloppy, very sloppy. The Americans bombed their own runways from here or elsewhere, leaving gaping craters in the asphalt every few hundred meters on either side. He knew Russian support teams did not come prepared for this. As he and his son motored down the runway in a tram tractor, his mind became troubled with the decision to delay his SU24 fighter jets aboard the carriers until repairs could be made. 


     The idea that someone would have to supply the materials and labor to make the necessary repairs to the runways brought about a sense of depression in him. Viktor heard his father thinking out loud, “Now I must appeal to Moscow for materials and experts to repair runways–this will take weeks, maybe months!” 


     “Relax Father,” said Viktor nonchalantly. “I will go out and bring back American paving people whose business it is to make the repair.” 


     Gregor turned and grabbed his son by the shoulder and kissed his head, “My son, you do this, and you will be bigger than military rank–you will be a czar!” 


     “Keep going Dadeo I like where you’re going with this,” he snickered and looked aside to his father. “How about the president of the United States of Russia?” 


     Gregor unleashed a belly laugh so loud nesting pairs of blackbirds by the hundreds took flight from nearby trees. 


     Viktor returned a smile, “This country beginning to look like Russia in the summer.” 


     The skies were gray and the leaves on most trees nearly gone. Winds were beginning to pick up out of the northwest as Viktor pointed to a darkly approaching system in that general direction. To Viktor, it was as if Russia shared the same sky. He slowed the tram to stop near a large bomb crater in the runway. They both got out of the vehicle and walked around the hole kicking clumps of asphalt and gravel into the bomb crater while seemingly lost in thought. 


     Leaves whipped around them, gathering in shifting piles strewn here and there about the runway; Victor glanced over at his father. “I leave at first light.” 


     “I will have the debris cleared from this runway, and ready for repairs,” Gregor replied. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Viktor rolled out of bed an hour before daybreak, and as promised, drove off into the countryside taking with him the echo of his father’s warning to be careful, and a small brick of cheese and a stick of salami. He drove nearly an hour, occasionally dodging broken down vehicles that littered the road. Seeing areas on the way, apparently well-traveled, he followed along paths leading off the road into the woods and back onto the road until he came to what appeared to be a small roadside diner. Parked in front were two pickup trucks and some men moving about from one vehicle to another as if transferring objects from there to a place behind the diner. 


     This, he thought, would be an excellent place to ask for directions, so he parked his vehicle next to one of the pickup trucks. In the front window of the diner, flickering light from a lantern moved somewhere off to an area near the door. By the time Viktor got out of his vehicle, he was alerted by the creaking sound of the front door and the pale face of a middle-aged woman looking out at him. “We’re closed–go away.” 


     “Just here to ask direction to a place of paving company,” said Viktor shouldering a backpack with a holster compartment sewn to the left fabric panel.  


     Her eyes shift to one side, “Go ask around back,” she replied before shutting the door. 


     Viktor rounded the corner to see three men busy at work butchering a large deer hanging on a rack, and the other preparing a barbecue fire pit for cooking. The place was cluttered with various hand tools, firearms and old animal bones. Near the butchering rack were two large drums, one for fat and the other presumably for scalding the hair off hogs, neither of which appeared ready for business. 


     “Not much fat on deer,” said Viktor trying to open a friendly dialogue with the two men at the butchering rack. 


     The skinnier of the two butchers never look up from their work, but only sniffed back a wad of snot before replying, “I reckon.” 


     “I am looking for directions to a paving company.” 


       


     Silence. 


       


     The men continued with their work, ignoring Viktor like he wasn’t there. “So I presume you gentlemen don’t know of such a place?” said Viktor adding, “And perhaps you might guide me to someone who might know?” 


     The one man working at the fire pit approached Viktor. He looked over Viktor with the curiosity of a chimpanzee. “Are you some kinda soldier man?” 


     The fat guy standing at the butcher rack swiped the blade of his knife along the inner side of the deer’s hide while the skinny one pulled it free. “Shuttup Willard,” the fat one said to the barbecue man. 


     “Ize jus asking.” 


     Viktor gave a half smile, “I was just asking too, but if you gentlemen don’t know of a business who conducts paving then I will be on my way.” 


     The Fat guy stepped aside from his work on the deer to block Viktor’s retreat. “Yea ain’t going nowhere boy.” 


     “Watch it Verlin, he’s got something strapped to his back.” 


     “Shuttup Willard,” said the fat guy. “Now you just drop that backpack on the table right there.” 


     Viktor looked down and saw the man turn his skinning knife on him and knew he was threatening to gut him where he stood. Pulling from his gun holster at his back, Viktor retracted his weapon and held it up for the fat man to see. 


     “What the hell?’ The fat man’s eyes opened big and round as he stared back at Viktor. 


     “Why this is an Ots-14 Groza. I prefer it to a UZI because it shoots a 7.62 by 39 mm round that will take you apart at 700 rounds per minute. Would you like to try it?” 


     The fat guy began to smile, “If ya don’t mind?” 


     A quick slap on the rotating bolt, “Well it’s your body.” 


     Viktor leveled the barrel of the weapon on the fat guy, and like the noise of a jackhammer sawed the man nearly in two. “Ain’t that something,” Viktor remarked as he stepped over the dead man while heading back around the building to his vehicle. 


     However, taking a shortcut from the back door to the front of the diner, the thin man and Willard met up with Viktor with their favorite brand of pistols when they swung open the front door. It was as if Viktor expected this as he ducked behind one of the men’s pickup truck. The one thing he didn’t mention to the fat guy before he blew him away was the weapon he held was a model 75 mm (OTs-14–4A with a grenade launcher mounted,) but then he figured they surely must have seen the big barrel under the smaller barrel. “Oh duh?” Viktor mused aloud. “Time to blow this pop stand.” 


     Taking a break to reload their pistols, Viktor popped up like a toy jack-in-the-box nightmare and fired off a grenade from his weapon into the diner. 


     A moment to take cover from the heavy debris falling down; it was still raining splinters when he got back up and walked over to his vehicle. 


       


       


     Back on the road, Viktor came upon a small figure of a woman hitchhiking. Standing alone, with a dark blue tote on wheels nearby, she held an outstretched hand and a begging plea for a ride with the tipping of her thumb. Like a tattered sail of a ghost ship lost at sea, the woolen scarf she wore around her neck flapped in the cold wind. 


     From the side of the road, gravel peeled forth a trough from beneath Viktor’s husky off-road tires. Coming to a stop, Viktor hopped out of his vehicle to assist the young lady with her tote. “Let me help you with that,” said Viktor. 


     She glanced nervously at the woods behind her. 


     Seeing her do so, Viktor said, “I know, I’m falling for the oldest trick in the book. Why don’t you call your friend to join us?” 


     Pinning her arms against her stomach, she bit her lip. “I don’t know what you mean.” 


     Viktor smiled, not looking back at his unattended vehicle, “There is a man in my vehicle. Yell at him to get out.” 


     “He is desperate for a ride,” she pleaded. 


     “He is armed. Yell at him to get out.” 


     Viktor paused, waiting for her to comply with his wishes, and when it was clear she would not, he released her tote and stood up straight. Her mouth dropped open in awe as she was suddenly threatened with the muzzle of Viktor’s machine pistol in her face. “I would like not to have to ask you again.” 


     “Richard! Come out of the truck, please!” 


     Viktor grabbed her by the arm and spun her around in front of him. Under her tattered coat, he could feel a frail and trembling young woman. Softly she cried, looking up at him, “He’s my brother, and we haven’t eaten in days.” 


     It made sense to Viktor when he saw Richard slowly approach them. From the looks of his gaunt face, he too was thin. He held a smile that wavered, his eyes ping-ponging about as he slowly approached them. In his hands, a hunting rifle he kept trained on Viktor. “Mister, you’d better drop that gun, or else I’ll shoot!” 


     Viktor never experienced such stupidity. Here it was, he holding a machine gun to his sister’s head and the brother demanding he drops his weapon? Viktor slowly repositioned the barrel of his machine gun to the small of her back, knowing that a 7.62 round would easily rip through her and through her brother. She seemed to pick up on Viktor’s strategy and began wailing commands at her brother, “Richard no! You drop the rifle and show some respect.” She turned her head aside and looked up at Viktor, “Please, don’t shoot us. His gun is empty … it has for a long time, which is why we’re hungry.” 


     Viktor knew the people around here were suffering and would continue so until most died off leaving behind a whole new world. But he didn’t want to be amid such hopelessness. He didn’t want to see and talk to the people who were slowly dying. It brought him too much pain from his childhood; watching his mother starve while she made sure he had food to eat. 


     Back then, he was Ronnie Brown, not Viktor Chernik, not a filthy and tattered Albanian child wandering the streets of Kosovo, but the son of an American family. His face heated by the anger he felt, and rage began to boil inside him until he shifted the aim of his weapon at Richard and fired off a burst of bullets that barely missed the head of the frail man holding the rifle. 


     Crumpling and sinking to the ground, Richard clapped his fists to his ears, dropping his rifle and a few metal objects. As Viktor approached him, the young man covered his face and slightly jumped at the sound of Viktor’s voice. “So what were you going to do with that carbine? Beat me with it?” 


     Apparent by the way the man lie shaking, he was sure Viktor was going to finish him off. Instead, Viktor scraped his boot along the gravel, kicking two 7.62 rounds of ammunition the man took from him while hiding in his vehicle. “So,” Viktor began, “what did you have in mind with these two rounds you stole from me?” 


     Viktor connected the toe of his boot to the man’s midsection as he lied on the ground. A second sharp kick to the stomach and Richard cried out in pain. “Take your fist out of your mouth and answer me, you fool.” 


     With an arm that shook like a dead twig in the wind, Richard pointed to his rifle laying a few yards away. “I was hoping they’d fit.” 


     Viktor turned loose a belly laugh. “I believe that’s the second dumb thing you did today. Why if you managed to chamber that thing you call a rifle with anything other than a 30 caliber round, you might blow the breech off and possibly your head too.” 


     He looked over at the girl who stood to shiver from either the cold wind, fear or both. “Her name is Rita, and she’s my sister.” 


     “Shut up. I don’t want to know that.” Viktor angrily grabbed Richard by the collar of his coat and dragged him up to his feet. “You and your sister go over there and put your backs to the big tree over there.” 


     Rita whimpered to her brother, “He’s going to kill us, execute us, he’s–” 


     “Shut up and get over there.” 


     As the two did precisely as Viktor ordered, he heard Richard say as he bowed his head, “Lord forgives us, and I stole those bullets to hunt for … we are so hungry … please.” 


     Viktor watched, surprised as Richard reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the remaining chunk of salami and cheese and offered it back to him. “Please, I don’t want to go to my death a thief.” 


     Lowering his gun to his side, Viktor remembered how his mother taught him to pray, and though he wasn’t sure there was a God, he holstered his machine pistol and stood there staring at the two pathetic ones he was intending on putting out of their misery. 


     “First tell me of a paving company and directions to find it.” 


     Richard raised his hand to rub his brow and at first confused by the question spoke with certitude that Viktor became hopeful things would go his way … for once. 


     “There is a place not too far away–a sand and gravel pit where trucks come and go,” he told Viktor. “And, yes, they are the same ones I see on road construction sites!” 


     Viktor smiled. “Keep the food.” He told Richard, then turned and waved them to follow him to his vehicle. “Your god has heard your prayers to live, and now, you will show me the way.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 11 


       


     ~Chapel of Fallen Souls~ 


     Vietnam Reservation 


       


     “Let it be known that on this day, a brave man and fallen soldier be laid to rest here among so many of our brothers of war.” 


     In conclusion to a 21 rifle salute, Stevens was left behind by those who knew him, and a great many who didn’t. Scuba Bill stood in silence apart from the many attending the graveside services. What he saw was a small miracle brought to each and everyone here on the reservation and to all those of the combat family of Bill’s convoy. It was a gift of bonding and brotherhood brought to them by Stevens alone in ways no other protocol could provide. 


     The day held handshakes, and stories and a great sense of teamwork were brought to bear in a dinner feast, where it seemed as if all became ‘old friends.’ Kat was, especially her old self when it came to organizing and controlling the menu on the ‘fly.’ When she ran out of extra hands in the culinary arts, she recruited Joe Wyatt and a few other men to assemble chairs and tables, peeling potatoes, husking corn, shelling peas, and even providing butcher services for beef and lamb. Penny was trying to figure out place-settings and how she should instruct the men to arrange tables. Scuba Bill went down to inspect the underground operation. The real ‘meat and bones’ of the Vietnam wartime military machine warehouse was built by excavating two 20-acre craters in the ground 30+ feet deep. Tons upon tons of steel rebar and concrete were poured into place, and from there solid concrete walls were poured conforming to a layout to house tanks, planes, helicopters, ground support vehicles, and a host of other wartime equipment. Other chambers housed tires, machine parts, and supplies. 12 gantry ways in the first 20-acre complex complete with lifts and PTO motors and gearboxes. The second 20-acre complex housed every type of utility item imaginable, several ton containers of MRE’s and old C-Rats, a mixture of other items from munitions to various ignition equipment and enough napalm loads to set the state of Texas on fire. Forklifts and stevedore machinery had its place in another chamber, and as General Pennock explained to Scuba Bill, the entire 40-acre complex was covered over with the excavated dirt. Tons of displaced dirt formed over the above-ground bunkers in the northeast section of the reservation. Four bunkers, each measuring twenty-one thousand square feet of storage area. All were stocked full of the things that made Scuba Bill’s heart pound. 


     “You know,” John said to Bill. “If I may call you Bill, I’d just like to say I am honored to have you and your combat units join up together with us.” 


     Bill turned and shook John’s hand. “The honor’s all mine sir.” 


     “You know, I was instrumental in delegating and supplying this outfit, and as you have now seen, most of it is far beyond a mere parade storage compound.” 


     “I see.” 


     “Twenty years ago, I suspected dire consequences we are facing now; when the nation’s defense takes a back seat to political opportunists whom in the end sell us down the river.” 


     “You saw this thing coming?” 


     “Indeed,” said John nodding his head. “If Vietnam didn’t teach us enough of what betrayal was, it became an exercise in survival. I was a major then, and what I saw was more to do with keeping one another alive long enough to go home. Of course, there were the ones who were ‘gung-ho,’ and I was one of the few. 


     It took a while after the war to sink in. To analyze this crazy jumble of historical events. The hippie movement, the politicians, colluding with our enemies and lobbyist for the buck they can tuck in their own pockets. Whenever a congressman on an 80 to 120 thousand dollar a year job may leave as a multi-millionaire in two years, one must wonder how that works. So I used the system to build this place for the exact purpose, we are facing today.” 


     Scuba Bill smiled. As helpless as one man can be, there is mounting strength in numbers. No one knew this better than Scuba Bill, and as it turned out John Pennock as well. “You sir, have done an amazing job in designing this outfit.” 


     John exhaled a sigh, “I could have been a dentist–I pulled enough teeth to do it!” 


     He was a maverick of a man and a wheeler-dealer, Bill thought. But more than that, John was an accomplished handyman that encompassed the mastering of the fundamental building trades. Plumbing, electrical, stone and woodworking were just a few of them. He seemed to be in heaven here on the reservation, where he could apply his skills each day. He was like a little boy in a sandbox here, never missing the chance to show Scuba Bill his collection of trenchers, bulldozers, front-end loaders and the like. His wife told Bill that during the days his toys were locked up underground, John was challenging to live with. Consequently, armed with only a tractor and plow, he prepared nearly 70 acres of ground for next season’s harvest of lettuce, onions, and celery. Of course, his main side-kick, John Kehoe (Ret. Army Major aka Idiot Boy,) was on hand to take orders from his General officer during those dreary days of toy lock-up. 


     “You know Bill,” said John wistful. “I’ve always dreamed of taking to the road in an RV when I retired. A diesel pusher would have been my choice to see the USA.” 


     Scuba Bill chuckled. “Well, as you can see, I have mine; a dangerous one at that.” 


     “Not if you considered having Idiot Boy tagging along with you!” 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     There is no better way to grab an accurate census of an area than providing dinner ala family picnic for the entire community, as everyone shows up. Vietnam Veterans by the dozens, along with triple the number of sons and daughters and grandchildren, came together along with every member of Scuba Bill and Joe Wyatt’s battle convoy. Bill smiled. Seeing Joe Wyatt toting food trays loaded on his golf cart, and the energetic way he dashed back and forth setting out the dishes on one of the many picnic tables. Joe was a natural born leader as it appeared; having recruited the help of several youngsters to form a line that implemented a ‘bucket brigade’ style of passing food and dishes to various tables. 


     Everyone except the children was hungry and could hardly wait to get started with dinner. The children were busy being children, turning somersaults, running and playing tag. If not for the total breakdown of the modern American society, an ice cream man and his truck could make a fortune in this community today. 


     With all calls: A call to duty, a call to fight, a call to assemble, no other call could beat a call to gather and say a prayer over a grand feast the likes of this one. There were racks of beef and pork ribs, barbecued to perfection, along with 80 pounds of hamburger and hot dogs compliments of the community butchers Jack and Tim. 


     Kathryn Colby or Kat prepared diced potatoes for her famous Colby family potato salad recipe. It was a southern kind using a mustard component and dill pickle, but she was satisfied that expanding the recipe to create enough for a few hundred hungry mouths would be acceptable. She smiled, knowing that the blister on her hand from the repetitive task of shaving and chopping potatoes were worth it. Mamma Dempsey offered several quart jars of homemade dill pickles and fresh mayonnaise to help give the potato salad a Kat dream come true. Kat told Mamma Dempsey that on her Italian side of the family, they preferred sliced black olive mixed in. Mamma Dempsey smiled and then told Kat she couldn’t imagine how that would taste. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Scuba Bill was asked to join John Pennock in dinner prayer. He and John were seated at the head of the long line of picnic tables merged to form one massive table. At each one’s side sat John, his wife, and Penny with Scuba Bill. Joe Wyatt sat next, along with Kat and the table-side seating of the rest of the convoy personnel. Mitchel argued with Jess that sitting across from the baked beans was the equivalent to being seated across from the Prime Minister of England. Jess argued with Mitchel about the absolute power of baked beans, and Mitchel told her she would have to wait for his reply. 


     With things going the way they should at such gatherings as this, John Pennock insisted on Scuba Bill just call him JP as many of the folks in the reservation did. Adopting a casual protocol helped everyone get along well, and besides, there were plenty enough tough times ahead that being known to the enemy as having rank was not the best idea going. To Scuba Bill, it was the impression that this old general was a man who didn’t mind fighting shoulder to shoulder with the men. However, shaken by the thought of impending battles was the order that JP wished not to talk about, but rather enjoy their time getting to know one another at this picnic. There was time to discuss business tomorrow–besides, there were the antics of the children to watch, good food to eat and much anecdotal communication to cover. 


     Idiot Boy aka John Kehoe shouldered his presence among JP and Ralph and Veronica, and so on like dominoes down one side of the table. Idiot Boy just wanted to say he was honored with the presence of the convoy and all personnel here at the picnic. John Kehoe was a very animated person who loved cartoons and the Beatles, and as far as JP was concerned Idiot Boy was still a just a boy. He was just a big old Boy Scout, and a lifelong buddy of JP who also referred to him as ‘Truck Dog.’ As a younger man growing up, Idiot Boy was known for his love of cussing and American Sign Language, but things changed when he met the love of his life, his ‘Angel,’ or as everyone else knew her, ‘Shirley.” So when the urge to cuss crept up on him, he would bark like a dog. 


     JP told Scuba Bill, “Idiot Boy loved to ride in the back of the Jeep and bark like a dog while going through downtown Saigon. It brought about some hard stares from the Vietnamese people.” 


     Penny remarked she had never seen quite the reaction on Scuba Bill when hearing this as Bill was in the middle of slugging down a mouthful of orange drink that shot out of his nose and mouth like a ruptured bottle of shaken soda pop. JP then dove into a memory of when he and a few others went looking for Idiot Boy who went missing in Da Nang; caught up with him sitting in the corner of the White Elephant restaurant dining room by himself wearing nothing but a giant bib and eating among several empty bottles of Harbin beer and several different bottles of Tsingtao brew. He was sawing on a humongous slab of water buffalo steak and singing the opening jingle of the ‘Flintstones cartoon show.’ 


     Scuba Bill smiled at Penney when he saw Truck Dog aka Idiot Boy walk up behind General Pennock, lean down and whispered in a hoarse tone that most sitting nearby could hear. 


     “We got 680 feet of cable to replace,” he said. “Most all the copper is in an embrittlement stage of high resistance. The solar farm ain’t putting through enough power to light more than a few blocks.” 


     JP looked down, “Sit down and enjoy the day–eat for crying out loud. We’ll worry about pulling a new leg of cable tomorrow.” 


     “You mean new wires?” 


     JP swept his hand over his face before looking up, “Yes cable. You know idiot boy, copper filled rubber tubing.” 


     “Aw yea … wiayse!” 


     Rolling his eyes back, JP blew a patient sigh, “Yes wires. Go eat!” 


     Truck Dog smiled a toothy grin and rubbed his hands together, seeing his wife approach with a plate of food. Everyone on JP’s side of the table scooted down to make room for Truck Dog and his wife to sit. JP glanced at Truck Dog, “Touch my food, I’ll murderlize ya.” 


     “It’s like Mo and Curly,” said Scuba Bill in a near whisper in Penney’s ear. 


     “Who?” 


     “Never mind.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 12 


       


     ~Savannah Georgia~ 


     Osgood Mining & Construction Company. 


       


     Rita and her brother Richard stared at each other, worried in the thought they had now used up their usefulness and would soon be murdered by this insane Russian man. They had led him to the place he desired to find, and now this was the end of them both. However, instead, he glanced at the both of them and in a stoic tone, “Wait here until I return.” 


     Rita sat close to her brother hoping to stay-away the chill in him that caused him to tremble. As she watched Viktor depart from the vehicle, she assured Richard that they can make safe, an escape from this place. She watched outside her window, the sparse scattering of snowflakes dancing around in the frigid wind. It would be hard for her to think of leaving the warmer environment of this vehicle for the freedom of escaping into the forest beyond the large open pits that were part of a strip mining operation. She had barely enough to keep her warm in this wintry weather. Her brother had only a light jacket, and she was sure he would not make it through the day much less the night without a warm fire and some cover. 


     Her stomach churned, not so much from the hunger, but from the concern of what would become of them if they stayed put. Death by a bullet or a lingering, painful death is the choice here, she thought. 


     Seeing Viktor enter the construction trailer, Richard spoke. “Now’s our chance sis, we gotta run!” 


     Rita clutched the sleeve of Richard’s jacket, “No,” is all she said. 


     Richard’s hand, frigid and frail as it was, clutched hers. “You’re kidding me. He’s coming back to kill us, Rita. We’re nothing to him now.” 


     With a tear in her eyes, Rita gave Richard a weak smile of assurance. “Trust in the Lord, we’ll be fine.” 


     “But if we run, he’s not going to bother with trying to hunt us down. Trust me.” 


     “We’re miles from anywhere. We’ll freeze to death either way. The least he can do is drop us off near the town where we may get cover from the weather.” 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Inside the Osgood Mining & Construction office trailer, Viktor explained the details of his request for paving work he needed to have done. Dale Osgood slowly nodded, his hand holding his chin as if in deep thought. 


     “So,” said Dale. “Let me get this straight. You need to repair or repave an aircraft runway a kilometer or so in length?” 


     Viktor saw the puzzled look Dale gave him. “Yes, perhaps a mile as you would say.” 


     “And by which method do you wish to pay for this?” 


     Viktor smiled. “Your call.” 


     Dale leaned in his chair and thought a moment. “We’ll work something out, I’m sure.” 


     Viktor knew his presence was a sign of prosperity to a man sitting in a quagmire of despair. He knew that the instant Dale had asked him, what the hell was that, referring to his European built all-terrain tactical vehicle, the Mk1 Daimler Ferret Scout Car. It was a monster SUV, more like a predatory animal by the way it sat in a suspended attack profile as if it were ready to pounce on unsuspecting prey. 


       


     Early the next morning, the Daimler Ferret Scout Car Mk1 drove up and down the runway at Hunter Air Force Base. Stopping, Dale Osgood stepped out of his new Daimler Ferret Scout Car and met with General Gregor Alexei Pestro and son Viktor. Smiling, he shook the hand of the General and told him the runway repairs could be fixed in a matter of one day. Or, if the General preferred, three days to repave the entire runway. The General liked the latter of that suggestion and asked when Dale and his company could get started. 


     “Tomorrow,” Dale quickly answered. “Of course there would be a price difference between patching and repaving.” 


     The General gave a thoughtful frown, “Of course.” 


     “Perhaps you throw in a few of those,” said Dale pointing to a pair of small spotter recon planes sitting on a tarmac near the main hangar. 


     Gregor nodded his head. “Of course.” 


     “Oh and a few hundred gallons of aviation fuel. Just so happen I have a spare empty tank in the yard, you know.” 


     “Anything else?” 


     “If you have another one of these Daimlers–for my wife of course?” 


     General Gregor nodded his head, “Of course … anything else?” 


     Shaking hands Dale smiled. This was the best deal he had swung in a long, long time. “We’ll get started first thing tomorrow.” 


     As Dale turned and walked toward his new vehicle, General Gregor turned a glance at his son Viktor. “So those two people you brought back with you?” 


     Viktor’s eyebrows raised and he sighed in resignation. “I don’t know, father. I feel their pain … and they have been beneficial to me … perhaps ….” 


     “Perhaps?” Gregor parroted looking at his son with a grin. “Perhaps they have found a soft spot in your heart?” 


     They walked along while Viktor explained how he met Rita and Richard. “And now all I want to do is thank them for complying with my wishes and making this runway repair happen. I will have them fed and clothed before deciding if they may be more useful to us.” 


     “And if they aren’t useful?” 


     Viktor’s steely blue eyes met with his father’s. “I will deal with it as necessary.” 


     Gregor slapped his son on the back, “I know you will.” 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Behind the Commissary in the Mess Hall, Russian soldiers met for dinner of cube steak and potatoes. A choice of corn or cut beans and a plastic cup of ale rounded out the fare. Richard and his sister Rita ate apart from the rest, in the private dining quarters set aside for the officers. Several officers, including the General, Viktor and an oddly dressed man in civilian clothes sat around a large table complete with an elegant tablecloth and fine china. On the menu tonight was beef stroganoff mashed potatoes with a silky red gravy along with steamed broccoli, carrots and an artichoke salad on the side. Conversation broke for the while everyone around the table said grace and began eating. The oddly dressed man peered across the table at Richard and Rita. Speaking Russian, he addressed Richard what seemed to be a question. In the silence that followed, Viktor interrupted the oddly dressed man to tell him that Richard was an American and didn’t understand Russian dialect. Switching to English the oddly dressed man said, confused, “And he wears the rank of Junior Sergeant?” 


     Switching back to Russian, Viktor replied, “No, he is Richard, and he is wearing spare clothing.” 


     The oddly dressed man pointed at the name embroidered on Richard’s shirt, “Then his surname is not Gubinov, yes?” 


     “Yes,” replied Viktor in Russian. “I believe his name is Smith. 


     “And her?” 


     “No not Vetrov. She is a Smith as well.” 


     The oddly dressed man smiled, and he too took the hint to speak in Russian. “I must get to know them.” 


     He didn’t show it, but Viktor cringed inside for this oddly dressed man was an intelligence officer otherwise known as the KGB. He partly stood to reach across the table to touch both Rita and Richard’s hands. “Boris Durov,” said the KGB officer in English before switching back to Russian. “Glad to make your acquaintance.” 


     He sat back down and glared at Viktor. “You never mentioned in your report that you had operatives.” A pause that left Viktor glaring at Boris before he continued. ”By the way, Boris said while maintaining a cheerful demeanor that made Viktor’s skin crawl. “They are our guests for now.” 


     Another pause while Boris looked down into his plate of stroganoff, “And the meaning of the Russian fatigues?” 


     “Temporary until their clothes are laundered, I assure you.” 


     Rita’s eyes shifted back and forth between the two men. The switch back to their native tongue signaled to her that what they had to say was not good. She kept her silence as she and Richard were previously told to do. In the advent they were asked any question Viktor would supply the answers and that he did, well it seemed. For now, the table erupted with a conversation among those around them. With no way to know what all the talk was about, Rita and her brother sat trying to look relaxed when in reality being more uncomfortable with their situation. If part of the plan Viktor had in store for them were genuine, then they’d be safely on their own before the laundry dryer drum came to a stop. But that never happened. Being held here since late yesterday might be a sign that they were here indefinitely. Rita understood what these people were capable of and she cared not for them, yet their presence here seemed to draw an air of compassion for them both. 


     “I plan to test them both–for a special mission.” 


     Boris frowned, “Such as?” 


     “A small detail that requires them to seek information, but first I will arrange for them to learn a few words of Russian.” 


     “They are enemies, and you expect sovereignty?” 


     “They are Americans first, yes. But they are orphans by the State of their country and have no one or no place to go. They are young and may be taught to see Russia as providing aid to an unfortunate homeland situation.” 


     Boris’s expression fell. Clearly, in thought, a smile slowly raised and his eyes shone with a particular glee that Viktor could not have expected. “This is brilliant. You must tell me more!” 


     Gregor’s brow furled with a confused expression to lend Viktor a look of disdain. “Father, consider please. They are confused about what has happened in America. With no news to convey to them the answers they want, we will supply them with all they need to know.” 


     Boris clapped his hands. “Bravo,” he cheered picking up his goblet of wine. “You will tell them the Arabs and Chinese are their enemies!” 


     Gregor then smiled and dropped his two cents into the conversation. “We will inform them we are here to help them overthrow the Chinese and the Middle Eastern savages!” 


     Boris expounded through a harsh and low tone to his voice. “We must not speak too much of our plans in front of Rita and Richard from this day forward. At least not in front of them as they will learn to understand and speak Russian soon enough.” 


     Viktor smiled. “I will begin their training tomorrow.” 


     Gregor laughed, “My son, he knows how to speak English better than Americans!” 


     “Perhaps I will sit in your classroom,” said Boris. “I too would like to speak better than just a few words of American.” 


     All three men looked down the table at Rita and Richard. They were all smiling wide, and all that Rita could figure was they approved of their visit. Rita returned a weak smile and then turned a look at her brother who was also smiling. “You don’t suppose they want to eat us?” Richard remarked through clenched teeth. 


     “Shush,” Rita replied in a hoarse whisper. “German people don’t eat people … I think.” 


     Just then, a matron of the chefs entered the dining room, “I have a special dessert born from a can of fruit discovered in the kitchen and a recipe to go with it.” A man dressed in white chef’s clothing followed into the dining room as the matron smiled and wiped her hands on a linen napkin. The chef placed the cake on the center-most section of the table and smiled. “Behold,” she concluded, saying in English, “The pineapple upside down cake!” 


     Applause lifted the officers to stand and while doing so, congratulated the matron on her creativity. Rita and Richard copied their actions and stood as well. Richard leaned into his sister and remarked, “We’re standing for an upside down pineapple cake?” 


     “Guess they can’t grow pineapples over there, so yeah, go figure?” 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Early the next day, it was decided by Rita that she and her brother were not captives or prisoners for that matter. They were rescued by the Russian Peace Corp with the purpose of helping them help themselves. A nation rebuilding was the goal of these friendly forces. It was never their intention to harm them, but now it was considered a stroke of good fortune that they were chosen to begin working together with Russia. 


     Viktor had settled on a small room that formerly staged an assortment of signs and sawhorses near the far end of the barracks where Rita and Richard stayed. While Viktor was having the little room painted a cheerful color of white and blue, framed pictures of wild ducks, beavers, and horses were cleaned and hung on the walls. These were the motives that the two young Americans related to, and grew up with, in this state called Georgia. They were ‘backwoods types,’ as Viktor described from his studies of America. 


     The weather fluctuated in ways not familiar to Viktor. One day it was beginning to snow, and the next temperatures climbed into the upper 70’s. It was one of those days where the climate has been pleasant for just wearing a light tee-shirt and going on a warm Indian summer day’s walk while the paint dried in the newly remodeled classroom. With Rita alongside Viktor and Richard on the other, they casually walked along a path leading down to a small brook from a strip of forest land near the end of the taxi-way attached to one of the aircraft runways. Viktor talked about the future of America and what role the two young Americans played in getting the nation back on track once again. It would be a long and challenging task, but one he was confident could be achieved with their help. 


     Rita understood the reason Viktor would point at such things as trees and birds and explain the beauty in them. She also heard and repeated the names of objects he pointed to in the Russian language. Richard did so as well. For today, such things as birds, trees, rocks, and squirrels all were indicated to by Rita and Richard and exclaimed by name in Russian. 


     Viktor breathed a sigh of approval and smiled; for the three of them, today was a good day. Rita looked up at Viktor and returned a smile, thanking him for a beautiful day together. As a symbol of their trust and friendship, Rita gave Viktor her bracelet. It was a turquoise bracelet of small stones joined together by sterling silver wire.  


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 13 


       


     ~Los Alamitos Joint Forces Training Center~ 


     Southern California 


       


       


     Just days before the Chinese militarization of the Los Alamitos Army Airfield, offshore naval bombardment destroyed asphalt, concrete and steel structures. Of the many 800 military, civilian and contract personnel who were on duty there, having little time to retaliate for the surprise attack made up for massive losses. Thousands of Chinese infantry fighters hit the ground at Los Alamitos, killing anything that breathed air. These same infantrymen served to clean-up and dispose of their enemy. Many were assigned to making repairs to the airfield runways where necessary. As far as military support equipment including trucks, armored vehicles and construction equipment, loaders, forklift and so forth remained handy and ready. Some undamaged aircraft remained as well as a few dozen helicopters left over from the 40th Aviation Brigade. Chinese flight personnel wasted no time in acquainting themselves with the various choppers, especially the AH-1F Cobra Attack Helicopters. 


     Commodore Min Li of the Peoples Liberation Army, Navy stepped on to the runway tarmac from aboard an American UH-1H Huey sent out from the Los Alamitos airfield less than an hour before. The American chopper set down on the flight deck of a Russian built aircraft carrier sold some time ago to the Chinese. The Chinese christened the ship the Liaoning (CV-16), and it was Commodore Min Li’s favored vessel of deployment. The Liaoning was the leading platform of observation and as such a crucial player in this phase of the battle theater; such being, the invasion of the US western front. Considered a training vessel, it warmed Min Li’s heart to watch battle operations at sea trials performed so near to American shores from aboard the Liaoning. However, now he was ready to take occupation of his new post at the Joint Forces Training Center, here at Los Alamitos near San Diego. 


     First meeting with Min Li was Lieutenant Commander (OF-3), Jing Wang. On the airfield tarmac also stood Lieutenant (OF-2) Tao Chen. They both stood at attention until Min told them to fall at ease. In so doing, the two addressed Min Li with the honorable pleasure of having him ride aboard an open-air scout vehicle. The weather is far better than his home in China, Min settled back, taking in the guided tour with a pleasurable expression hard to suppress from his Lieutenants. Jing proceeded to tell Min of all the base’s amenities that graced the base grounds. Such included the exercise gym, classrooms and even a UH-1 Flight Simulator (2B24SFTS). Min was especially impressed with the fuel supply storage facilities and the base history of supplying support mobilizations and deployments including Gulf War activities, Bosnia and Panama. Airfield operations often land C-5, C-17, C-141, and other transports, including the Super Guppy used by NASA to ship large space vehicle assemblies. 


     There was so much to do, however, in Min’s mind; all he could think of now was how easy this invasion had become. It was as if the Americans just handed over the keys to their nation. Perhaps had it not been the sudden loss of electrical power and the shock of losing their beloved internet, things would have been different. Strike blind the eyes of an eagle, and it becomes a dove. Without the high tech telemetries of all the many eyes out in space, America had been set back seventy years. With no way to conduct modern tactical warfare, US Satellites were one by one disposed of. True, it is said a few remained, but as it were, it seemed no one to utilize them against their enemies effectively. 


     There is an American saying, Min Li recalled. It had been one that dug deep into the heart of the Chinese when America poked their noses into the affairs of the Chinese invasion of North Viet Nam. The saying was: What goes around Comes Around. There is truth to that philosophy, and it is in this invasion that has come about that proves it so. Min fell back into those memories as a young boy following in behind the NVA along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 


     As a boy, Min’s first trusted detail was a scavenger of sorts. Foraging for tossed C-Rations from the Americans, including Intel, troop movements and rigging deadfall traps and punji pits. Min remembered the first American he killed. The GI was a prisoner in a tiger pen outside Hanoi. At the time Min was in charge of guarding several prisoners. During the Cambodian Civil War, interrogations and torture became an art-form and Min raised the eyebrows of Pol Pot, the supreme leader or better known as Brother Number 1 of the Khmer Rouge, who appeared unexpectedly to conduct a camp inspection. Min had initially thought he would be taken aside and executed, as it was rumored to him that Pol Pot wished the North Vietnamese eliminated from the Cambodian Civil War. Impressed with Min, Pol Pot assigned him as a top interrogator at a prison facility in Phnom Penh, located at the Tuol Svay Prey High School on 103rd Street. Better known as the former prison S-21 of the Khmer Rouge. 


     Min smiled as he entered his office headquarters for the first time. He was uniquely qualified for the job at hand, he knew. However now, he needed a few days to straighten up and set up his office. Interruptions, he needed not, and when Tao Chen came to his office to tell Min American civilians were gathering outside on the tarmac before the SO Office, he was determined to send them away. 


     “Sir,” said Tao. “I have Jing Wang to translate, and I have told them all to leave ….” 


     Min frowned, “What is that noise?” 


     “Some of them are musicians and actors who have come here to protest your achievements, sir.” 


     Min quickly replied, “Lead them to the place where your men may dispose of them. It will save you unneeded labor.” 


     Tao shook his head, and in a confused manner of expression he went on to ask Min, “But if I may make them ….” 


     Min had turned his back on Tao and with the sweep of his hand; he brushed off Tao’s plea of insanity. “Mr. Chen, you have your orders.” 


     Usually, Min never missed a chance to inspect the executions of his enemy, but today he was too busy for such nonsense. He had his orders, and he expected to keep to them without fail. There was no room for tardiness, sloppiness or sloth. He would have his office organized before the sunset. He stood back and smiled at the faded wall paint that had dark squares left behind by framed awards, photographs of someone’s loved ones and other sentimental nonsense that had hung there moments ago. 


     Min had no real family. He preferred it that way. Family weakens the spirit. The family was for someone to take away from you and thus destroy your inner being. He was proud to be one of a kind because being such makes one stronger and harder to defeat. Min could focus for hours, never being distracted by the needs and wants of a family, and so, therefore, he was impervious to those who wished to bring him down to their pathetic level. 


     Min yawned. It was getting late when suddenly the crack of a few AK-47 rifles sounded off in the distance. Several more bursts of gunfire–he shook his head and then smiled. Mr. Chen had fulfilled his orders. 


     The sun was setting brilliant colors over the Pacific when Min left his office. Outside the doors were two military guards. He nodded to them, and they quickly moved to have his car brought up. Without a word, he stepped forward and ducked inside his chauffeured car. The officer barracks were just a few hundred yards away, but Min had no intention of aggravating the joint in his knee any more than poking a stick at a sleeping tiger. Besides, tomorrow was a big day for entertaining a few guests and Min wanted to show strength, not the busted-down old man he was becoming. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Daybreak came with the thunderous roar a Boeing 747–8 landing at the Chinese airbase formerly known as Los Alamitos Air Base. The better part of a thousand plus Chinese Army infantrymen stood at attention as they peered through curious eyes that all shifted to see for the first time in their lives, Air Force One. Slowly now, the 747–8 taxied along the runway, coming to a stop near SO Headquarters. Jing and Tao were on hand to assist Min with the protocol. Their guests aboard Air Force One were members of the Middle Eastern Alliance in the US war theater. Jing was handy in as much as he spoke several languages fluently. Min had put on a cheerful expression, but concurrently told Jing his strategic thoughts concerning relations, he anticipated with the Middle Eastern cult. It appeared to both Jing and Tao, there was no lost love in Min’s attitude toward his guests aboard Air Force One. Min turned slightly toward Jing, “You will translate my words accurately.” 


     “Yes sir,” Jing promised. 


     The jet’s engines of Air Force One whistled down to a whisper, and then finally shut down completely before the Middle Eastern entourage appeared through the open doorway to the gantry stairs. One by one they exited with Walid Ghazarra Prime leader to the new Arab Consulate first, followed by the self-proclaimed Ayatollah and president residing in the White House as commander in chief, Abdul Medina. 


     Wearing their native garb of fine silk and linens, they and twenty or so aides followed in behind Walid and Abdul as they walked with certain arrogance toward Min. Jing stepped forward between Walid and Min to introduce each other, and then Abdul, putting on a smile bowed to Min. Min bit his lip and returned Abdul’s bow. 


     The arrogance and audacity to assume supreme power before the lance hit the ground would have been laughable had it not been on parade as it were here today. Min felt offended, even livid, though he kept it concealed. Knowing that the primary purpose of this visit was to exchange information on one another’s progress and to sit and discuss further strategic plans to secure the nation as agreed upon previously in secret negotiations. 


     Facing Abdul, Min asked, “What power has appointed you as president of this nation of the United States of America?” 


     Jing looked at Tao. His expression of apparent shock held his tongue in silence. Min placed his hand on Jing’s shoulder, “Ask him. I need his reply for my report.” 


     Jing switched glances to Min, “I will do my best sir.” 


     “Do we have anyone who will speak in your place?” asked Min in an impatient tone loud enough to be heard several meters away. 


     Jing stuttered, “I’m I’m not certain sir.” 


     A voice was heard behind Min, and he turned an ear in that direction. Min ordered the timid man to step forward. 


     “Private Ping Chou sir. I speak Mandarin and eight other languages, sir.” 


     Min looked down to his boots and softly said, “Today you become a Lieutenant.” 


     “Thank you, sir.” 


     “Your first order of duty today is to ask this,” Min raised his head back up along with a 9 mm pistol and smoothly and most accurately blew Jing’s brains out onto the tarmac. 


     He holstered his pistol and waited for the shock and awe to subside from his Middle Eastern guest’s faces and asked Ping to translate for him a question to Abdul Medina. “Ask him, what power has appointed you as president to this nation of the United States of America?” 


     Min smiled at Abdul, careful to watch this egotistical man’s expression change when put to the question. 


     Abdul’s eyes became as round as ping pong balls. “I am not sure you will accept my answer.” 


     Now here it was, just a handful of Middle Eastern individual, pulling out guns against a thousand armed Chinese soldiers. A thousand AK-47’s being locked and loaded made Min Li laugh and as he tilted his head in a rousing fit of enthusiasm. He held up a hand to signal his army to hold their fire. 


       


       


       


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 14 


       


     Viet Nam Veteran Archive 


     ~Chihuahuan Desert War Memorial~ 


       


     Out of the eastern horizon, bright orange and yellow skies welcomed the beginning of a new day. Scuba Bill stood atop a flatbed cargo trailer sipping his morning’s coffee and taking it all in. A flush of renewed hope for the future of America filled his heart as he wondered what the future held for him and all those he loved. 


     Already the sound of construction equipment filled the air around him now. The base grounds were alive with various tugger equipment pulling jet aircraft and helicopters from underground storage. The neighborhood blacksmith and metal fabricator, Danny Porter, was busy throwing sparks from a hand-held grinder and shouting orders to his men to move another metal sawhorse into a position to support the fabrication of another axle for the AP unit that was damaged earlier on a roadside attack. Meanwhile, the AP Generator still roaring away providing power to the massive electrical lifting elevators. 


     John Truck Dog Kehoe waved and howled a good morning salute to Scuba Bill as he passed along the aircraft runway driving a construction grader. He sipped his coffee as he watched him scrape the shoulders of the runway, leaving behind plumes of desert dust clouds in his path. Scuba Bill looked down at the particles of dust that settled on him and the surface of his coffee. Taking one last sip of his coffee, he turned and dashed the remainder of it on the ground as he thought, no wonder the general calls him idiot boy. 


     Climbing down from his perch atop the flatbed trailer, he thought he caught a glimpse of Mitchel testing out his new crutch as Jess, steadied him along a small stone path leading to the picnic pavilion where they had all eaten the day before. They were too far away for Scuba Bill to hear them, but judging from their gestures, they had to be arguing about something. Joe Wyatt and a few others from the reservation looked as if they were busy burning a few wheelbarrows of trash they’d collect from the trailer homes nearby. General JP was driving a stevedore with a large wooden spool of thick black cable to a place where several hundred solar panels had been erected years ago on racks that lined up in a dozen or so rows. Many of the faces Scuba Bill recognized from his own convoy battalion, and several times more the men and women he didn’t recall, milling about; all busy with their chores and duties. He spotted Kat hanging up laundry along with several other women from the convoy and of the reservation. There were children everywhere playing, and older were the ones working in the fields and gardens. Young men and women were assembled together with what appeared to Bill as drill instructors conducting basic training. 


     Scuba Bill smiled. He had an overwhelming urge to pitch in and do something; anything. It seemed as if he was the only one not pulling his weight. However, moments later as if drawn to the task by some unseen force, Scuba Bill found himself chasing down General John Pennock, who insisted Scuba Bill address him as General JP or just JP. 


     “And knock off the sir when we’re working together,” JP told him. “We got the cable to run. The mains from this solar farm is shorted out. Overloaded by the EMP. Hopefully, the cable’s strength hadn’t been compromised. Gonna need to pull in the new cable right in behind the old cable.” 


     Rubbing his hands together Scuba Bill nodded and replied: “Got it.” 


     The sound of helicopter rotor blades slicing through the air grabbed the attention of Scuba Bill and JP. Two Iroquois UH-1D choppers flew low overhead, side doors open and Joe Wyatt waving from behind the gunner’s seat of the first helicopter. JP smiled and told Scuba Bill that those orange placards were coming off the nose of his choppers as soon as he gives the flight-line crew the go-ahead to do so. “Goes for all my battle gear,” said JP with an air of authority in his voice. 


     Scuba Bill’s head tilted to the sky as he watched the gunships pass overhead, “I take it that those orange placards indicate something?” 


     “Means parade or training,” he told Scuba Bill, and with a gleam in his eye, he continued saying, “Also means they may not be armed … but don’t bet the farm on that!” 


     JP turned his attention back to the job before them, “If the conduit is busted up or welded to the cable,” JP paused a moment raising his eyebrows with a sigh. “We’re screwed. We’ll need to trench-out a path for laying new conduit.” 


     Scuba Bill pursed his lips. JP watched as Scuba Bill turned a look down to the underground storage hanger. “How far does the conduit run?” 


     “Just to that bunker over there,” JP pointed toward the trailer homes. “From there, power is fed to the homes through a transfer switch that routes full power to the underground storage facilities, as needed. The rest of the time power is routed to run the park’s basic necessities through a pair of emergency lighting relays and air a raid siren. Luckily, I had all the solar panels upgraded to the new high efficient cells last year. Just in time before the shit hit the fan. These new cells output several times over what the old fashion cells did.” 


     Scuba Bill raised his eyebrows and tilted his head to one side, “Oh really?’ 


     “Yep, we’re literally swimming in household power now, and that’s a lot to say when you consider this park has nearly 80 trailer homes.” JP rubbed the back of his neck, turning his attention to a faraway gaze of the underground storage facilities. “Now, with the help of your AP, we have access to battle gear, tools food storage and all the supplies we need to get this solar farm back online.” 


     Scuba Bill smiled as he watched JP proudly pat the massive spool of cable with his hand. “So,” JP continued, “You were a Sergeant Major of the Marine Corp?” 


     Scuba Bill’s jovial expression fell to a somber one. “Non Commissioned E9 Sir … correct.” 


     “SMMC?” 


     He drew his posture at attention and answered, “Correct again. May I ask how you knew?” 


     “I know a lot of things, Sergeant Major Moore, now help me with this power winch.” 


     Circling overhead, a chopper flew a wobbly course before climbing higher and then lower again. Dropping altitude, it spun a few turns before straightening up and setting down a few hundred yards along a tarmac near the underground facilities. 


     “Crimony! JP sir, there must be something wrong with that chopper.” 


     “Yep,” said JP with a calm expression on his face. “That’s what you call a Joe Wyatt flight training session.” 


     “You mean you could see that from here?” 


     “Naw, just knew his training would probably come about, especially with him hanging around Truck Dog’s son, Derelict.” 


     “Derelict?” 


     “I call him that, but his name is Derrick.” 


     “My god, you mean Truck Dog has a son who flies helicopters?” 


     “Yep. Crazy seems to run in the family. As for me, I hate flying around in those damn egg-beaters.” 


     Scuba Bill looked down with an expression of deep thought as he pondered over a connection that was coming more apparent in his mind. “These warships are being piloted by teenagers?” 


     JP laughed. “Should be; seems teenagers know everything these days.” 


     Scuba Bill jumped forward to give JP a hand lifting the power winch high enough to hang from a tripod mount. “You mean these youngsters are fighter pilots?” 


     “Yep, all grew up in a way no other soldier has, I guess you could say; surrounded by parents who remain frozen in a state of active duty. All the knowledge they hold has been taught to their kin and the next generation.” 


     Scuba Bill scratched his head, “You mean as soldiers?” 


     “Not really. Or I might say initially no. Trained in the performance of battle parade and reenactments.” Pausing, JP pointed for Scuba Bill to pass him a catch pin and pliers. “Looks as if things have changed.” 


     Getting the gist of what JP meant came over loud and clear, Scuba Bill began to say, “But -- ” 


     “But nothing,” JP interrupted. “Basic Training Begins tomorrow at 0500 hours.” 


     Looking past JP’s shoulder, it made sense to Scuba Bill now. All around this base if you could call it that, were people busy doing what JP apparently ordered. There were riggers and carpenters building training courses complete with rope climbing walls, barbed wire crawl pits and target ranges for rifle and chopper training. No doubt bomber targets out in the desert too. The transformation that was going on was fantastic, and it put a smile on Scuba Bill’s face. 


     “Does Basic Training include my group?” 


     “Yep, and you too.” 


     “Great,” Scuba Bill laughed. “I’m a little rusty at rope climbing, but I’ll give it my best.” 


     “No, William. I had a Drill Instructor in mind for you. Danny Porter as well as I and Idiot Boy and his wife will also be on staff as DI’s. So what do you say we start melting the butter off of some hind-ends?” 


     “What about Major Edson?” 


     “Turn him over to me, and I’ll drive him like a buggy-whipped carnival pony, but then he’s under your command.” 


     Scuba Bill laughed. “I take it you don’t care much for Major Edson?” 


     JP made a face complete with an eye-roll, “At the get-together picnic dinner yesterday, I had to peel his face off my ass a number of times. Worse than gum stuck to your boot.” He took a moment to study the face of Scuba Bill who had a big smirking grin on his face. “Ok, he’s standing behind me, isn’t he?” 


     Scuba Bill nodded. “Yep.” 


     “Fine just friggin fine,” JP turned to face Major Edson, “I need someone to go down and give Danny Porter and his crew a hand.” 


     Major Edson dropped his salute and dashed down toward the underground facilities where Danny and the boys were working at fabricating a new trailer for the AP unit. They both watched silently as Major Edson ran the quarter-mile distance, stopping to walk a bit and then picking back up to a run. “Sure hate to do that to Danny,” JP said with a sigh, “But I’ll bet Danny will flatten Edson’s head in a metal folding brake before the sun gets overhead.” 


     “Major ain’t so bad,” Scuba Bill noted. 


     JP added, “Just got the brains of a gumball machine is all.” 


     Scuba Bill thought about that remark, and while he thought about it, he realized Major Edson could quickly get on one’s nerves. He could also see where the Major might seem brainless at times, with his awkwardness and bumbling ways. It could be the Major was better-suited filing paperwork and preparing transfer orders as opposed to the rigors of infantry and reconnaissance. 


     Scuba Bill spoke, “Once you get to know the Major, you’ll change your opinion of him.” 


     “Why, have you?” 


     Avoiding the question, Scuba Bill went to focusing his energy on pulling the cable by asking, “You think the cable is broken in the conduit, eh?” 


     JP rubbed his hands together, “Only one way to find out.” Bringing up tension on the cable, JP motioned to Scuba Bill to relax the winch slightly while he wrapped a strip of red plastic tape around the cable as a marker. “Ok William, bring up the tension easy.” 


     They both seemed delighted to see the cable move away from the conduit and inch at a time. It looked like a smooth, steady pull, and as Scuba Bill reeled in the cable, the tension gauge began to indicate the tension easing. The winch sped up to where the cable was moving around a foot or so a second until the last of it plopped out of the conduit onto the ground. Scuba Bill shut off the winch, and while he and JP stared blankly at one another, JP finally sighed and said,” Time to go fetch the trencher and a bunch of conduit.” 


     Out of a hundred yards, only 20 or so feet of cable came out of the conduit. The rest of the broken wire lay inside with the rest of it. 


     “Cable is burned to a crisp,” Scuba Bill muttered. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 15 


       


     ~~ Hunter Airbase Georgia~~ 


       


     A few weeks had passed since recruiting Rita and her brother Richard into the services of the Russian Army. Viktor was proud of the progress they made in their studies of the Russian language and culture. Rita surprised Viktor by reciting from an old playbill, ‘Peter and the Wolf.’ Her natural ability to adapt to the dialect was amazing in addition to Richard’s progress which was second to none. 


     Viktor studied the faces of both Rita and Richard and what he saw reminded him of a time long ago in Kosovo. The gaunt faces of childhood friends, and the fogginess of their eyes that often stared off into images unseen, yet Viktor knew what those eyes saw. For some, it was images of hope and a life that would be better someday, while for others it was images of the foreseeable end. In the latter stages of losing all hope for survival, desperation becomes the mechanism that drove Rita and her brother to the crimes of theft and robbery. However, now, to see the color and sparkle in their eyes filled Viktor with a warm feeling. Rita called Viktor a hero, and it was then on that Viktor felt a special bond with Rita and Richard; for he’d never thought him to be a hero to anyone before now.  


     Carrying a box of experiments from the commissary kitchen, namely a box of American donuts, Viktor whistled a tune as he walked to the little classroom he’d decorated weeks before. Expecting to see the bright morning faces of his students, Rita and Richard, Viktor was faced with an empty classroom. He shoved the box of donuts on his desk and then reached over to pick up a small piece of wrinkled paper. While he read the note, he slowly sank to the corner of his desk, his hand raking through the thick mane of his blond hair. In the letter signed by Rita, it explained how she and her brother felt they couldn’t fit in with the Russian culture and that it was best for the both of them to leave at once. 


     Viktor carefully set the note back down on his desk, and then picked it up again to study it in detail. There was something wrong here. In the letter, the handwriting seemed stiff and stilted in the verbiage used to describe Rita’s intent to leave with her brother Richard. Viktor thought a moment. He had not introduced the Russian alphabet to Rita and her brother, and yet her note bore examples of the Russian alphabet. Viktor was skilled in both Russian and English to know the difference between them, and although this note described the fact and the reason behind them leaving here, it was written using Russian alphanumeric. Containing a backward facing R’s were just one of the clues giving Viktor substantial evidence that this note was written by a Russian and not an American. 


     Within minutes Viktor found him back at his private living quarters, out of breath and gathering two pistol magazines, a pistol, and a combat survival knife and leather sheath. The man who kidnapped his students was extremely dangerous, he knew. Boris Durov, otherwise known as the ‘oddly dressed’ man, was behind this kidnapping and getting Rita and her brother back safely was highly unlikely. Wherever Boris took them, Viktor was certain it would be their last outing away from the base. Boris, being an Intelligence Officer with the KGB, had certain immunities from social and military justice but could run the agency’s business by the seat of his pants. He could make decisions and do things on a whim with only the excuse that he was doing it for the betterment of the cause. 


     Viktor stood questioning Boris Durov’s secretary on Boris’s whereabouts. The secretary wasn’t sure. Nonetheless, she offered, “He left here with a young man and woman after fetching keys to a vehicle in the motor pool.” Rubbing her chin in thought the secretary added, “I believe he mentioned to the young pair, that they were going on an outing and that he would meet you there?” 


     Viktor grabbed a set of keys and dashed outside before looking down at the keys to determine which vehicle it was he was borrowing. It was an airport tug, loud, and however slow, it beat walking down to the end of the main runway where it was certain that Boris had taken Rita and Robert. 


     Halfway down the runway,  his eyes squinting; he could barely see a car parked at the end near the woods, and with his heart pounding in his chest, he knew it belonged to Boris Durov. From behind the wheel of the tugger, Viktor pulled-up next to Boris’s car watching as he did, Boris rolling the dead bodies of Rita and Richard down a slope into the woods. He was too late to save them, and as he exited the airport tug, Viktor slid his survival knife from its sheath and took an upside-down grip on the handle just so as the blade remained concealed at his forearm, the razor-sharp edge facing outward; the movement from the vehicles was smooth and fluid, so natural that Boris never saw the hidden knife in Viktor’s hand. 


     Boris turned sideways and scowled, pointing his arm out over the wooded slope, “See what happens when you defy Intelligence Protocol? I told you twice that you were out of line trying to recruit foreign agents to the cause. You have no idea the danger you were about to bring down on us!” Boris pursed his lips and stuck out his chest before announcing that not only he was permitted to recruit undercover agents. “So it is I who has to clean up your mess.” 


     Viktor walked up to Boris saying, “So Mr. Durov, I am to thank you?” 


     Boris buckled forward when Viktor sunk the 10 inches of cold steel into Boris’s gut. The razor edge of the blade ripped all the way to his sternum as Viktor nearly lifted Boris by the handle of his knife. Once he had eased Boris to the ground, he wiped the blood from his blade on Boris’s shirt and then dragged him by his tie to the rear of the automobile where he tied him to the bumper. Apparently still clinging on to life, Viktor kicked the pistol out of Boris’s hand before heading into the woods to retrieve the bodies of Rita and Richard. 


     With Rita and her brother loaded into the back seat of the automobile, Viktor drove back to Boris Durov’s office and went inside to tell his secretary to inform funeral services to collect the bodies of Mr. Durov, Rita, and Robert. He waited outside, sitting under the shade of an oak tree and staring out to a group of men playing basketball when the funeral services van pulled up and stopped next to the car with Boris Durov’s body roped to the back bumper. The two men from the mortuary exited the van, eyes wide at the sight of the man nearly stripped of his clothes from being dragged a mile down an aircraft runway; look back over their shoulders to the voice behind them. Viktor had stepped out of the shadow of the oak tree to tell them of where to find Rita and Robert’s bodies. 


     Viktor, his head hung low as he walked back to his quarters to await his arrest and incarceration, stopped briefly to watch the bodies of Rita and Richard being loaded into the back of the van. In his hands, he clutched a small bracelet made of silver wire, and along the wire slid a few tiny turquoise beads. Viktor slipped the small bracelet into his shirt pocket and rubbed his puffy eyes with the back of his clenched fist, rest well my dear friends. 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     Russian Army General, Gregor Alexei Pestro stood outside the jail where his son Viktor sat. He motioned for the Russian MP to let him in to talk to Viktor. However, now, neither felt like talking, so instead Gregor paced the floor inside the cell and quietly sighed, his son’s face peered down at the floor between his knees while he sat on the edge of the cot. Viktor softly muttered, “I am not sorry father, for what I have done.” 


     Gregor stopped his pacing and paused a moment looking up at the ceiling, then down again to his son, “Between you and I, somehow I believe I’d have done the same. Boris was not a person who lent himself to anyone’s friendship. He was suspicious of everyone, even I.” 


     Viktor snapped his attention to his father’s words, looking up to him to share a diffident smile and a slow nod of his head. “I did what came to me the instant I saw him destroy Rita and Richard as if they were dogs. But you, father, wanted to see Boris dead?” 


     Gregor raised one eyebrow and pursed his lips, then slowly nodded. He turned to face the wall, trying to hide the guilt. “About a year ago, when the plans of this invasion were decided on, Boris approached me in private to tell me in so many words that my family’s future depended on the success of the takeover of America. This operation was personal with him as well as his threat of murdering our family.” 


     He could hear Viktor swallowing hard. “You didn’t report him?” 


     “How so? The KGB interprets such reports as a figure of merit to their officer’s dedication to the state. A report such as this would have given Boris higher regard for dedication – maybe even gotten him a higher rank.” 


     “You should have killed him back then.” 


     “No son,” Gregor breathed turning to face Viktor. “An eye for an eye.” 


     It was for his son to realize that killing over a threat held no basis for justice as opposed to that of killing a killer out of revenge for loved ones. 


     “So you would have waited until this skunk killed our family before you got revenge?” 


     Gregor replied, “You be the judge of that.” A frown spread across his face as he placed his hand on Viktor’s shoulder. “In the decision de facto of the Russian Politburo and as general and chief commander of this base operation I regrettably will have to judge you guilty and punished you to death before a rifle squad.” Viktor saw his step father’s eyes well up with tears. “There is no other way. I’m sorry my son.”  


     Gregor clapped his hands together twice for the MP to let him out of Viktor’s jail cell, and as he walked away, he pondered of how the life of his son was now in his hands. Gregor’s wife, Helena, would never forgive him, for the blood of their son would be on his hands. Forever be the curse, his duty of judge fell heavy on him and with that the knowledge he’d have his son executed for the crime of murdering a high ranking intelligence officer of the KGB. 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 16 


       


     ~Los Alamitos Joint Forces Training Center~ 


     Southern California 


       


     Commodore Min Li of the Peoples Liberation Army Navy and Los Alamitos base commander holstered his 9mm pistol and then crossed his arms. He gave a sideways glance to Ping Chou, his interpreter and smiled, “Now ask them why they come here?” 


     Abdul Medina’s interpreter stepped forward directing the question to Abdul, “Commander Li wants to know why you come here?” 


     “Tell him we were invited here to talk over the business of war strategy.” 


     Min Li nodded his head after hearing the translation. “Tell them to go back and return with respectable attire, and then we might discuss such plans.” 


     Walid’s mouth drooped open with what he felt was Min Li’s insolent manner of speaking to Abdul Medina. “We will go and return to destroy you and your base,” said Walid. 


     Abdul glared at Walid, then turned to his interpreter and instructed him not to repeat Walid’s threat to Min Li. However, Abdul was shocked to hear the threat translated by Ping Chou to Min Li instead. “Tell them they are free to leave,” replied Min Li. 


     Abdul turned and with his entourage in tow went aboard Air Force One. Min Li ordered his second in command to have massive artillery support standing by. Min knew once Air Force One left the runway, the aircraft’s Electronic Counter Measure systems would arm and it would be near impossible to bring the plane down. Not only Min Li knew this but also his weapons expert knew this well, so Min Li was confident the job would be done efficiently. 


     While Air Force One approached the end of the runway, all seemed as it should, except for taking on 60 caliber cannon fire. The flight deck’s guided missile alerts blaring away while the aircraft yawed to avoid being struck; chaff canisters deployed and safety systems deploying. Such evasive actions by Air Force One continued beyond the first 100 miles at which point a low cruising altitude was reached. The aircraft struggled to maintain cabin pressure as hundreds of 60 caliber artillery rounds fired by Chinese gunners ripped into the fuselage while the plane made an approach for takeoff, leaving what armored piercing rounds did best. Some of the shells penetrated through the layers of Kevlar® Fabric lining inside the walls of the fuselage, with such force that knocked several staff members, personal aides, and other personnel to the floor. 


     Second, in command, Tao Chou brought forth a worried expression on his face when he turned to Min Li, “They will be back to try to destroy us.” 


     “So it is said by the tacticians of war, who are so foolish to reveal a threat,” Min Li rubbed his hands together, “Not only will we be ready, but it will be a pleasure to have them test our military forces. I will relay the challenge to our battle fleet at sea at once.” 


     Chinese fighter jets were ordered to the base to conduct air routine air patrols immediately, while Min Li set up ‘no-fly zones’ clear to the California/Nevada state line. Min Li ordered, a Chinese invasion of the Los Angeles Refinery (Tesoro), Wilmington, to help keep wartime fuel supplies going. While more additional battle groups arrived off the Pacific coast, there were shortages of nothing. In fact, Min contemplated sending out airstrikes to help soften Abdul’s forces. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Tao Chou dashed in to see what orders Min Li had for him. “I want American Pizza!” exclaimed Min slapping a tee square on the desk holding maps with sector coordinates drawn on them. “With much cheese and a copious layer of pepperoni sausage.” 


     Tao Chou nodded and while at attention asked, “Anything else sir?” 


     “Pepsi,” he barked. “Now go!” 


     Chinese military personnel had group assignments, such as rotating base leave on certain days. This was Min Li’s way of keeping mess hall staff to a minimum on base. Only those groups not on base leave rotation would be served breakfast and dinner on the base. Those on leave would eat at nearby restaurants operated by Chinese cooking personnel, with little or no American Culinary recipe’s lost in translation. The restaurant coverage included many favorite fares; McDonald's, Outback Steakhouse, Pizza Hut, plus traditional Chinese restaurants and many more including KFC where personnel could enjoy Kentucky fried duck and mashed potatoes. 


     All these many splendid eateries were Min Li’s idea based on his love of military strategies of the great warriors and generals of the past. Such were Genghis Khan, Alexander the Great, and Napoléon Bonaparte who said the secret of his success was keeping his army well fed. It was General Bonaparte who once quoted that an army travels on its stomach. Min had eaten his share of rice and purslane in his life and knew it would be no more. He grew to see the world the way Alexander the Great had thousands of years ago. No Middle Eastern enemy or Russians would stand in his way. The entire state of California was his; soon the rest of the 47 states would bow to his hand. Hawaii and its surrounding islands would be an easy continent to conquer, and at last, he would make his home there. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     ~~Chihuahuan Desert Viet Nam Memorial underground storage Base~ 


       


     Joe Wyatt’s attention was riveted to Derrick Kehoe’s discussion on the UH-1 Helicopter. Max rate of climb, altitude ceiling, fuel consumption, range, and speed. There was so much to learn, and he and Derrick were fast becoming friends.  


     “That 4A over there is my favorite chopper,” said Derrick proudly. “I’ve had that baby in a 360 roll once. Don’t ever try that though, unless you love the taste of dirt.” Derrick paused seeing Kat jogging up to them, “Hey man, here comes your woman!” 


     Joe turned to see Kat running up to him. Looking back at Derrick he said, “Naw she ain’t my woman.” 


     Derrick’s eyes flew open wide, “Wow she’s fair game?” 


     “Yeah, if she doesn’t smack you in the head with her calculator first.” 


     “Ain’t the first time I’d been smacked, even punched out by Belinda Gaines. Hell, she’s tougher than her old man, and he’s a Gunnery Sergeant. Lives right over there with the rock-lined skirting around their trailer.” 


     “You boys done yammering? Asked Kat while catching her breath from the run there. 


     “Whaa…?” asked Derrick. 


     Kat pointed in the direction of the picnic pavilion. “Me and Mamma Dempsey made homemade spaghetti, so if you expect to get some you guys better hurry.” 


     “Gee Kat,” said Joe, “How much you and Momma Dempsey make? 


     “80 or so pounds.” 


     Derrick smiled rubbing his belly, “The girl of my dreams.” 


     “Sounds like you made enough to go around.” 


     Kat just smiled, grabbed Joes by the hand and said, “Let’s skip.” 


     Joe shook her hand loose. “No way Kat!” 


     It was Derricks cue to take Kat’s hand saying, “I’d love to skip with you.” 


     Kat looked over her shoulder at Joe and stuck out her tongue. 


     Derrick and Kat were already seated with a big plate of spaghetti, and General Pennock was dishing up servings for everyone that brought a plate to the head of the table. He heaped a haystack of pasta on Joe’s plate and told Joe to help himself to the tomato sauce, before calling out, “Two meatball limit!” 


     Joe froze and pointed at Derrick’s plate of spaghetti, “He has four meatballs.” 


     JP smiled at Joe, “Tomorrow begins basic training and anyone who wants more than two meatballs will have to do 25 additional push-ups tomorrow per meatball.” 


     Upon hearing that, Derrick swept the two extra meatballs onto Kat’s plate next to him. Kat looked down the table to JP who had pulled out a pencil and pocket notepad and began taking names. She thought she saw him wink at Scuba Bill and she said, “That’s okay, Scuba Bill will protect me.” 


     Scuba Bill choked. “I think I’ll have to see if my memory holds up.” 


     Derrick patted Kat’s arm, “Don’t worry darling, I’ll do your extra push-ups.” 


     Kat grinned, “Derrick you’re so sweet!” 


     “Oh good grief,” moaned Joe. “I’m gonna get sick.” 


     Derrick’s Father, John aka Idiot Boy or Truck Dog came around the table and stopped between his son and Kat, “Wow son, who’s the babe?” 


     “Kat, I want you to meet my Dad. He kids around a lot.” 


     “Pleasure to meet you, sir,” said Kat offering her hand expecting a handshake, but got kissed on the hand instead. Kat blushed. 


     “You have to forgive my dad. He got drafted and came back home with a steel plate in his head.” 


     “Oh no, I am so sorry.” 


     “Just kidding.” 


     John Kehoe laughed and told Kat, “Like father like son!” 


     Poking his finger into the palm of his other hand, Derrick strained a hoarse whisper to Joe across the table, “Here comes Belinda Gaines. You know the one I was telling you about?” 


     Joe looked over to see a young lady in military fatigues, blouse untucked, unbuttoned with a drab olive-green tee-shirt showing. She was not what Joe had envisioned, except for the fact Belinda was carrying a football, and she was as trim and fit as anyone he’d seen, she was a walking ‘centerfold,’ with deep blue hypnotic eyes that spied right through him. 


     Belinda stopped just short of passing Joe. Thick black hair gently tossed around by an afternoon breeze, “What are you looking at asshole?” 


     Unfortunately, Belinda was everything Derrick described earlier, and it may have been a good thing as Joe knew he could have quickly gotten trapped in her snare. 


     “Get up and run for it,” said Belinda to Joe as she slapped the football with one hand. 


     It wasn’t Joe’s best football position as a pass receiver, but he knew he could catch anything she could throw. As for himself, he played first-string quarterback in high school. “Try not to break a fingernail,” he said jumping out from his seat at the picnic table. 


     Joe broke into a hard run and just before he looked over his shoulder at Belinda, she fired a hard spiral into his back between his shoulder blades. It was a spiteful shot at Joe meant to be mean or funny, or both. He hadn’t even made ten yards when she pulled that one off, and he heard her laughing. A chorus of moaning and groaning from everyone seated at the picnic pavilion, with a number of people laughing at him, and despite having had the wind knocked out of him briefly, he picked up the football throwing it with such force Belinda had to hold up her forearms to block the ball from smashing into her face. 


     “Get back here!” Belinda exclaimed angrily as she watched Joe walking back to the pavilion to finish his spaghetti. 


     “Go away and let me eat.” 


     In a full run behind him, Belinda jumped on his back. As if a panther, she finally dragged Joe to the ground clutching him tight in a headlock and wrapping her legs around his waist. “You listen to me when I order you … you drop-shot bastard!” 


     Kat saw Scuba Bill slowly shake his head and mutter, “I thought Nurse Parker was tough.” 


     Kat switched her attention toward the next table down where Jessica Parker and Mitchel were sitting; smiling sweetly at one another while she buttered a dinner roll for him.  


     It was by no means less than all Joe had in him to turn the tables on Belinda. The dust was swirling around them as Joe struggled to keep Belinda from crawling toward a rock to clobber him with, but instead grabbed the football and used it to hammer Joe’s head. 


     Derrick and his dad went into sports football commentary mode, “She’s got the ball, and it looks like a first and ten!” 


     “I don’t know Derrick if she fumbles it’s game over.” 


     Belinda dropped the ball next to them while she switched strategies and began pulling Joe’s tee-shirt over his head. Joe was blinded as she boxed his ears in. Swiftly rolling on the ground, Joe whipped off his tee-shirt to clear his vision. 


     “Hold it, John,” said Derrick. “There’s a flag on the play. It looks like … oh no ---” 


     Joe knocked her flat on her back pinning Belinda to the ground, and then took her football and shoved it under her tee-shirt. Belinda clutched the football under her shirt and kicked Joe off of her. “Yes it is, Derrick,” said his dad John. Joe was walking back to the table when John called the game. “Unbelievable! For the first time I’ve seen it, Derrick, Belinda was knock-down and knock-up in one play!” 


     Joe heard everything and moaned as he sat down, “I didn’t mean it to look that way. She just needs to be taken down a notch or two.” 


     Joe half expected Belinda to come charging at him again, but instead, she ran home, red-faced and shamed, tears streaming down her face. 


     Derrick laughed. “You better sleep with one eye open.” 


     Later, Joe was confronted by Belinda’s father who wanted to shake Joe’s hand. “Just wanted to thank you for putting my brat in her place. I don’t condone hitting women, mind you, but my Belinda’s different, she provoked a good whoop’n and thank you for handling that without punching the crap out of her.” 


     “Let’s just hope I’m alive by this time tomorrow,” said Joe, a bit of sarcasm shown in a good-faith gesture while shaking Mr. Gaines hand. 


     “She does climb trees though,” warned Gaines in a jovial manner. 


     “How’s that sir?” 


     “Just stay clear from the overhead branches of trees.” 


     “Oh, gotcha.” The thought of being bonked on the head by a large rock was unsettling and worse the thought Belinda would not hesitate to get the ‘drop’ on him by surprise. One thing was certain, and that was Derrick was right about Belinda’s temper. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     The next morning, Scuba Bill was pulling up his boots at 0430 hours. His mind felt a bit foggy at first. The orders JP had discussed over dinner were understood by everyone, and all knew what was expected of them. He had thirty minutes to grab a hardboiled egg some crackers and his coffee before turning out with the troops. Scuba Bill went outside the bunkhouse and stood on the porch with his cup of coffee. Near the underground storage facilities, he could see what look like smudge pots giving forth an orange-yellow light. The flames remained low and lingered close to the ground while the shadowy figure of a man poked at the containers with a stick. Scuba Bills shook off a yawn just in time to see JP roll up in an old military Jeep.  


     “You ready to go to work?” 


     Scuba Bill nodded. He was confused at what JP had in store for him. He looked at his watch and asked JP if he’d like some coffee. 


     “Already had a cup,” said JP. “But I believe I’ll have another.” 


     Now, with the both of them sipping coffee, JP pointed out in the direction where wooden poles by the dozens had been lined up in several rows and sunk in the ground yesterday. “Just on the other side of those clotheslines Ray and the boys set up is where the new shower shack is going to be. 


     Gotta have it finished by noon so we gotta get cracking on it. Gave the plans to your mechanic Mitchel and he was eager to help.” 


     “Help? Mitchel?” 


     JP snarled and waved his hand, “Ah don’t worry about him, and it’s an automatic anyway.” 


     Scuba Bill chuckled. “What’s an automatic?” 


     “The loader … it doesn’t have a clutch.” 


     Just then Scuba Bill caught the sight of a large rubber-tire front-end loader go bouncing past them with Mitchel at the wheel and Jess hanging on to him and waving. JP pointed to the front-end loader, “They’ll be digging out a leech bed and trenching and grading out a drain field for the showers, while you and I run cold water plumbing from that pump station nearby. You and I will run wires for the shower head solenoid valves, and the waterproof Alan Bradley punch switches with timers set at 2-minute intervals each so that five to six men groups can shower. That should take care of the men and 3-minute intervals for the ladies each in the shower facilities on the other side. Ray and the boys will be setting down and nailing together some prefabbed walls built back in the carpenter shack yesterday. We got our work cut out for us today. 


     Tomorrow, Mitchel and Jess will be digging and setting in a pair of 2K gallon septic tanks and additional drain fields to supplement the two we already have. Those two portable latrines over there will be placed on fire later after Major Edson gets finished cleaning them” 


     Daybreak hadn’t come about; however, it was becoming easier to see in the pale morning light. “You assigned Major Edson latrine duty?” 


     In the distance where Scuba Bill first saw the fires of an assortment of smudge pots, he could see Major Edson pouring and using a long wooden stick to stir in some diesel fuel in half dozen containers made from 55-gallon drums that had been cut down to a few feet and containing sewage. 


     JP raised his eyebrows, “He had a choice to drill the troops or latrine duty … nobody's hanging around like a teenager in bed half the day, so the pansy took latrine duty.” 


     Spewing coffee and gasping for air, Scuba Bill turned away and broke into a fit of laughter. 


     Looking at his watch, JP grinned, and then shifted his finger pointing to a small white shop, “Gordon Piper should be finishing the last head while we speak.” 


     “How’s that?” 


     “He likens himself a barber around here, and he’s pretty good I’d say, and fast too. The way I figure it, he and his son, Pete, should be finishing up buzzing the last head while we speak.” 


     It looked as if JP was correct. Scuba Bill could see around 4 dozen troop and recruits lining up outside a small shop near the new shower site. “He and his son are pretty fast,” said Scuba Bill. 


     JP stood there grinning for a moment, “Yep, they don’t call him Flash Gordon for nothing,” he then dashed out his coffee and set his coffee mug on the porch railing, “You ready?” 


     Truck Dog sped past them in a truck set up with a drilling rig mounted on it. “Dammit, I told him to finish up the solar farm job. He’s an electrician, and he’ll do anything to get out of wiring up electrical equipment.” 


     JP pointed to a large hill nearby. “You see that hill over there?” 


     “Yeah.” 


     “Truck Dog got an idea to flatten that hill, so he took a load of dynamite over there and blasted half of one side of it flat. Just so happened it rendered one of our deepest water wells useless, and shut it down.” 


     Scuba Bill noticed that the well JP had pointed to was more than a few hundred yards away from the hill. “How could that be when the well is so far away?” 


     “Set out an underground shock that apparently collapsed the well casing, which is why you don’t play with dynamite so close to wells, people, and school playgrounds.” 


     “So I guess that Truck Dog feels bad about that and is going to make good on his mistakes.” 


     JP moaned and then added, “Yes, but he should know it takes more than just one guy to drill sixteen hundred feet or more, plus he’ll hit around twenty feet of hardpan before he gets down that far.” 


     Scuba Bill nearly fell out when he felt the sudden jerk of the Jeep as JP angrily spun the wheel and followed in behind Truck Dog. JP sped around Truck Dog while motioning him to stop. Truck Dog walked from his truck to the side of the Jeep. JP began scolding him, “Did we forget about the Solar Farm job this morning?” 


     “No, just thought I’d start this job, you know, drilling a new well. What, with more personnel on base we’re near capacity on water usage. And it is my fault too you know.” 


     “Idiot Boy! You don’t start drilling a well alone, then leave it to finish another day.” 


     Truck Dog grinned, “But dad, it is my fault for, you know, blowing up the well and my responsibility to---” 


     “We’ll tackle that job tomorrow. You get your ass back to the Solar Farm and wire up the transfer switch, relays, and breaker box.” 


     “Yes dad,” said Truck Dog turning back to the well-drilling truck. 


     Rubbing his eyebrows JP moaned, “That boy is giving me a headache already this morning.” 


     Scuba Bill made a mental note to remind him not to blow up something near a well unless it was totally necessary.  


     JP was jamming the gear shift on the old Jeep when Scuba Bill glanced his way, ‘Truck Dog your son?” 


     “Hell no. He wouldn’t be alive today because I’d of smothered him with his wet diaper!” 


       


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 17 


       


     ~430 Miles N.E near Downtown Amarillo Texas~ 


     Rick Husband International Airport 


       


     The underbelly of Airforce One was streaked with hydraulic fluid as the landing gear shuddered down into position. Vibrations from the hydraulic pump cavitation made for the trembling of every joint and rivet in the airframe of the jetliner as it made its approach for an emergency landing. 


     Abdul Medina seemed cognizant as he studied the face of Walid hovering over him. The expression became mixed with shock, horror and, disbelief. Abdul knew all about the thoughts that ran through his newly assumed Prime Minister’s face. He had seen most of his own guts dump from his body after the 60 caliber shells ripped him nearly in half and sent him sprawling face down on the cabin floor. Still aware that only the upper half of his body moved when Walid flipped him onto his back; sent Walid screaming to his knees reciting prayer verses over him. It wasn’t enough for the cause that was important to Abdul, and he clutched Walid’s arm begging to him with a facial gesture to speak one last time. 


     Walid moved close and turned an ear to Adul’s mouth, listening carefully to his last wishes as he told him what he had to do. It was a wish that Walid would not reveal his death to anyone, not even his subordinates. No one will know that Abdul succumbed this way. It was to be understood that their cause would be carried forward in the strength not the death of their leader. Walid felt his back stiffen at the thought of what now he must do, but as Abdul’s eyes blankly stared off, he took a seat near his beloved deposed leader and waited patiently for the jet to complete its landing. Walid went forward to the cockpit and congratulated the pilot, co-pilot, and navigation engineer with each one receiving, a single 9 mm shot to the head. While the remaining staff lined up sobbing over their dead compatriots on board, Walid liberated a fully loaded Uzi from a nearby weapons closet and mowed them all down as he moved along the plane top to bottom. Tossing the fully-automatic machine pistol aside, having the job completed his orders fulfilled; there was one last detail, and that was to destroy Airforce One and all those inside. The airport was abandoned long ago, he knew so with an RPG from the ordinance closet, he strolled to the landing ramp door and deployed the emergency landing shoot, walked a safe distance away, turned and fired the rocket-propelled grenade into the open doorway of Airforce One. 


     Running the details of Abdul’s wishes left Walid stranded now. He looked west to downtown Amarillo, just ten miles off in the distant haze. There were too much death and misery there he knew, and that is whoever is left to be alive and breathing. He needed to make it to an ISIS basecamp another ten miles on the other side of Amarillo. No one there would have any idea of the trip he and Abdul had taken to meet with the Chinese cut-throats. Everything from this point was going to plan, except a way to make it to the ISIS base camp and then on to Barksdale Airbase in Shreveport Louisiana. However, there in the distance near the passenger terminal were two white vans parked side by side. 


     Walid was delighted to find the keys in the vans, but getting either of the vans to start was a problem. Neither of the two vans started. Perhaps they had been sitting there too long, and the batteries were too low to turn over the motors, Walid didn’t know, but when he looked around the baggage transport dock, he spied a dusty old vehicle that had no roof. It had a crude square shape and no instrument dashboard, just a single fuel gauge, a silver button and a lever that was pulled away from the panel next to the gauge. He looked around the panel, but could not find the keys, or even a key switch to insert a key if he did have one. Behind the seat was what looked like a compartment with a handle to raise the lid? Walid began to think that maybe the key and key switch was inside, so he tugged open the top and took a look inside. It was the motor and battery compartment with an alpine green colored engine in there that had the name ‘Detroit Diesel’ embossed in the metal valve cover – and still, no key and no place in the compartment to start the motor. He closed the lid with a defeated sigh, climbing in to rest behind the wheel and staring at Airforce One ablaze. His mind wandered to the little silver button and lever on the crude metal dash panel before him. Walid pressed the silver button. His shoulders jumped as the motor began to spin, startled at first, he became elated with the thought there was hope after all. He pressed the button, holding it down until it became clear to him the engine was not going to start. He looked at the fuel gauge, and it was evident to he had plenty of fuel; he knew there must be something else. The only other control on the panel was the lever, and he reached over and pushed it all the way in, and then pushed the button. A flock of pigeons flew out from the rafters overhead when the engine roared to life. Next to the handbrake was a gearshift with a black knob on the end. Walid dropped the handbrake to the off position and tried to swing the gearshift out of neutral while looking down for the clutch pedal, but there was only a brake pedal. He move his hand away from the shifter knob and in a diagram nearly worn away, he saw just an arrow facing forward with the other end of the arrow facing backward. 


     Walid was crossing the tarmac when he noticed the vehicle only shifted once with the impression that it was just a 2-speed service vehicle, not suitable for long distant travel on the road. However it didn’t matter now, he was clipping along at nearly ten miles an hour, and it beat having to walk. If he had enough fuel, he could make it to the ISIS base camp before the sun went down. That would be several hours, and Walid occupied his thought with prayer, asking forgiveness for cremating his countryman in a blazing plane. Nonetheless, all would be forgiven as dire necessities taken for the cause of world domination. 


     Even so, with all that had gone on today, plans would be drawn up to take down the threat to the Muslim cause, namely the Chinese. It was clear to Walid that they had played their hand and now it was his turn. The nation of Islam had initiated and opened the gates to the United States for them, not for the greedy Chinese, who no doubt see this as a move toward capitalism for themselves. The entire Middle East has initiated a first the first strike, and let the historical record show they will be the last, taking down Russia as well. Flushing out the infidel from this land was inevitable to Walid’s way of thinking, and he now, at last, he looked forward to running things his way. Abdul Medina would have never considered his plans because he was a fool with idealistic views. Getting him to face the facts was like leading a camel into a campfire. 


     Today was a new day and soon to be the last day for the Chinese. “We will burn them while they eat their fortune cookies.” 


     Walid thought of himself as no fool. He had American B-52 bombers, nuclear bombs and suicide bombing crews that were eagerly standing by waiting for his command. 


       


     ~~~~ 


       


      A week passed, and Walid had his Command & Control center support moved to the ISIS base camp near Amarillo Texas and then on to Barksdale AFB near Shreveport Louisiana. All those under his command knew precisely what the next initiative was and put the plans into practice drills. Borrowing western military procedures, Walid ordered the setup of classroom studies over the logistics involved in making a bombing run on Los Alamitos Airbase. Presumably, this would be the ‘ground zero’ of a nuke drop on the Chinese stronghold. He could have an expert fire a nuclear-armed missile; however, he was smart enough to know the Chinese would easily detect it and shoot it down. In keeping nuclear fallout to a minimum, Walid decided his ‘pin-point’ strategy of taking out the Chinese with a surgical nuke attack using a smaller warhead aimed at taking out a smaller slice of the Southern California state. With no other workable delivery system online, a suicide mission would have to carry out the attack -- with this, and all other ideas considered, it was Walid’s best bet for achieving his revenge on Min Li. However, Walid considered Min Li’s attitude to reflect the People’s Republic of China, and nothing would change that opinion. To open fire on Airforce One with a dignitary and staff on board is no different than taking action on the ex-president of the United States. Pure and simply put, it was an act of war. 


     Flying in an expert on nuclear weapons was no easy task as he had to be brought in under challenging means. The former US held prison in Baghdad was taken down, and the prisoners liberated. One such prisoner, Salman al Farsi was of particular interest to Walid for his expertise in nuclear weaponry. After he arrived, he was shown his living quarters and made comfortable. The next morning Walid met with Salman and his aide. 


     Salman was at a table playing with colored clay. His aide stood by and was tying a bib around Salmon’s neck. Taking a chair at the table opposite Salman, Walid silently watched him slowly roll out a snake-like-form from the blue clay. “What are you doing Salmon?” 


     Salmon didn’t answer. He didn’t even look up from his work. The aide spoke, “He’s making a snake.” 


     “I can see. Why is Salmon doing that?” 


     Stoic, the aide replied, “He made a snake out of Play-Doh. It’s what he does.” 


     Walid rubbed his temples, “Salmon, we have serious business to discuss.” 


     Salmon remain quietly busy with his Play-Doh, ignoring Walid as if he weren’t there. 


     Apparently, news on the prison traveled slowly, so the aide tried to explain Salmon’s behavior. “There were many attacks on the prison where Salmon was detained. On one occasion, a few years ago, Salmon was severely injured in an attack. He suffered a most traumatic head injury that left him like he is now.” 


     Walid stood up from the table, seeming to contemplate over having his plans disintegrate before his eyes. He looked at the aide and scowled, “So you keep him like this?” 


     “I don’t understand.” 


     “He is a vegetable.” 


     “He is my uncle.” 


     Walid paused at the doorway and turned slightly, “I am sorry for your loss,” he said before walking away muttering, “I am sorry for our situation in the matter as well.” 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 18 


       


     ~Hunter Airforce Base~ 


       


     A week had passed, and now Viktor had begun to realize he was a prisoner no different than the other two prisoners he shared a cell with. He hadn’t bathed nor shaven the entire time he’d been in jail. No telling how long it had been for his other cellmates and Viktor was afraid to ask. The commandant of the brig was a man without sympathy for mankind it seemed. The only difference between him and the other two was, he wasn’t cuffed and taken away for an hour at a time and returned bruised and bleeding. As a result, the two prisoners locked up with Viktor refused to talk to one another. 


     However, they became particularly close to Viktor when his visitor came to talk to him. Viktor’s father approached the cell bars, wary of the two prisoners who stood on either side of Viktor. General Pestro ordered the two prisoners to get clear of his son so they could talk in private. When to two prisoners ignored the general’s wish, he motioned for the guard to open the cell. Pointing to Viktor, he told the guard that he wished to take him a short distance away to talk in private. Viktor’s father knew that the two prisoners locked up with his son were agents of the KGB; however, he wasn’t surprised to see them break from their undercover prominence to follow in behind him and Viktor, without being handcuffed. 


     Viktor’s father held out an envelope to his son, “I have a letter from your mother. She is worried about the outcome of your trial.” Gregor said looking down at the envelope and then to his son’s face. “Pending the outcome of your trial, you may be executed by sunset the same day.” 


     “I understand.” 


     Gregor tucked the envelope in Viktor’s shirt pocket, and then hugged him one last time before leaving. 


     The guard closed the cell door behind Viktor, and with his hands now free he took a seat on his bunk and slowly withdrew the envelope from his shirt pocket. Viktor hesitated to open the envelope, telling the two phony prisoners to get off his bunk. “This a personal letter from my mother, so if you both don’t mind ---” 


     “Let’s see what the letter from dear mother says,” said the phony prisoner sitting on the bed next to Viktor’s left. 


     Viktor blinked his eyes hard. The letter he withdrew and a letter opener knife taped to the backside of the paper. A simple message on the note told Viktor that the guard had not locked the cell and that there were car keys on the desk next to the exit door. The keys belonged to an old Chevrolet, was the next to the last sentence on the paper, the last, being, “Time to blow this pop stand – with love, your Dadeo.” 


     The larger of the two phony prisoners reluctantly received a letter opener sunk in his right eye. The second fake prisoner turned to take Viktor down with a choke hold on his throat. They both landed on the floor with Viktor rolling on top of his attacker. Viktor felt his attacker’s eyes move away from the pressure of his thumbs until at last in a split second he felt the warm moist vacancies of the man’s eye sockets. It was good to know that both men were now preoccupied with trying to fend off the shock that would ultimately kill them. To make sure, Viktor snapped both eyeballs loose from the tendons and optic nerves that had tethered them in place. The other phony prisoner had ceased shaking on the bed and was now apparently dead. Viktor grabbed the letter and crumpled it, flushing it down the toilet, before making good his escape through an unlocked jail cell. 


     When it came down to making his walk to freedom, many things crossed his mind. For one thing, he’d never see his family again, for the KGB had extremely long tentacles. His father no doubt will be suspect, and already he worried whether his father had covered his tracks. 


     Parked just outside the exit door sat an old 1957 Chevy Belair coupe. Where his father came up with this old classic car was a mystery until he read a caption on the key fob. It read, ‘Osgood Mining and Paving Co.’ In the backseat, Viktor spied a suitcase of clothes and a large canvas bag. Viktor felt around the steering column for the key switch when suddenly he found the place to insert the key was in the lower portion of the dash close to the steering column. 


     It was amazing the power of a well-connected father. Viktor drove past the base guards with just a smile and a wave. By the time the KGB discovered his escape, he could be a few hundred miles from here. 


     Viktor drove along Interstate 16, and then switched to Interstate 75 when he made it to Macon Georgia. He traveled 50 or so miles north deciding it was best to head more in a westerly direction; steering his way west along Route 80. He drove until a few minutes before sunset, stopping alongside the road to get out and stretch his legs. In the process of thought, staying here and sleeping in the car wasn’t a bad idea, and with the few minutes of daylight left, the idea crossed his mind to take a look what inventory he had waiting for him in the back seat and the trunk. 


     Opening the suitcase, Viktor smiled. It was three sets of assorted civilian clothes, underwear, and socks. Tucked into one side were a pair of new Sketchers tennis shoes and a zippered leather case with nail clippers, two disposable razors and a small bar of shaving soap. In the large canvas tote was loads of field rations; enough to carry him a month, along with fire starting supplies a collapsible cup and water purifier tablets. 


     Viktor moved to the trunk and what he found after opening the trunk lid put a huge grin on his face. Several 9 mm pistols, four assault rifles and two large ammo cans filled with rounds for both the pistols and rifles. Countless ammo magazines, each preloaded and ready to go, eight hand grenades and six boxes of rifle grenades. A half dozen bricks of C-4 with a few dozen primers, six snap-bricks of TNT, and three claymores and a small reel of primer cord. A little black plastic box contained a Bausch and Lomb Sniper Scope accessory for his favorite sniping rifle. His father thought of everything, even the two red 5-gallon plastic gas containers which were filled and ready to go, including a punch-bit and valve for extracting gasoline from the fuel tanks of cars stranded along the highway. He picked up the plastic hose and pump useful for filling his vehicle along the way. The pump had a long cable with an odd looking connector on one end which he quickly figured out to be a cigarette lighter plug. Viktor drew a long cleansing breath, life was good. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


       


       


     Early the following on the third morning, Viktor sat behind the wheel of the Chevy picking through an envelope of shredded pork and applesauce while pondering whether to eat the fruitcake desert from the MRE meal kit. Something about all this might have been in reverse – the choice of meal planning that is. Thinking about his position in life, he never gave much thought to what would become of his life outside his lifelong career in the military. What would he become now? Was he a refugee? Or just fugitive running from a deadly game of hide and seek. He had no way to make contact with anyone, nor anyone to make contact with him; perhaps it was a good thing. Then again, perhaps not ever forgetting a thought that came into the focus a memory of his real mother who was an American, and the place she lived. It was a place called Shreveport. He recalled her telling him the stories of growing up on a farm and meeting the man that was his real father, now dead. Perhaps this Shreveport was the place to go if he could find which direction to find this place.  


     Being aware of the dangers, and having the Chinese and ISIS forces scouring the countryside and killing anything resembling an American was not a good thing. The best survival plan he could conceive was to do his best in blending in with the American underground if there was such a thing. He recalled his father complaining about the dangers of having an American resistance group at large somewhere in the western side of the country of where he was right now. Russian spotter planes had reported this to be true. There would be Americans who may take him in, trusting of course that he too is American. The KGB may have little chance in finding him once he blends into American society. Yes Shreveport, he thought. 


     Viktor tossed his MRE out the window with the thought that having a strategy required having a plan. He needed a map of the county, and where better to look – the glove compartment. It was the one place he had neglected to look. Viktor dug out two old road maps that looked as if they may have come with the car when it was new, 66 years prior. 


       


     The following day, after finding Shreveport Louisiana on the map, Viktor traveled the interstates west until finally when nighttime came, and having assured himself that the next morning would bring him to Shreveport, less than an hour away from his camp. The sun had made daybreak and Viktor felt renewed and cheerful; so much that, it was as if a fog lifted from his eyes, but not his ears, unfortunately. 


     In a land where the loudest noises come from birds and the wind rustling through the boughs of trees, a distinct rumble of motor vehicles coming up from the highway behind Viktor made him believe that perhaps it would be a good idea to pull the car off to the shoulder of the road. He reached down and twisted the key while staring in his rearview mirror. The engine bolted to life at the same time Viktor slammed the gear selector to the drive position on the Torque Flight transmission, tires spun wildly and onto the shoulder of the road, kicking up gravel and clods of grass. 


     It appeared to Viktor the vehicle approaching out of the cloud of dust was not just a vehicle but an entire convoy of all types of vehicles. The lead vehicle looked like a monster truck with oversized tires and a massive tread profile. The roaring sound of tires on pavement could be heard a mile away and now that the vehicles slowed down as the roaring sound significantly decreased, until coming to a stop. Viktor felt leaving his car running was the best decision he’d made in a week beginning with having killed Boris the oddly dressed man. The man sliding down out of the monster truck had with him what looked like a ‘Desert Eagle’ pistol. Viktor recognized this as being one of the most powerful handguns he’d ever seen, and as the man approached, admiration to his pistol was the focus of Viktor’s attention, not his own pistol which he had folded into his map. 


     Standing at the open window, he said nothing; just stood there smiling and staring at him as if he were crazy, so Viktor pointed to his map and asked the stranger directions to Shreveport. The stranger just smirked at him while tapping on the sill of his car door with the barrel of his gun. “That’s Desert Eagle XIX, shoots 50 caliber bullets, ‘eh?” 


     “You know your guns,” said the stranger, acting impressed. 


     “Yes, it has no barrel ribs, so it must be a XIX AE. Mind if I have it?” 


     The stranger laughed, “No I ain’t handing it over for you to look at.” 


     A moment passed as they stared at one another. “Then you’ll tell me which way to Shreveport?” 


     “Why would I do that?” 


     Viktor’s eyebrows rose with a sigh of resignation, “So that you can go back to your toy truck over there and live another day.” 


      “Look, dude,” said the stranger. “I am about to lose my patience. But since you are new around here, I going to cut you some slack. On this section of road, you must pay a toll. So what have you got to trade?” 


     Viktor smiled. “Your life or that nice little pistol of yours – how’s that sound?” 


     The stranger grew impatient with Viktor and began ranting about all the men he had supporting him and were walking his way. 


     It was true. When Viktor glanced over his left should he saw 20 or 30 men all totting some form of firearm. “Okay, you win,” said Viktor. “I know when I'm beaten.” Viktor needed to get to his trunk without being under a hail of gunfire. “I have a spare tire in my trunk if that is worth the trade for the toll, it’s yours.” 


     “Nope,” the stranger replied taking aim on Viktor’s front tire and blasting a hole in it with the Desert Eagle. “Wouldn’t want to take something you’re going to need.” 


     Viktor’s hand squeezed the map, feeling the 45 pistol he had tucked in it. He looked at the arrogant face of the stranger, “Ok,” said Viktor slowly. “How about two 5 gallon jugs of petrol?” 


     The stranger raised his eyebrows, “If you mean gasoline, I believe you have a deal,” he replied tilting his head to the side toward the trunk. “Open it up, and maybe I’ll decide to let you pass or just pop the brains out of your head and into the trunk.” 


     His men gathered around in the stale residuals of old whiskey, drugs, and smart remarks about Viktor’s so-called “dorky” attire as he got out of the Chevy and while leaning forward to fetch his keys, he dropped his map and gun on the passenger’s side, seat. 


     With his men standing by, the stranger holstered his pistol in the waistband of his denim trousers. He pointed to the trunk and ordered Viktor to open it up and give him and his men the gasoline. Viktor spoke, “You’ll let me change my tire and leave unharmed?” 


     “Hand over the gas and find out.” 


     Viktor paused after inserting the key in the trunk lid, “We will find out together my friend, who lives and who will die.” 


     The remark Viktor made seemed a threat to the stranger who before Viktor realized was bludgeoned to the gravel by the heavy frame of the Desert Eagle pistol. Two hard blows to the head and Viktor’s mind went blank; his eyes blinded in darkness as he rolled onto his back and slowly tried to sit up. In the time it took to clear his vision, the stranger hocked a wad of phlegm on Viktor’s forehead near the hairline. He could hear the roar of laughter from the crowd of road pirates. Viktor was struggling to pull himself up when the stranger yelled, “Open the damn trunk, or I’ll open your damn head!”  


     Finally, standing erect, his legs shaking, Viktor turned and then raised the trunk lid with his left hand, reaching inside while turning and facing the stranger whose eyes opened widely. A look of chagrin clouded the stranger’s face as Viktor turned to slap the bolt on a UZI machine pistol, and marked the stranger’s chest in a tight pattern of several rounds. With the entire pirate gang standing close by, Viktor turned to them and fired bursts of 9 mm bullets until the UZI’s extended magazine emptied. Viktor began transferring the weapons and munitions to the back seat of the Chevy. 


     He was nearly finished changing the tire when he noticed he’d been shot in the shoulder. Remembering at the time of the ‘pistol party,’ he had felt as if hot grease slapped his left shoulder. It burned, but Viktor put the pain aside for now. He blinked hard, trying to clear his vision, but only turned his head to wretch the contents of his stomach until nothing remained but the painful heaves of dry hacking. Finally with the tire changed and the jack and tools put away, he looked around for a first aid kit. Removing his shirt and studying it he found that the bullet had passed through the front and back of it, and judging by the angry looking wound, he surmised the exit wound had to be the size of a ruble. He was feeling dizzy, and images began to shift back and forth. With the pounding of his heart in his head, Viktor cursed under his breath. He needed a doctor. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     After nearly an hour of driving and weaving off the road many times, Viktor turned his attention to a farm a few hundred yards off a highway overpass. The drive leading up to the farmhouse was blocked by a wooden gate which was chained to the fence post next to it. On the front porch of the house was a woman standing over a stainless pressure cooker with jars that lined along a table nearby. Viktor gently nudged the front bumper of his car, applying pressure to the gate until the chain split the frame of the gate and let loose, swinging open and offering him a clear path to the farmhouse. He knew climbing over the gate and walking the distance would be difficult having lost much blood and feeling as weak as he did now. 


     Stopping near the porch, Viktor shut off the car and attempted to open the door and get out, but rolled out and landed on his back. He could hear the voices of a man and woman talking in raised voices that had a startled tone to it. 


     Their faces came briefly into focus as the woman cried, “Bud, he’s been shot!” 


     A gruff sounding voice took over, “Velma get back to the house now!” 


     Bud had taken control of the situation and dragged Viktor to the porch. Step by step Bud pulled Viktor up to the porch where Velma was standing twisting the fabric of her apron in her hands. “This is what happened to Ronnie,” she cried, sobbing and quivering. 


     “No it ain’t, he was shot and died overseas. This feller here been shot alright, but I don’t know Velma – I just don’t know.” 


     Velma folded her hands in prayer and dropped to her knees, “It’s a miracle is what it is!” 


     “Get the door honey, and I’ll drag him to the couch.” 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     Seven painful hours later, Viktor was sitting up in bed and feeling weak, tired and generally relieved after passing out from the pain of having alcohol poured into his wounds. Having passed out was time well spent as Velma waxed a length of thread on a candle and used it to sew up his wounds. Viktor couldn’t imagine what the pain of having a farmer’s wife to stitch him up while conscious would be like, but he knew it wouldn’t be less than having needles stuck in his eyeballs. 


     Bud couldn’t hang around for Velma’s administering of first aid and used the excuse to go outside and roll-up Viktor’s car windows in case it would rain. In the process of doing so, Bud discovered the cache of guns and munitions stashed everywhere in the back seat. His eyes stared wide-open at what he saw. It was the evidence of what he wished to ignore, but now couldn’t. 


     He called to Velma to come downstairs, and when she arrived, there stood her husband as pale as if he’d seen a ghost. He pointed on the couch where he had arranged a set of Army Fatigues found in Viktor’s car. Velma looked away as she briefly stared at a framed portrait of their son Ronnie. Ronnie looked a lot like Viktor, but now when she saw the Army Fatigues, they both looked at each other silently and now Viktor looked a ‘spitting’ image of their son Ronnie. 


     Early the next morning, Velma fixed a big breakfast for her ‘Ronnie.’ She and Bud sat on either side of Viktor’s bed with concern in their eyes. 


     “I know how these things go,” said Bud. “The government is always hiding something, the truth that is, and we know you’ve made it home.”  


     Velma spoke, “We just worry if your safe hiding here or not.” 


     Viktor looked puzzled. “How did you know? I mean how could you know I was running from the Russian KGB?” 


     “That explains it!” Bud exclaimed. “You were in a Russian jail. They had to lie about your death – just knew your death was a lie.” 


     “But, I don’t understand how the news spread so swiftly.” Viktor rubbed his forehead in confusion. “You’re here to hide me?” 


     Velma sniffed, her eyes welling up in tears as she patted Viktor’s hand. “You’re safe with us, you’re home now.” 


     “They’ll have to come through me first before they get to you, son,” Bud promised. 


     Viktor was becoming more confused by the minute and however painful it was not to; he felt tears streaming down his face. The feeling of weakness blanketed over his and his vision once again faded. Somewhere off in the distance he heard his mother call out for help. His head throbbing as if bombs were going off inside, and then everything quietly faded away as he felt himself falling … falling. 


       


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 19 


       


     Two months later 


     ~~Vietnam Desert Reservation~~ 


       


     In the preceding seven weeks since basic training, all the labor and dedication that went into bringing the reservation up to JP’s standards began to show. The solar farm was producing an output of 100 percent. Livestock, vegetable fields with winter crops, lettuce, celery and a variety of hothouse produce began to show in abundance, thanks to the extra hands of Scuba Bill’s convoy personnel. Everyone was pulling their weight and enjoying what seemed like a bright future. However, Scuba Bill and JP knew what danger lurked on the horizon. So far there were no sightings of aircraft of any kind over the skies of the reservation, but Scuba Bill knew that they had been discovered once, and until they are destroyed their enemies will continue their search. He drew comfort in the thought that most, if not all satellite surveillance and GPS were knocked out during the initial EMP attack on America. If all were back in operation, they would be under a massive attack right now. This sleepy reservation had transformed into a military airbase. No airbase of this size and magnitude could hide from sophisticated satellite surveillance. However, the fact that the camp still remained was proof that such advanced monitoring no longer existed. To make specific retaliatory measures would not interfere in the American invasion, could it be part of the plan; a plan that would level the playing field by knocking out all earth satellites?  Kat explained, all US satellites are spinning around up there, most of which have lost track of earth. 


     Moreover, she told them the only pair of satellites to respond to her tracking commands was low-resolution types that she claimed had fixed resolutions of no fewer than twenty to thirty meters. The reservation would appear like a few dark blotches at best. Even so, the few hundred field tents that had been assembled near the lower half of the trailer community for all those in Scuba Bill’s convoy, covering an acre or so, would be complicated to discern from satellite positions — even if it was possible to command and control such imaging satellites in the first place. Kat sarcastically admitted that if such CNC were possible, she would have discovered a way and implemented such measures to spy on the enemy. As it stood now, she was able to assemble images based on satellite assisted radar, or SAR as she described it. Images of such resembled pixilated displays with what appeared similar in resolution to video games displayed in the late 1970’s. 


     Nevertheless, there was a success all across the reservation as one could see. Truck Dog, his son Derrick, and Joe Wyatt had spent several days drilling a well to replace the one Truck Dog accidentally destroyed months before. When all was done, they had drilled over eight hundred feet down, thus providing a sparkling clear and cold water source for the entire military base and community. Joe Wyatt was pleased to declare that he had learned more in the past month than he had in his entire lifetime. Truck Dog, as usual, spent the last day or two helping JP clear out the remaining grapes from his private vineyard. With that, JP presented Truck Dog a few dozen bottles of JP’s most excellent wine. Truck Dog brought back the empty wine bottles, with Derrick and Joe describing that there was much more in life than learning new trades, except flying UH-1 helicopters of course. Joe discovered that Derrick had other aspirations on the horizon for himself. There were only 31 chopper pilots, which was ten less of what JP ordered. Out of 6 jet pilots, another 6 were needed to round out the group. Major Edson had proposed 2 of his men be given consideration. Derrick was gunning for a position as a jet fighter pilot, and JP had only taken Derrick’s request under his review, with no reply since the convoy rolled into the reservation. Derrick felt his only chance to get what he wanted was by qualifying as many men and women he could to replace him on the chopper squad. Joe offered his support and felt his place in the air fighting enemy was far better than on the ground. It wasn’t long before Joe became prolific in the art of flight that he too was training new pilots. It was quite a morale booster to know that your instructor had just learned to pilot a UH-1 helicopter gunship no less than a few months ago. 


     As for Scuba Bill and Penney, the relationship between them wore thin. Penney, living in the medical stockroom of the underground city, as she called it was delightful to her in a few ways, but in a broader sense not. She loved having everything she needed including two assistant nurses, but it was not a convenient way of serving the community.  


     “We’re guests here,” Scuba Bill argued. 


     Penney turned to face him, her hands on her hips. “If that’s the only excuse you have then get out of my clinic.” 


     Scuba Bill rolled back his eyes. “If I were the commander of this outfit, you know I’d build you a clinic outside here.” 


     “My nurses and I have delivered 4 babies down here with only one room and three beds to work with. Betty Johnson’s baby is premature and is in an incubator over there. Betty had complications, and as hard as it is for her, she treads the mile or so to get down here so she can visit and hold her baby every day.” 


     On a disconcerting note, Scuba Bill had nothing more to say to Penny, and so left without another word. She slammed the door behind him, and as the weeks passed, not another word was spoken to each other. Of course, the first to know about Penny’s discontent with Scuba Bill’s seemingly frigid attitude was Kat. Soon it was learned that it all came about in a dispute over the clinic’s need for a better facility.  


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     After a few more weeks had passed, Kat found that talking to Scuba Bill about his thoughts on the clinic was basically off limits for discussion. With the idea still kicking around in her head, she decided to go to the top with this clinic issue. While getting the chance to talk to JP was like straightening a bent 16 penny nail with your teeth, Kat just bided her time waiting for such a moment to approach him. 


     Since day 1 upon coming to the reservation, she considered monitoring enemy movement using the advanced systems aboard the JLTV her day job. Nights were often spent in the JLTV with intercept alarms set to trigger in the advent of approaching enemy while she slept. 


     Mitchel was hobbling along the convoy vehicles where the engines ran keeping the batteries charged and yelling to a group of men about checking the fluids and oil before starting each vehicle when Kat arrived at her JLTV armed with a bag of popcorn and a thermos bottle of sweet tea. 


     As she turned to the door of her JLTV, she was startled by the presence of JP standing there. His demeanor was that of a man who just walked up from a graveside service. Kat smiled inside. There stood the very man she thought might set things right with Scuba Bill. 


     “Miss Colby,” he said. “May I have a word with you?” 


     “Of course general,” Kat replied while JP helped her with opening the door to the JLTV. 


     “Let me first say, you may call me JP. I consider your rank aboard this convoy as an intelligence officer, and I respect that, but there is something …maybe an underground sort of speak that I am certainly aware of, out of a study of the diplomatic protocol of course.” 


     Kat’s eyes opened wide, and she perked up, grinning, “You mean gossip?” 


     “Precisely.” 


     “And what sort of studies would that be?” 


     His eyes were warm with certain wisdom that she hadn’t noticed before when he softly smiled, “I am married the finest of all woman on this planet, and even she is connected to the underground. So it is here that I come to find out what has become of Bill and Penny. 


     You see, my wife only knew that Bill and Penny were having a rough time, so she told me to see you for the answers since you and the doctor is close.” 


     Kat thought to herself, it seemed everyone knew, but the reason behind the breakup of their friendship. Who else knew? Kat weighed her reply to JP by asking, “Did Bill come to you and ask about building a clinic facility?” 


     JP rubbed his chin in thought, “No, I don’t recall him mentioning it, but it would be a great idea.” 


     “That’s what’s been troubling him,” said Kat. “I don’t for the life of me know why he didn’t ask you if you thought it to be a good idea or not.” 


     Recalling what JP’s wife had once told her and some lady friends at one of the picnic socials awhile back, that her husband would leap at the chance to fix, repair, or even better, build a structure no matter what it was. There were dozens of birdhouses of various sizes and designs JP had made when there was nothing else to do. He even had in the past, Danny Porter forge-out several sets of barrel rungs while Ray in the carpenter shop charred and staved the wood slats for making wine barrels. It was always something for JP, and since things were winding down on the reservation, Kat sensed a renewed sense of energy in him. 


     “You’ll have to understand Bill for who he is. He is a serious leader who is used to ordering things done, as opposed to asking for such things done, if you get my meaning. He could have asked me, but then, of course, he may be waiting for the right time.” 


     “The right time?” 


     “Of course. Right now is the first time since your convoy came here that we’ve had a break between jobs. I suspect Bill to pitch his idea for the clinic at any time. You just have to swear you we didn’t have this discussion—I’d like it to be Bill’s idea.” 


     Kat nodded knowingly, “For Penny’s sake, right?” 


     JP winked, then opened the door and jumped out of the JLTV, not hesitating to point to an area that had some rows strung up with a clothesline. “Over there is the best place for a new clinic. I’ll get started on the plans first thing in the morning and have Bill and Idiot Boy stake out the foundation. We’ll only have to pull out a small portion of the clothesline, but I can relocate that to the back end once we get started.” 


     The sun had already gone down, and the winds from the northern plains began to pick up, bringing with it crispy and cold thinness to the air. Kat wondered if those north winds would bring snow soon because it was early December and she was hoping to see a white Christmas. 


     Snapping out of a daydream, Kat glanced up to look through the windshield of her JLTV. The outdoor lights to headquarters, or JP’s home as it were, came on and she could make out the familiar figures of two men holding flashlights next to the house and the area of the clothesline. 


     “Well Penny,” Kat softly whispered. “Looks like you’re getting your clinic after all.” 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     The weather was becoming contrary to its threats of a cold winter. Instead, it seemed winter was already over. With only a week away from Christmas, Kat felt sure there would be no snow. Everyone was back to wearing summer fatigues, and the only hint of the holiday was in wreaths made of plastic pine and poinsettias that hung at the doorways to homes around the base. It was delightful to see the clinic taking shape, but even more the fact that no one but Scuba Bill, JP, and she knew what sort of building was being built. Not even Penny knew until today when she called Kat down to the clinic to find out more about Christmas plans. 


     “It’s no big deal,” Penny told Kat. “They’re building a pool hall.” 


     “You don’t say. What’s the big secret to that?” 


     “I’ll tell you,” Penney exclaimed, “It was supposed to be a Rec—Hall for everyone to come and relax and enjoy social events, like learning to do things.” 


     “What kind of things?” 


     “Oh duh, Kat! Like learning to paint artwork, yoga classes, cross stitching, knitting, why even cooking classes.” 


     Kat smiled and flipped a lock of hair from her face. “What happened to the Rec—Hall idea?” 


     Penny leaned against the table, then look around like as if someone would hear her, “I’ve got it from one of the guys working on the building project that the place is gonna have a pool table from a friend’s house brought in and set up there. Do you know what follows that don’t you?” 


     “No clue,” said Kat trying to conceal a grin. 


     “Poker tables, card tables … why, even a bar!” 


     “I don’t get it, Penny.” 


     “This means I’ll be spending all my time stitching up and setting bones because of where there is a Pool Hall there are fights.” Penny stopped and stared at Kat, pursing her lips she added, “What’s so funny girl?” 


     “Are you sure about this?” 


     Penny made a tsk sound and proceeded to inform Kat that once again she heard it leaked from John Kehoe personally. “John came in here to have me look at his thumb. He said he had hit it with a nail hammer while building the so-called secret building and that was his exact words. While studying his thumb, I’d discovered he must have hit it several times throughout the day, so hard in fact that it split open like an overcooked hot dog. Well anyway, he told me under anesthesia that the secret building was going to be a Pool Hall.” 


     “You had to put him under?” 


     “I had to put three stitches in his thumb.” 


     “Don’t you use a local for that, like Novocain™?” 


     “Or Sodium Pentothal,” Penny confessed. “Just enough to dull the pain of the needlework.” 


     “So you asked him before you slipped him under?” 


     “Of course,” Penny said with an innocent expression on her face. “But he told me that he and dad were erecting a secret building. But then, later he told me it was a Pool Hall.” 


     Kat grinned, “After the Sodium Pentothal, he said it was a Pool Hall.” Kat had the feeling JP, and Scuba Bill had told him that so he wouldn’t accidentally blab it around the base. 


     “Ok, ok,” Penny finally confessed. “It just happened that way. So let’s keep this to ourselves.” 


     “And John Kehoe, right?” 


     “Nope. He still believes he kept that a secret,” said Penny chuckling. 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 20 


       


     ~23 miles south of Shreveport Louisiana~ 


     The Bud & Velma Brown Farm 


       


     The soft drone of voices and an occasional sound of a few birds off in the distance echoed in Viktor’s mind. Sometimes the voices came through clearly, and he wasn’t sure of how long he had been sleeping, for he slept still, and for a while longer it seemed. The male voice of one asking another of how long a period of time a person in a coma would be, and how bad the damage to his brain had become from what appeared massive blunt force trauma to his head. Away in the distance, once again, the voice of a woman crying, and even though he could not see her, he knew she was with him all the time. At times he felt her hand on his as she softly sang beautiful verses of songs forgotten in the years of his youth, now alive in him and in his heart and his mind. Viktor tried to sing those songs and even the words, but nothing escaped his lips; even struggling to open his eyes, yet nothing. He cried, trapped within him no tears to show, but he was here, and he fought every minute of his subconsciousness to break free into the living world around him. I am here, dear mother. 


     Brother Jonas entered the bedroom where, in a coma, Viktor lie sleeping. Velma stood from her chair alongside the bed, a storybook in her hand. A towering figure of a man was Brother Jonas, well-groomed with his white hair and neatly trimmed beard; he stood six feet tall and although somewhat portly moved about the room with the poise of a man half his mass. Bud followed into the room behind Brother Jonas and stopped in the doorway to watch silently as Jonas set down his small black medical bag near the foot of Viktor’s bed. Quickly checking pulse rate and lung function with his stethoscope, he turned to Bud. 


     “We’re going to roll him on his side,” he told Bud while shaking down a thermometer. 


     Bud nodded and swiftly moved alongside Jonas awaiting the order to roll Viktor to his side. Glancing over the rim of his glasses, Jonas asked Velma to help steady Viktor from rolling too far forward. 


     While waiting a minute for the thermometer to stabilize a good reading, Jonas pulled an elastic bandage from his medical bag. “Since it appears the pressure on Ronnie’s brain is normal now, he won’t need this spinal tap.” 


     Both Bud and Velma turned their heads to look away while Jonas slipped the tap from Viktor’s back and replaced it with a small elastic bandage. In a fluid motion, Jonas removed the thermometer and held it up to examine it through his bi-focal eyeglass lenses. He blinked hard a few times and then gave a slight smile, “97.9. Looks close to being normal to me, but better still, no infections to worry about. I also see his shoulder wound and head laceration healing nicely.” 


     They gently rolled Viktor back on his side. “So this means he’ll be waking soon?” asked Velma. 


     Brother Jonas was looking down on Viktor at the time Velma asked her question. “I believe he already has. 


     Mrs. Brown I believe you and Mr. Brown have your son, Ronnie back.” Jonas added while looking back at Viktor. “Pleasure to see you back Ronnie. I’m Brother Jonas of the Antioch Baptist Church. As your physician, I’ll be removing your feeding tube, ventilator, and a few other pleasantries. In the next two days, you will regain some of your strength by re-learning to walk. You’ll be on a banana bag for the next few days while I progress you through to a solid diet. You’ll be back to eating steak and potatoes this time next week!” 


     Ronnie/Viktor blinked his eyes and slowly turned his head from side to side; not remembering why he was here, nor understanding how close he had come to death. He saw the face of a woman, tears streaming down her cheeks as she told him he was going to be all right. It was the voice he remembered and how it all fits together now. He tried to call out to her, only his lips moving with the words ‘mother, I love you.’ 


     She looked up at the ceiling and cried her praises to the Lord God. She took Ronnie’s hand and sang praises and prayed, while Ronnie studied every word of her beautiful voice. In the whole time it took for Brother Jonas to remove hoses, tubes, and catheters – even suturing and finalizing all impediments to Ronnie, she prayed until finally being allowed to moisten his parched lips and throat with a damp sponge. 


     Several hours later, Ronnie was sitting comfortably in a chair next to his bed. Bud had little time to spare with Ronnie while he made several trips to and from his pickup truck, loading the medical equipment to return to Brother Jonas’s home. The small generator used to keeping the ventilator and oxygenator going 24/7 while Ronnie was in a coma, was also loaded into the pickup truck and returned to another parishioner’s home.  


     It was only an hour before sundown when Bud made his way back home. In the time it took for Bud to drive the distance from the road up to the house, the temperature fell ten degrees, and snowflakes began to swirl around in the bitter cold air. It was time to haul in more wood for the fireplace, and now that Ronnie was recovering, a Christmas tree would be lovely. This, being the final week before Christmas, Bud, his arms loaded down with split oak, walked up to the porch and paused to glance over his field of corn to the tree top forest in the distance. He seemed to recall seeing young spruce about the right size and shape while plowing a section of land a few weeks ago. 


     A rumbling noise overhead broke Bud from his thoughts of hunting for a Christmas tree. Less than 20 miles north was Barksdale Airforce Base, and it was not unusual to hear military air maneuvers being conducted overhead. However, in today’s recession, the world seemed to have come to a halt. Bud had not seen any signs of air traffic whatsoever, but now he stood motionless, head tilted to the sky as a B-52H bomber passed overhead. Flying low, Bud could feel the sound of the aircraft reverberate in the ground under his feet. Heading southwest, Bud smiled and waved at the bomber as it passed by, low overhead. Perhaps this was a sign that the recession was winding down and everything would go back to normal soon. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     It was the first exercise in a bomber plane ISIS had ever accomplished. Regular take-off and landings exercises in the weeks prior were also victorious. Walid Ghazarra supervised all flight training operations from Barksdale Airforce Base with the elation of a football coach in a parody of a touch-down victory play. 


     It was Walid’s plan with the completion of this second of three bombing exercises, Min Li and his army would pay dearly. The temptation to go forward following this successful bombing exercise stabbed at his better judgment, but Walid resisted that temptation knowing that tomorrow the final practice run would determine their success at a surprise attack. Once again, his flight crew would disembark to the target lands of the desert, just south of the Rio Grande. As before, they would mark the bombing location, log it, and return safely. 


     Returning home safely was not in the final plan when bombing Min Li at Los Alamitos Air Base. It was of strategic importance to fly low and avoid radar, as Walid knew; B-52’s cannot escape the blast force of a nuclear bomb. As a trained Jihadist, his flight crew was prepared for such sacrifices to the cause. 


     The second landing approach, the mighty bomber circled far and wide of the airbase. The pilot feathered the throttle on engine 4 and set the airbrake at position 4 as he made his final approach to the runway. A worried expression marked his order to his co-pilot, “We go full board throttle on my order. You handle the airbrake off your yoke now.” 


     With that, the pilot released the airbrake control position from 4 letting his co-pilot take it. 


     The co-pilot resisted with a tone in his voice that signaled he was confused, “We are not circling?” 


     “No, we are landing.” 


     “But I can only control my side,” he cried. “We will be thrown off course.” 


     The bomber had dropped altitude too fast after the first attempt at landing, and everyone knew winds out of the western plains had developed down-drafts and horrible wind-shear conditions.  


     The co-pilot reached down below the throttle controls to the cross-wind controller to figure out his cross-wind component. Indications were they were 70 degrees off a crosswind of 25 to 30 knots. Pulling up the crosswind crab knob, the co-pilot saw fear in his pilots face. He seemed to have turned to stone and was ignoring any suggestions the co-pilot yelled out. The mighty bomber shook and shuttered violently, with the deafening ‘wing flutter’ warnings blaring loudly as the co-pilot struggled to correct the forward and aft crab of the aircraft to line up with the runway. Twisting the knob on the crosswind crab, slowly made the correction necessary, but it would be too late to avoid overrunning the airstrip, so the co-pilot took over the controls throttling up all 8 engines for another try at landing. 


     On the ground, Walid smiled. It appeared to him as if his fliers were putting on an airshow. Perhaps it was good that way because when the bomber finally landed successfully, the airmen filed out of the B-52 a bit rattled but eventually realized Walid knew not the better of what happened up there. 


     “You keep this to us,” the pilot whispered to his co-pilot. 


     “Only if you listen to me, no?” 


     There was no better way for the pilot to confess other than multi-tasking was not his finer trait, “Yes I will listen.” 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 21 


       


     ~~Chihuahuan Desert Viet Nam Memorial underground storage Base~ 


       


     ~Christmas Eve~ 


       


     The last of the several dozen wooden toys being made in the Carpenter’s Shop were being collected and sent to the Paint Shop for painting. However, there was that one special toy; a small marionette, which needed one last detail added. Ray had worked through the previous night trying to whittle a pair of puppet shoes for this toy. 


     JP had slipped in through the back door and entered the carpenter shop storeroom unnoticed. It wasn’t unusual for JP to be scrounging up hardware for small projects he was involved in. 


     A fellow carpenter, George, walked into the shop and grabbed a broom. The woodchips and sawdust around Ray’s feet amounted to nearly twice that of the entire shop. George walked over to Ray and peered into the trash can nearby. 


     George glanced at Ray, an expression of amusement on his face. “You know, Ray, you’re a lot better at fabricating trusses and simple furniture.” 


     Ray never looked up from his work. “As opposed to what?” Ray once again tried to fit a pair of shoes on the puppet he had on the bench before him. A few of his fingers were taped with elastic bandages from having cut himself over the last few days. “I think this time I will whittle a little off the feet to fit the shoe, instead of the other way around.” 


     Pointing to the trash can, George mused aloud, “There must be at least two dozen puppet shoes in this waste can!” 


     “So what’s your point?” 


     “My point is – why must the shoes be separate of the feet. Why not just redo the lower legs with the shoes as one piece?” 


     The thought of the idea struck Ray with a tenacity to which he slapped his carving knife down on the bench in front of him, stood up and declared, “I’m going outside to have a cigarette.” 


     George set his broom aside and followed his friend through the door leading outside. He watched Ray roll a cigarette, light it and then sigh as he exhaled smoke. 


     Once again George asked, “Wouldn’t it be easier to whittle the shoes as part of the leg?” 


     “It’s a little backward don’t you think George? I mean it would be faster, but definitely not easier.” 


     An air raid siren abruptly split the night; together with the sound came the lighting of every light on the base compound. George stared wide-eyed at Ray. “Speaking of backward,” muttered Ray. “All lights are supposed to go out when an alert is sounded.” 


     JP dashed out the door of the carpenter shop where George and Ray stood. “Why is this place lit up like a baseball field?” 


     A rumbling sound of thunder nearly drowning out the siren, as overhead, the distinct sound of a B-52 bomber passed over the reservation. 


     JP broke into a full run toward the electrical bunker near the solar farm where he nearly collided with Truck Dog whom apparently had the same idea. Scuba Bill dashed over to the barracks where his convoy assault team had settled in for the night. There was a clamber of personnel going in all directions as Scuba Bill yelled out orders to assemble his air defense team right away. Kat continued to track the lone aircraft on radar while punching in a code for coordinating a radio channel, “A single aircraft of bomber description, heading south at 205 degrees.” 


     Major Edson barked orders to airmen scrambling together, “I need two choppers in the air now, and a pair of jets to follow. Jet pilots will await further instructions.” 


     Encoded channels opened, and Kat turned to listen in to the broadcast channel of the bomber making a record of their sighting of the base to their commanding officers on the ground. Although the communication was in Arabic, Kat jotted down the translation on a pad of paper, then keyed her radio mic and reported the bomber was turning back for their base and that the aircraft were confirmed enemy. Outside her JLTV, she knew her message went through to all personnel radios when she heard Scuba Bill yelling down the ranks of his SAM team to ready their sights and take the bomber down before it reached tactical engagement. 


     Truck Dog meanwhile worked feverishly while removing the front of a large electrical panel, while JP stood chastising him. “Cut the siren circuit, Idiot Boy! Can’t you wire up a simple electrical panel without screwing that up?” 


     “Sorry dad,” said Truck Dog, yanking the electrical panel free. “It ain’t the wiring; it’s the two relays here. Some numbskull put them in upside-down. Gee, I wonder who did that.” 


      JP recalled a few weeks ago while testing the early warning systems; he flipped the relays upside-down to force all the lights on base to go on but forgot to restore them to normal. “Just flip the damn relays and close-up the panel.” 


     Truck Dog pulled both relays, and for the effect of watching everywhere in the reservation going back to standard lighting, he replaced both relays in their proper positions while noticing all lights in the reservation went dark. Truck Dog grinned, “So how would you like it cooked, rare, medium or well done?” 


     On the helicopter tarmac, Morris and Echols were ordered to take a defensive position north of the base, while Derrick and Joe were ordered to go up and provide backup support. As additional orders were being barked, the explosive recurrence of two F-4 fighter jet engines came to life. Joe piled into Derrick’s favorite 4A, Iroquois UH-1D chopper and took up the job as co-pilot. 


     With preliminary checks and RPMs up Derrick increased rotor blade pitch and cyclic forward, nose slightly down until they reached 30 knots of speed before changing pitch and loading the rotor for a climb of several hundred feet. In the clear night sky, only a sliver of the moon to cast an eerie glow on the ground below, Joe thought he’d seen a dark shadow approaching the base from the south. Derrick saw it too, and increased tail pitch to veer the chopper west while maintaining an approach toward the northbound aircraft. Joe heard Derrick over his headset all the while radio chatter from those on the ground interrupted the warning that the SAM team had a laser tracker locking in on the incoming bomber. Joe tapped Derrick on the shoulder with a motion to pull away. “The Surface to Air Missiles is taking her down!” exclaimed Joe. 


     “I can see it,” Derrick yelled. “She’s veering off course!” 


     “No doubt after discovering she had a missile target locked on her.” 


     Seconds later they both watched as two contrails of sparkling light that lit the sky as they approached the mighty B-52 bomber. A thunderous blast followed as a fiery ball lit the sky flashing out a ghostly silhouette of the gigantic aircraft, and in one brief instant followed a rain of sparkling debris over the desert barely less than a mile from the southern end of the base. The fiery hull of the craft slammed to the ground, skidding in a bright white light that burned rapidly for a moment until finally burning its way orange and yellow in all its clusters that spread for hundreds of feet in all directions. 


     The base erupted in the cheers of all who stood to watch. Kat wanted to join in the festivities but remained in the JLTV jotting down the key points of enemy communications that had transpired just before the B-52 crash. However, she was interrupted by Scuba Bill opening the door and asking her out to join the others in a ‘happy dance.’ 


     Kat sighed through a worried expression, “Sorry commander, but I have some bad news.” 


     “Any good news besides the downing of that enemy bomber?” 


     She gave Bill a weak smile, “I guess Santa ain’t coming to town. But I am sure, ISIS is. Got any gum?” 


     Scuba Bill reached in his pocket and handed her a stick of gum. “The radio, huh?” 


     “The flight crew got off some coordinates of our position. We better get ready.” 


     “They’ll be coming in from the north,” said Bill thinking out loud. “I’ll get with JP. Maybe he’ll know where the nearest bomber airbase is.” 


     “Barksdale Airbase, Louisiana.” 


     Scuba Bill’s eyes widened. “You’re sure?” 


     “Intercepted and translated their radio communications,” said Kat. “I recorded some of it for translating it into a transcript for you sir … and of course JP. If you don’t mind me asking, how’s your foot?” 


     Kat had derailed Scuba Bill’s thoughts to the puncture wound in his foot he received when he stepped on a nail while building the new clinic. “Not bad Kat; considering the nail went all the way through the instep of my foot. Luckily I had a doctor disinfect the wound by running an alcohol cotton swab through the nail hole in my foot. At least the doctor and I are back on speaking terms.” 


     “Oh, good, she’s speaking to you now,” said Kat, referring to Penny.  


      “Yeah, she asked me how the pool hall was coming along, while she was bending a tetanus shot needle in my shoulder.” 


     Kat smiled. “Well, at least the clinic is finished now. Tomorrow as a Christmas gift to her you will be taking her on a tour of her new clinic?” 


     “Oh yeah,” Bill said smiling. “Hope she likes it. And you will be there too right?” 


     “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Kat said chuckling. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


       


     For Walid Ghazarra, the world seemed to be crashing down on him. Only moments ago he received word his tactical bombing squad had been shot down over the Chihuahuan Desert. In his office he sat, his head lowered to rest on his desktop while he pounded his fist. He was running out of qualified airmen, plus time, and worst of all people with the skills to set up a nuclear bomb. His only hope was a man reduced to the intelligence of a 4-year-old. Of all the things he didn’t need or want was Chinese enemies and now a hidden military base of Americans. Things were getting more and more complicated, and he was filling with hatred and despair. His hatred for Min Li would have to be put aside for later. Perhaps that was good, for a while he set his sights on taking out the mystery base in the Chihuahuan Desert, he’d order a command dedicated to putting together another bombing mission, just like before; only this time there will be an escort of fighter jets. Also, the B-52 will be loaded with 6 AGM-129 ACM cruise missiles, each charged with a W80 variable yield nuclear warhead. 


     Walid knew he had good intelligence working overtime on gathering and interpreting information based on the flight crew’s mayday radio communications, so in the darkness of his office, a dish of Maaluba and a fresh Arab salad on a small table beside his desk sat waiting on an appetite that did not come. 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 22 


       


     ~~Chihuahuan Desert Viet Nam Memorial underground storage Base~ 


       


     ~Christmas Day~ 


       


     Light snow laid out across the desert like a tan and white patchwork quilt. Kat had gotten what she wished for, and that was a white Christmas.  Penney was all tears and thrilled at the same time when she got what she had hoped for; an outdoor clinic building. Likewise, it seemed, all the children on base and of the convoy got more than they hoped for; wooden toys from Santa aka the carpenter shop crew. There were assortments of wooden games, pull toys, baby dolls, rocking horses, and of course a puppet for little Wanda and Jeffery. Truck Dog’s friend Doug was on hand to pass out the toys in his Santa suit. Both Joe and Kat remarked how realistic Doug looked like a Santa Claus. Derrick couldn’t suppress his impish good-natured self and strung a small sprig of a plant on the end of a stick and called it mistletoe, sneaking up on girls while holding it over their heads. He even took a dare from Joe to try that on Belinda Gaines which backfired on him, getting him a big kiss from her. 


     “Doesn’t look like she harbors any hard feelings,” said Derrick to Joe, snickering. 


     Joe waited for Belinda to smile and walk away. “You knew she was hopped-up on eggnog! Do that again Derrick, and I swear I’ll pants you in front of Kat.” 


     “Been there done that.” 


     Joe felt a nuance of pain that stabbed him in the gut. He hadn’t felt that pain since exploring the reality of getting separated from his fiancée Mary. It was only a feeling, but it shouldn’t have happened; and why it did, he cared not to think any further of it. Besides, Kat was not that kind of girl to throw herself at men like that. 


     “Did you know Kat was double-jointed?” 


     “What’s that supposed to mean Derrick?” 


     Derrick threw back his head, a grin growing across his lips. “Oh duh, it means the best piece of a—  


     It may not have surprised anyone, except Derrick who turned a backward somersault off the bench he was sitting on. Standing erect, Derrick brushed the traces of dirt and snow from him and stared at Joe with a confused look on his face. “I didn’t mean that Joe. She’s really a fine lady and deserves better.” Derrick turned and began to walk away when Joe called him back. 


     “You’re a fine man Derrick, with good intentions. It’s just,” Joe drew a heavy sigh and paused a moment. “It’s just … well, I’m happy for you and Kat.” 


     Derrick rubbed his jaw, “I take it, that where you come from the men show their happiness and approval by smoking the person’s jaw?” 


     Joe wondered about that; with the revelation that Derrick was born and raised away from the outside world and perhaps was serious about what he just said. Knowing Derrick to be a prankster and a joker most of the time, Joe began to believe that maybe this was Derrick’s way of expressing his feelings in some offbeat sardonic way, and then again in the freezing cold, a runny nose deserves a sniff or two. “I love her, Joe … and if she’ll have me, I want her to be my wife.” 


     There wasn’t much more to say. Joe knew that somewhere in that punch, Derrick discovered his feelings for Kat ran deep, and so it was, not the cold sniffles but the passion of each other’s friendship to know they’d remain the best of friends. In a handshake and a brief hug, Joe told the ‘big lug’ that he was happy for him and Kat. 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     Truck Dog, being the type of guy that he is, was out scrounging around the wreckage of the B-52H Stratofortress. Not being one to be disrespectful of the holiday cheer, he returned to base with a gift tucked under his arm and found Scuba Bill and JP celebrating with mugs of eggnog and cigars inside the new clinic building. Both men, sitting at a makeshift table made of plywood and sawhorses glanced up to Truck Dog as he tossed his Christmas gift on the table in front of the two men with a clank. 


     “Merry Christmas,” said Truck Dog. 


     Propped boots hit the floor from the edge of the makeshift table. They all stood staring down at the torn fragment of the B-52’s fuselage before them. Scuba Bill studied the insignia on it. Remarkably intact the fragment must have blown clear of the burning plane. A blue shield was painted on it with the numeral 8 in the middle with wings painted in yellow gold. It was the insignia of the Eighth Air Force. 


     JP muttered in admiration for what he was inspecting, “Why this is the fighting insignia of the Mighty Eighth!” 


     Scuba Bill nodded reverently adding, “Kat said she believed the bomber flew out of Barksdale Airbase.” 


     “Exactly,” JP said nodding in a friendly gesture. “Your communications officer?” 


     Scuba Bill smiled, “That’s her.” 


     “My God, she’s a genius!” 


     Truck Dog had to add his 2 cents, “She makes a mighty fine batch of spaghetti too!” JP looked over to Truck Dog with steely gray eyes as he apologetically added, “Sorry Dad.” 


     JP turned his attention to Scuba Bill, “I know being Christmas and all, talk of war seems out of place here, but realize the danger at hand. The enemy has discovered us and will return real soon, and this time with high-level bombing support. What’s more, Barksdale has an impressive number of bombers. I will prepare a briefing based on the report Kat put together by tomorrow, and in the meantime, I wish to speak with Kat and find out more about what she knows.” 


     “I’ll have her report here right away,” Scuba Bill said as he brushed passed Truck Dog for the door. 


     JP reached over to shake Truck Dog’s hand and thank him for reconnoitering the bomber plane’s wreckage adding that he wished him to inform the officers of the briefing as well. “Ok, Dad. What time should I say the briefing is and where?” 


     “Over at B pavilion, 10 hundred hours.” 


     “Okay, am I invited?” 


     “Idiot Boy! Get your ass moving, and yes, of course, you’re invited.” 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     Scuba Bill was returning to the clinic with Kat in tow. JP had resumed position at the makeshift table putting down the last of his eggnog when the both entered through the door. Moments later Truck Dog reentered the clinic, poking his head around the door frame, “You said I was invited to the meetings right?” 


     JP just shook his head in resignation and waved Truck Dog to pull up a chair and join them. Kat looked around the room nervously pulling at her fingers when JP told her to relax adding, “I’ve gone over your report dealing in last night’s attack of the B-52 bomber. Your assessment of the crew aboard was of Arabic tongue and that they had relayed positional information of this base. So I guess my question is: How did you come to know they were flying out of Barksdale Airbase?” 


     “I didn’t know that.” 


     “But it says right here in your report, Barksdale.” 


     “Yes sir, I know what I wrote, but I didn’t know it was an airbase. I thought it might be a town or something.” 


     JP backed up his remark, “Oh yes, I see. You wrote just Barksdale.” 


     Laying his glasses on the table, JP rubbed the bridge of his nose and then looked over to Kat, “How’d you know?” 


     “The radioman on the bomber said Barksdale among other things. You know the stuff I wrote in my report, sir. 


     And if I might add sir; the coordinates relayed were only approximate by several miles in either direction.” 


     Kat noticed JP’s hand shook slightly as he picked up the folder containing her report. “A B-52’s onboard deployment may decide many things, depending on what it’s dropping. If the enemy has put together a ‘hit and run’ campaign, then chances are we are in great peril of being utterly destroyed. In this case, the ones who strike first may be the last ones standing.” 


       


       


     ~~~~ 


       


     ~Base Exchange, Barksdale Airbase~ 


       


     The gate guard did not salute the old white van that approached his gate. He did not recognize the sticker on the upper driver’s side windshield as a base pass and held up his rifle to signal the driver to lower his window. 


     “We’re service veterans and members of the Antioch Baptist Church,” the driver told the guard. “Judging from the activity around here, we speck ya’all are rebuilding after the recession right?” 


     The guard dodged his head around the doorpost of the open van window, trying to get a better look at the insides of the vehicle. “What is your business?” he asked suspicious of the driver.  


     “Is the Commissary open?” 


     “I shall not say again,” the disheveled looking guard stated gruffly. “What is your business here?” 


     “I just said Commissary, didn’t I?” 


     Bud Brown turned a glance to the driver from the passenger seat. “We should go.” 


     “No, I told this man we are here to visit the Commissary.” 


     When the driver looked back through the window to the guard, he glanced through his side mirror to see the guard walking to a military truck that had just pulled up behind them. Moments later, he returned telling the driver of the old van to pass through the gate, and the truck behind them would accompany them to the detainment center. 


     “Detainment center?” 


     “No joke,” said Bud Brown to the driver. “That’s what I heard him say.” 


     The gate arm opened, and the old van proceeded through the gate. “Hold on boys,” said the driver as he spun the wheel hard to the left, “We’re heading out of here!”  


     Before the guard had the time to dash back in to lower the exit gate the old van made it back out just as the gate lowered closing off the chase vehicle. This bought Bud Brown and his driver enough time to make it through the intersection to Westgate Drive. “We have to make it to the woods and into the bayou on foot. It’s the only way.” 


     A half a mile down Westgate was the entry ramp to A.R. Teague Parkway. Seeing the woods in sight, the driver took a hard last second decision to merge at high speed, sliding the van and landing upside down in the parking lot of a furniture store. The last thing Bud Brown remembered passing in and out of consciousness was the rapid fire of automatic weapons. 
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     Short Story also available on 


      Amazon 


       


     Winston Sawyer was a mechanic; he was also a bow hunter, fisherman, and farmer. That was before the EMP over a year ago. Now he’s a full-time farmer, hunter, and fisherman. 

Married, Winston lives on a ten-acre plot of high ground in the Everglades near the small community of Hartley. He lives in his two-bedroom shack with his wife and two children and owns a shed and a smoker grill, a push plow and an old tractor that runs like a top. He grows all the crops he needs, and his wife cans the rest.

Desperate men from the cities eventually travel to outlying towns looking to take anything they can.  


       


     Winston doesn’t understand that.

Winston is mostly Seminole Indian and can trap game and set up trotlines for catfish and small gator. As a bow hunter, he moves silently through the forest and bulrushes hunting deer and hog only seldom using any of the many firearms he owns. By today’s standards, he is a wealthy man.

Until the day he came home from a three-day journey to find his wife and daughter missing. He sets out to bring them home, and with him, he takes his son, and Rustler, a three-year-old Rottweiler whose favorite bone is inside your leg. 


       


     Facebook 
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