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    Previously – in Bug Out! California Book 12 
 
    As book 12 opened, the sea battle off San Diego was raging, a French submarine surfacing to take on the patriots. The LCS ships used a new anti-sub weapon to sink the sub, and the citizens defeated the enemy armada shortly thereafter. 
 
    In Mexico, Doug and Jorge were still in the thick of things, stuck on the road with their convoy of Bradley Fighting Vehicles due to IEDs on the highway. They found out that thousands of enemy troops were hiding just a stone’s throw away and prepared for battle, hopelessly outnumbered. The L-ATV convoy, which had gotten ahead of them on the road west, turned around and raced back to save the day. The battle started, both sides trading artillery and mortar fire while the armored vehicles fired their main weapons. As the battle raged, word came in from General Hogan that the enemy had been defeated in New Mexico, and Daan Mertins had been killed. The EU sued for peace. The war was over. The enemy forces in Mexico didn’t know. US forces devised a quick plan to convince them before too many people got killed in the battle. It worked, both sides laying down their weapons. The enemy troops were from Argentina, and they were as happy about the end of the war as the US side was. The opposing troops partied the night away together at the scene and then parted ways, the US forces heading for home. 
 
    Robbie called his parents, telling them his army enlistment was a cover story, and letting them know he was part of Ivan’s team, also telling them about Morgan. 
 
    General Hogan told the Kansas team about the hunt they knew was coming, and telling them they’d have to go into hiding, joining the hunted people in Ivan’s group. 
 
    Ivan met with the hunted group in Dodge City, telling them about the new base in Missoula, Montana, at an abandoned shopping mall. After that meeting, the sub-team joined the others for a massive celebration on Dodge City’s main street. 
 
    General Hogan got a call from his intel team, telling him that the Globalist hunters were already on the move, and that the sub-teams in both locations needed to disappear right away. General Hogan told the sub-team in Kansas and notified Ivan in Dodge City. Ivan rallied his forces. Both teams were on the road by morning. Garrett and Anna talked Sam and Erica into taking care of Mia until the operations were over. 
 
    The Globalists met in Manhattan to discuss a strategy for taking out Ivan and General Hogan’s teams. There were twenty people, led by Charles Livingston, an investment banker and former CIA Chief. Other notable people on the team were heiress and English Noble Maggie Hines, UN Secretary General Mateo, Justice Carleton of the Supreme Court, French industrialist and investor Jean Caron, and hedge fund entrepreneur Lance Evans. Rayan Mertins, brother of the late Daan Mertins, provided technical support. 
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black were on the tail of two enemy commandos in Sacramento. The Globalist operatives had tried to tail them, but Mr. Black and Mr. White noticed, and laid a trap. Ivan told them to be as savage as possible, so it would make a big splash on the news. The attackers came disguised as hotel workers, bringing up room service meals. Mr. White and Mr. Black turned the tables on them quickly, flaying them alive, sending out photographs to the Globalist leader who ordered the hit. 
 
    The Kansas and Dodge City teams were both moving north towards Missoula. The Globalist hunters used their cell phones to track them. There was an attack attempted on the Dodge City team at a Walmart in Nevada, which was put down quickly. This tipped off the sub-teams that their cellphones were being used for tracking, so they dumped them and got burner phones. 
 
    On the road, the sub-teams found out that Governor Nelson of Texas died of a heart attack while giving a speech in Austin. They later found out that the death was a hit, using poison. The Globalist team was responsible. 
 
    Ed and Ryan went to their reservation with Garrett and Anna to see what condition it was in. They found headless bodies in the Casino and booby traps in the hotel, so they called in the bomb squad to investigate. 
 
    The Kansas team made it to Missoula first and got situated, meeting Yuri, Ivan’s employee and head of security for the new facility. 
 
    Globalists Maggie and Charles devised a plan to escape to England, after seeing what happened to their operatives in Sacramento. Maggie left first, flying into Heathrow, Charles to follow later. They planned to hide in one of Maggie’s estates and direct their operations from that location. Maggie’s security team waited at the terminal for her to arrive. Creighton Lee of Scotland Yard was there, having been tipped off by the Prime Minister’s office. Maggie’s security team created a diversion with a small explosion as she entered the terminal, taking Creighton Lee and Airport Security away from the gate. Maggie’s team rushed to her side, but they were attacked by Saladin loyalists, Maggie getting wounded in the legs and side. The lead Islamist was about to finish Maggie off when Creighton Lee appeared, killing him, the others fleeing the scene. Maggie was rushed outside to an ambulance. 
 
    Ivan got word that a Globalist commando team was hiding out along the escape route, waiting for instructions. He sent Mr. White and Mr. Black there to set up a stake out. They knew which hotel the commandos were in, and set up in a bar called the Tattooed Lady, across the street. There were two commandos sitting at a table inside. Mr. White and Mr. Black noticed them right away, and took seats at the bar. After a little while two women approached them, dressed for action. A light conversation ensued. Mr. Black left for the restroom, Mr. White going with him. The two women followed, pretending to be ready for a sexual encounter, but trying to kill them instead. Mr. White and Mr. Black turned the tables, killing both the women and then hiding, waiting for the other two commandos to check. They showed up after five minutes. Mr. White and Mr. Black killed them both and made their escape. They contacted Ivan as they drove away. He ordered them to head for Manhattan. 
 
    Lance Evans was invited to a meeting with Charles Livingston at Tavern on the Green, in Manhattan’s Central Park. He arrived with his bodyguards, wearing a bullet-proof vest, his limo parking in the VIP lot. An English hit man attacked, who said Charles says hi after shooting him in the chest and arm. The hit man was walking over to finish the job when Torrey, Lance’s cousin, jumped on the hitman’s back and slashed his throat with a knife. He picked up Lance and rushed him to a waiting van, helped by his brother Zippy. 
 
    Ed, Tyler, Sid, and Yvonne met the bomb squad at the reservation. The bomb squad got to work on the booby trap in the hotel. Ed and Tyler wanted to check the outbuilding that housed their power sub-station to see why they didn’t have electricity. They opened the door of the cinder-block structure, and noticed a detonator beeping inside, trying to run away. Bombs went off in all the buildings at the reservation. Tyler was too close to the sub-station building. He was killed by a flying piece of cinder block. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    { 1 } 
 
    Rubble 
 
   T he forensics team walked towards the rubble that used to be the reservation’s casino-hotel complex, Ed limping alongside them, Garrett and Anna following. Sid and Yvonne rushed to catch up, Sid’s left arm in a sling. 
 
    “My God,” Yvonne said as she saw the buildings, parts of walls still standing up a few floors, rising above the pile of debris. “What are we gonna find out from that?” 
 
    The lead forensics investigator, a large man with short red hair and a sad face, turned towards her. “You’d be surprised.” 
 
    “What’s your name, officer?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Investigator Dooley. You’re Sid, right?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “I know about what you folks did with the resistance. My hat’s off to you.” Several of his team nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Isn’t everything going to be smashed to smithereens?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “This was a large, complex job,” Dooley said, “and there was no fire, from what I can tell. The brains of the system they set up here might have been far enough away from the explosion to survive.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen a setup like this?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Some moron wrote an article about using motion sensor counters to drive bomb triggers, and posted it on the internet. One was uncovered in Israel before it went off.” 
 
    “So this was probably Islamists, like we thought,” Anna said. 
 
    “Remains to be seen,” Dooley said. “They might want us to think that.” 
 
    “Can’t walk through here anymore,” Ed said, looking at the rubble that filled the pool area and surrounding walkways. “They haven’t gotten all of the bomb squad’s bodies out of here yet, have they?” 
 
    Dooley turned to him, his face grim. “No, not yet, but it’s been less than thirty-six hours. I heard that Dulzura was contracting with a K-9 company. We might see them before we’re out of here.” 
 
    “K-9 company?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Cadaver dogs, honey,” Garrett said gently.  
 
    Anna looked at him, the tears coming back. “This is so horrible. Wish we would’ve just forgotten about this place.” 
 
    “You folks should rebuild,” Dooley said. “Screw the enemy. I was a frequent customer before the war. I hope to be again.” 
 
    “We’ve probably already killed everybody involved with this,” Sid said. 
 
    “What if it’s them?” Yvonne whispered. 
 
    “Them?” Sid asked. 
 
    “The people hunting the others.” 
 
    Garrett shot Yvonne a glance, shaking his head no. She nodded, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Did everything blow up in the residential areas?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I saw dust rising from that area,” Ed said, “so I’d say probably.” 
 
    “We’ll check out all of the areas, but a map of the facility would be helpful,” Dooley said. 
 
    “Had a whole stack of those in the office,” Ed said. “Probably scattered to the four winds now, though.” 
 
    “I’ve got it on my tablet,” Anna said. “Should’ve brought it. Didn’t think.” 
 
    “E-mail the file to me when you can,” Dooley said as he looked at the pile of rubble. “These two buildings alone will probably take us a week to sift through.” 
 
    “I think we can climb through over there,” said one of Dooley’s men, a much younger man with a crew cut, tall and lanky. 
 
    “Thanks, Jamie,” Dooley replied. He turned to Ed and the others. “I don’t think you should follow us in there. Way too dangerous. We need to go back to our truck and grab equipment.” 
 
    “And our hard hats,” Jamie said. 
 
    “I suggest you folks take off,” Dooley said to Ed. “No reason to hang around. I’ll call you right away if I find anything.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Mr. Dooley,” Ed said. He led the others back to their Jeeps. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Justin was driving the Jeep on Angeles Crest Highway, approaching Wrightwood. “Wish Steve’s phone was working. How are we going to find them?” 
 
    Katie looked at him, eyes still red from crying and lack of sleep. “He was working with the sheriff’s office. We should check there first.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t have left. We’ll miss Tyler’s memorial service.” 
 
    Katie shook her head. “Something feels wrong to me. Steve could’ve called us when the war ended. He didn’t. Not sure I’m believing that the reservation bomb was set up way back when the reservation got overrun, either.” 
 
    “You think we’re being hunted, like the others?” 
 
    Katie sat silently for a moment. “Yes… no. Hell, I don’t know, honey. Probably just paranoia. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Our team has been to hell and back,” Justin said. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” 
 
    “There’s The Grizzly. Let’s stop there and get a bite to eat. Maybe some coffee.” 
 
    “Suits me,” Justin said, making a left into the parking lot, parking in front of the two-story log structure. “Maybe somebody in there can direct us to the Sheriff’s office.” 
 
    Katie nodded, getting out, meeting Justin by the door. “Did you cover the guns?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah.” He held the door open for her, and they walked in. “There’s spots open on the counter.” 
 
    “Fine with me, maybe we can chit-chat with the waitress. Don’t say who we are.” 
 
    “Was just gonna say that,” Justin said as they sat down. The waitress was there in a second, holding a coffee pot. 
 
    “A little joe?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Katie said. The waitress eyed her. “You okay, honey?” 
 
    “Just lost a family member,” she said. “Been a tough week.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” the waitress said. She pulled two coffee cups out from under the counter and filled them. “Breakfast?” 
 
    “We’ll check out the menu,” Justin said, pulling two from the holder behind the condiments where they were sitting. 
 
    “Comfort food for me,” Katie said, not opening her menu. “I’ll take the pancakes.” 
 
    Justin looked at his menu. “The Combo, with bacon.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” the waitress said, walking to the kitchen window. 
 
    “I have good memories of this place,” Katie said. 
 
    “They went to a place that Colleen’s family owned, didn’t they?” 
 
    Katie nodded. “Yep. We never owned property here. Just came up and rented for weekends. Mostly during ski season, but I liked it better when we came during the summer.” 
 
    They sat quietly for a while, Katie still on the verge of tears. Justin took her hand and held it. 
 
    When the waitress walked back towards the counter, Katie got her attention. 
 
    “Need something, honey?” 
 
    “Can you tell us where the Sheriff’s station is?” 
 
    The waitress eyed Katie, her brow furrowed. “Are you here because of what happened yesterday?” 
 
    Katie shook her head no. “What happened there?” 
 
    “Shoot out. The Sheriff’s in the hospital, fighting for his life. Two of his deputies are dead.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Katie said. “Was one of them named Steve?” 
 
    The waitress got closer to them. “No. Do you know Steve?” 
 
    “He’s my brother,” Katie said softly. “We got separated during the war. I’m trying to find him. He’s not answering his phone.” 
 
    “Oh,” the waitress said. “He wasn’t there when the incident happened. He only works the weekends. Hope he’s okay. Such a charming young man. His wife’s family is well known around here.” 
 
    “Colleen,” Justin said. “Could you tell us where their house is?” 
 
    “I don’t know, exactly. It’s in the sticks a ways. Colleen works at an insurance company, only office in town. She won’t be there today, since it’s Sunday. Probably can catch her there tomorrow, though.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Keep going west a few blocks. Turn left on Park Drive. Can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Nellie, it’s up,” the cook said through the window, sliding two plates onto the high counter. 
 
    “Oh, there it is,” she said, grabbing the plates and putting them in front of them. “Enjoy.” She walked away. 
 
    “You think the shoot-out was related?” Katie whispered as she buttered her stack of pancakes. 
 
    “They left before we got involved,” Justin said. 
 
    “Maybe they’ve targeted all of us. We should’ve gone with the others.” 
 
    Katie poured syrup on her pancakes and took a bite. “This is good.” 
 
    “Yeah, good potatoes, too. Should we go to the Sheriff’s station?” 
 
    “Might raise too many questions,” Katie said. “They might be hunting us too, you know.” 
 
    “Shit. So what should we do?” 
 
    “Get a room and wait until tomorrow,” Katie said. 
 
    “Glad we have plenty of cash. Turn off your phone.” 
 
    “Oh God,” she said, reaching into her purse for it, Justin turning his off too. “I thought we were done with this.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Malcolm’s eyes were glued to his laptop monitor. “There’s a very active effort to block any info on these folks. Even the minor ones.” 
 
    Jasmine nodded, sitting next to him. “I’m finding the same thing.” 
 
    “Money buys good security,” Frank quipped, “but there’s always a way in. I might have to use bots again, like I did when I got the names file from the Mertins Electronics system.” 
 
    “Think there’s anything on these folks in there?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “It’s possible,” Frank said, “but the information might be old, now that Daan is taking a dirt nap.” 
 
    Jane looked at him, rolling her eyes. “Dirt nap?” 
 
    “It’s a technical term,” Frank said. 
 
    “I think it’s worth looking into,” Malcolm said. 
 
    “I’ll go in and check around, but I need to get back to what I’m doing pretty quick.” 
 
    “What are you working?” Jane asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to break into Livingston’s corporate system.” 
 
    “Did you ever get anything back from the FBI facial recognition system?” 
 
    “I turned it over to Agent Williams, since he has legitimate access,” Frank said. 
 
    “Hopefully his access isn’t more visible,” Jasmine said. 
 
    Frank nodded. “He assured me that it wasn’t, when I asked him about it.” 
 
    Malcolm’s brow furrowed. “Maybe I’ll go chat with him. Know where he is?” 
 
    Jasmine chuckled. “He’s with Yuri and some of the others, checking out those security robots on the ground floor.” 
 
    Frank grinned. “Oh, really now? Nobody told me.” 
 
    General Hogan glanced at him. “Sorry, that was my fault. I wanted you to continue to work the hacking. You’ll get a special demonstration later.” 
 
    Frank shot him a smirk. “We need a union.” 
 
    General Hogan laughed. “Don’t start.” 
 
    “I’m kidding,” Frank said, “although I am intrigued by the Samson Corporation.” 
 
    “Oh, somebody told you which company made them?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I chatted with Ivan and Yuri about them over dinner last night. Jared Carlson is brilliant. I knew of his launch vehicle operations, from my former job. We used their rockets more than once. They’re the most reliable by far. We were paying a big insurance premium for using anybody else to launch our satellites.” 
 
    “You’ll get to meet him in person,” General Hogan said. “He’s coming here next week.” 
 
    “What for?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Probably the robot technology,” General Hogan said. “Ivan’s a close friend of his, but he won’t say much about him.” 
 
    Frank’s computer beeped at him. He looked at the screen, getting a wide grin on his face. “Well, I can still get into the Mertins Corporation system. Can’t believe they haven’t shut that down.” 
 
    “I’m guessing they don’t know you can get in,” Malcolm said, “although the company has been in disarray after Daan’s death, and they’re facing all kinds of legal and civil court action due to their RFID program.” 
 
    “The EU won’t do jack,” General Hogan said. “That’s the third-largest firm over there. It’s a cash cow and a huge employer. Brussels will fix it, not destroy it.” 
 
    “I’m going to turn bots loose with the names of the lower-level enemy leaders,” Frank said. “We won’t get the information quickly, though, because I’m programming them to be as stealthy as possible. If they see what I’m trying to do, they’ll shut down everything.” 
 
    Malcolm smiled. “Yep, that’s what I’d do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lance Evans awoke in a dark room. His upper right arm ached, his hand reaching for it, feeling the tightly-wrapped bandage. “Hey!” he yelled. 
 
    A moment later a light came on, bleeding through the bottom of a door. The door opened, light flooding the room, Lance squinting. 
 
    “Hey, cousin, I’ll turn on the lights.” The overhead light came on, showing a rough basement. He was lying in a cell against the wall, bars looking like what you’d see in an old-west jail. 
 
    “Victor. Figures. Where’s Torrey?” 
 
    “Elsewhere.” Victor came into the light, a man in his fifties, average build and height, crazy eyes under scraggly black hair, wearing workout clothes of dark blue. 
 
    “Where are we?” Lance asked, sitting up. 
 
    “The folk’s house in Long Island.” 
 
    “You moron, the Feds know about this place.” 
 
    “The Feds don’t care,” Victor said. “You did a good job of hiding your connection to us, although Torrey blew it. I told him to wear a mask. He got published on YouTube.” 
 
    “That means the cops are gonna be here looking for him.” 
 
    “They’ve already been here,” Victor said. “They searched everything they could find. I told them that Torrey went back to his house in Detroit.” 
 
    Lance shook his head. “They believed you?” 
 
    “They did after they finished searching.” 
 
    “We’re not in the basement of the house?” 
 
    “Your Uncle Cain never showed you this place,” Victor said. “When he bought this house it had one of those 1950s bomb shelters. He used it to hold victims back in the day. Nobody knows about it. We’re in the backyard, under something that hides access well.” 
 
    “That’s why you’ve got this jail cell in here,” Lance said. “This cell isn’t locked, is it?” 
 
    Victor chuckled. “It is, but I’m gonna open it now. You were a little delirious after Doctor Weiss took the bullet out. Didn’t want you getting up and wandering around with a police search going on.” He came over and unlocked the door, swinging it open. “You were lucky, by the way. Very little damage to your arm. You’ll recover quickly.” 
 
    “Aren’t the authorities wondering where I am?” 
 
    Victor chuckled. “They’re as dense as the day is long. None of them have made the connection between Torrey and you yet. They’re searching for your body now, thinking the hitmen have finished the job.” 
 
    “They know you and I are related,” Lance said. 
 
    “Yes, but don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Lance got up, groaning as his arm shifted, the pain raging. “I get it. Charles doesn’t know where I am, at least for now. He knows about Sadie, you know. He hit me with that when we had an argument, the day before he tried to have me killed.” 
 
    “Oh, that is a pity,” Victor said. 
 
    Lance nodded. “You got any pain meds?” 
 
    Victor pulled a white bottle out of his pocket and handed it to him. “Watch it with these, they’re strong. Follow what it says on the label. There’s a bottle of water next to your bed.” 
 
    “Shit, you aren’t letting me out of here, are you?” 
 
    Victor chuckled. “Not yet, but that’s only to protect the two of us. I expect the police to be back here a few times. They consider you to be a victim, although they’d like to know why your bodyguard had an un-licensed machine gun on him.” 
 
    “If Charles releases the info he has on me, they’ll change their minds in a hurry.” 
 
    “What does he have?” 
 
    Lance sat back down on the bed and took a couple pain pills, washing them down with the water. Then he looked up at Victor. “Charles says he has some of the old videos. I believe him. He had a picture of Sadie.” 
 
    “There are lots of pictures of Sadie out there,” Victor said. 
 
    “This was a picture of Sadie’s body, lying in Sailor Boy’s ranch house.” 
 
    “Oh. Shit. How the hell did he get that?” 
 
    Lance sighed. “He said he got it from Sailor Boy’s safety deposit box. He also let slip that he’d been part of the funding for the white slavery outfit, but claims he’s destroyed every bit of the evidence.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I’d bet money that he hasn’t gotten everything. Perhaps we need to work that.” 
 
    “My priority at the moment is staying alive,” Lance said. “Frankly, if I do anything, it’ll probably be a data dump to the folks we were targeting.” 
 
    Victor laughed. “Interesting idea. On the one hand, you’d be making it difficult for Charles and the others to target you. On the other hand, you’d be giving info to Malcolm Davis, who’d kill you, me, Torrey, and the rest of the family just for fun.” 
 
    “Davis is a blowhard.” 
 
    “He is a blowhard, and he gets people to write him off because of that behavior,” Victor said. “I investigated him, thinking I’d go after him for what he did to Dagger, Beckler and the others. He’s ruthless and wicked smart. I’d say with him and his spook buddy working with Hogan’s guys, they’ll eventually hang Livingston out to dry.” 
 
    “What do you know about Livingston?” Lance asked. “Talk about somebody who is always underestimated. You don’t want to tangle with that guy. I’m surprised he hasn’t already been here to hit you.” 
 
    “If he plans that, he’d better send better people than that stupid limey who tried to take you out,” Victor said. “Don’t worry, we know there’s a chance he’ll send somebody here, although I expect him to disappear.” 
 
    Lance stood up, walking towards Victor. “How do you know so much about all of this?” 
 
    “I’ve known for a while that you have stuff on Livingston. I’m looking for a payday, plain and simple. Now I’ve got you on my side.” 
 
    “You do?” Lance asked. 
 
    “I just saved your life, cousin. I can still reverse that decision if you don’t play ball.” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “It’s not any smarter to underestimate me than it is to underestimate Davis or Livingston.” 
 
    “C’mon, Lance, you’re in a bad spot and you know it. We can do well if we work together. If we play our cards right, we’ll come out of this better than either of us were before the war started.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Lance said. “We shouldn’t do anything until we know what Livingston’s next move is. Any news about Margaret Hines?” 
 
    “Still in the hospital according to the news reports. I suspect it’s a load.” 
 
    “You think she’s dead?” Lance asked. 
 
    “No. I don’t think she’s in that hospital.”  
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    Tree Climbing 
 
   F rank watched his screen as the bots searched the Mertins systems. Malcolm and Jane were the only others in the room, the rest having gone to look at the robots. Jane turned towards Frank from her laptop screen. 
 
    “Any luck?” she asked. 
 
    “No, not yet,” Frank replied. “Don’t expect anything until tomorrow morning. Guess I’ll minimize this window and work something else.” 
 
    “I’ve been looking at Livingston’s company. He’s got his fingers in all kinds of stuff beyond banking.” 
 
    “I expected that.” 
 
    “So why does he care about us?” Jane asked. “Why not just go on with his life and not worry about us?” 
 
    “He knows we’re after him.” 
 
    “How can you be sure of that, Frank?” 
 
    Frank was getting ready to answer when his laptop beeped at him. “Whoa, one of the bots has found something already.” 
 
    “Which name?” 
 
    Frank opened the bot program window wide again, squinting as he read the small text. “I need a bigger monitor. Wish we still had Kurt’s PC. Looks like it’s the bot for Dane Smith.” 
 
    “What do you have so far?” 
 
    “It’s still compiling info. Can’t view the file until it runs out of connections. This could take hours.” 
 
    “Well at least it found something. That’s good.” 
 
    “Dane Smith,” Malcolm said. “Brit with heavy connections to the EU leadership. Ought to be interesting. He’s half Belgian. Mother.” 
 
    Robbie and Morgan came back into the intel room. 
 
    “Those robots are amazing,” Robbie said. “Can’t believe that Jared Carlson is coming here.” 
 
    “Robotics,” Malcolm quipped. “A potential good and a potential danger, rolled into one.” 
 
    “You think the robots are gonna take over?” Morgan asked, a grin on her face. “One of my old boyfriends was all worried about AI taking control of the world from humans. He also thought fluoride in the water was killing everybody.” 
 
    Frank chuckled. “AI is only very sophisticated programming. I’m using it for these bots I’ve turned loose on the Mertins Corp systems. Their ability to come up with alternative solutions to problems is so vast that it makes them appear to be conscious, but they’re not, nor can they ever be. If you generate a million alternative solutions and none of them work, that’s the end. Often the problem they can’t solve would be obvious to a thinking human.” 
 
    Robbie laughed. “I used to get into discussions about this with Justin and Gil. We’d always talk ourselves into a corner.” 
 
    “So tell us about these robots,” Jane said. 
 
    “I think they’re a little creepy when they’re looking at you,” Morgan said. 
 
    Jane smiled. “What do they look like?” 
 
    “They look like smooth, metallic headless primates,” Robbie said. “They’re bipedal, but they have retractable wheels in their feet too, so if they’re on a smooth surface they can zip around with those.” 
 
    “Are they as tall as a man?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    Robbie shook his head. “No, they’re about four-feet tall and armored. The eyes are in the top part of the upper torso between the shoulders. They have arms that can extend a considerable distance, with hands that can grasp objects or fire weapons. Their main guns are on either side of their eyes, on the torso, though. They can pack a real punch. They’re loaded up with 12-gauge shotgun slugs at the moment, but they can also be loaded with other types of normal 12-gauge shotgun shells. Semi-auto fire.” 
 
    “They talk and simulate personalities,” Morgan said. “That’s creepy too.” 
 
    “Why would they add that capability, I wonder?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Yuri said it was to be a comfort to humans they are supporting,” Robbie said. “I can see it. They all have names, which are short, three to five letters long. The one we saw is named Zed.” 
 
    “Zed, huh,” Malcolm asked, laughing. “Wonder if you can mount an M105 on one and use it for sniper operations?” 
 
    “George asked that. Yuri said no, these are only good for close-in work, where the friend-or-foe functionality can work. The are good at designating targets, though, and the Samson Corp has a prototype weapon that can work in conjunction. It fires small programable bullets. George said it sounded similar to his OICW rifle, but the bullets are closer to little guided missiles than to exploding bullets.” 
 
    “I’ll bet those are expensive,” Malcolm quipped. 
 
    “That functionality isn’t even on the market yet,” Robbie said, “and they expect a lot of pushback. It might never see the light of day.” 
 
    “Yes, imagine if the police had to go up against these things,” Malcolm said. 
 
    Frank’s PC beeped again. “Hey, I’ve got a file from the Dane Smith bot.” He waited for it to download, and then opened it. 
 
    “PDF file, huh?” Malcolm said, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    “Who’s Rayan Mertins?” Frank asked. “Related to Daan, I assume.” 
 
    “He wasn’t on the list of participants we had,” Malcolm said. “Looks like I have somebody new to research.” He went to his laptop and took it out of sleep mode. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Creighton Lee walked down the hallway at the hospital, Scotland Yard agents spaced up and down the walls on either side, nodding to him as he went. The leader of the team, an MI6 agent, was sitting just outside of ICU with several heavily armed agents. He was an ex-RAF fighter pilot, handsome and well-built but only about five-foot seven, with a shaved head and hawkish eyes. 
 
    “Anything suspicious, Langston?” Creighton asked him. 
 
    “No. She’s still recovering.” 
 
    “Something’s bothering you, mate,” Creighton whispered. 
 
    Langston’s brow furrowed, and he nodded down the hallway. They walked. 
 
    “The surgeon told me he doesn’t think it’s her. They’re doing a DNA test right now.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Creighton said. “They switched her out during the ambulance ride.” 
 
    Langston shrugged. “The surgeon might be wrong, you know. Anything on those Asian men?” 
 
    “All of them were part of Saladin’s operation,” Creighton said, “not that we expected it to be otherwise. Wonder if they’re working with the target group?” 
 
    “If it turns out that the woman in that room isn’t Margret Hines, we’ll leak this location and see what happens,” Langston said. 
 
    “You’ll get people here killed,” Creighton said. 
 
    “We understand the risks. We need to know if the alliance between these subversives and the Islamists is still in place. That will tell us right away.” 
 
    Creighton chuckled. “If they are in league together, they might send some Islamists here to attack, just to keep us from knowing.” 
 
    “Always look for the solution that is the simplest,” Langston said. “When are you blokes at Scotland Yard gonna realize that?” 
 
    “Bugger off,” Creighton said, smirking at him. “How long till the DNA results are ready?” 
 
    “Couple hours.” 
 
    “Think I’ll hang around, then.” 
 
    “All right, let’s get back. Mum’s the word in front of the men. We’ve had enough leaks already.” 
 
    They walked back to the entrance to ICU and sat down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dooley carried another box full of broken plastic parts out of the rubble that was once the casino, setting it down next to the others. 
 
    “Surprising how much survived,” Jamie said. 
 
    Dooley laughed. “I wouldn’t say this stuff survived, exactly.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Jamie said. “If there was fire, or if these were right next to the explosives, we wouldn’t be able to recognize this stuff as being part of the bomb.” 
 
    “Anything from the K-9 team?” 
 
    Jamie shrugged. “Not yet, but I know they’ve found at least some remains.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Dooley said, nodding to the K-9 lead who was approaching. 
 
    “We’ve found some remains that we can get to with little difficulty,” the K-9 officer said. “There are a few that are too deep. We can see them with our fiber-optic lens, but they’re down far enough that they might hamper your investigation. I’m assuming you want us to wait.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Dooley said. “How bad will it get around here?” 
 
    “You mean the smell?” 
 
    Dooley nodded. 
 
    “You have a little bit of time. We’ll have to bring some bull dozers and a steam shovel in here to get at the last of the remains, I suspect.” 
 
    “Okay, who should we talk to when we’re done here?” 
 
    “The coroner’s office,” the man said. “I’ll get back to it. We’ll tread lightly, while getting out the remains we can reach.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dooley said. The man walked away. 
 
    “Grim business,” Jamie said. 
 
    “It is. Let’s keep at it. We’ve still got a few hours of light. I want to be out of here before dark.” 
 
    “You and me both, brother,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katie woke first, seeing the light coming through around the edges of their motel room curtains. She got out of bed, Justin stirring as she did. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said to him. 
 
    “Do we have to get up already?” 
 
    “Pretty soon. I’m anxious about this.” 
 
    “You’re afraid they’re after us,” Justin said, sitting up, trying to shake off the sleep. 
 
    “Of course. Think it’s safe to poke around?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Justin said. “We have to at least try, though. If they’re still alive, we might be able to rescue them.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Katie said, tears coming. “I’m trying to avoid those thoughts.” 
 
    “I understand, but we’d better have that mindset, or it’ll be worse. Where to first, the insurance office or the sheriff’s office?” 
 
    “Insurance office,” Katie said. “I think that’ll be less risky.” 
 
    Justin nodded. “Okay, I’m getting dressed. You need a shower?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said, “but I’m hungry.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should go back to the Grizzly.” 
 
    “Why not?” Katie asked. 
 
    “That waitress might have told some people about us.” 
 
    “There’s a gas station we passed that had a convenience store. I’ll bet they have coffee and pastries.” 
 
    “We should top up the gas in the Jeep anyway,” Justin said. 
 
    They checked out of the motel and got into their Jeep, driving to the gas station. It was deserted. 
 
    “Want me to get us something while you gas up?” Katie asked. 
 
    “That’d be perfect,” Justin said. He watched her walk away before he got busy with the gas pump, his eyes darting around at the people nearby and the light traffic on the road. Something wasn’t right. He could feel it, and it was giving him the urge to take Katie away from there as quickly as he could. He loved his friend Steve, but the instinct to protect Katie was stronger. The gas pump finished, so he pulled the nozzle and moved to one of the parking spots in front of the store. Katie walked out with a box containing two cups of coffee and several pastries, plus a couple large bottles of water. 
 
    “Done already?” Katie asked as she opened the passenger side door. “Something wrong? I don’t like the look on your face.” 
 
    “I’m having bad feelings. Wish we could just leave the area right now.” 
 
    Katie nodded, pulling the door closed, then handing Justin a cup of coffee. “I know. If it wasn’t my brother, I’d agree, but I have to at least check.” 
 
    Justin nodded. “We’ll do what we have to do and hope for the best. Keep your gun handy.” 
 
    “Always,” she said. “Let’s eat here and then go to the insurance office.” 
 
    “All right,” Justin said, taking a sip of the coffee and a bite from a Danish. “Not bad for a gas station breakfast.” 
 
    “Passable. See anything suspicious out here?” 
 
    “No, not really. Maybe there’s nothing wrong at all, and the shoot-out at the sheriff’s office is completely un-related.” 
 
    “That sheriff might have made a lot of enemies during the war. Remember what Steve said about him? He kept bad elements out of town. He was probably rough on some of them. Maybe even killed some.” 
 
    “I can drive now,” Justin said, shoving the rest of the pastry into his mouth. He washed it down with a little more coffee and started the engine. 
 
    “Let me hold onto the coffee,” Katie said, grabbing for it. “This thing is a little bumpy.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” he said, backing out of the spot. He drove back onto the road and headed for the insurance office. There was parking in front, but Justin parked further out in the lot. “Take your pistol.” 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me of that,” Katie said, double-checking that it was still in her purse. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The couple left the car, walking across the parking lot and up the steps to a walkway that ran across the front of several businesses. Justin pushed the door of the insurance office open for Katie, following her in. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Colleen said from a desk in the back, getting up, her vivid red hair swaying as she rushed to them, hugging both. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Where’s Steve?” Justin asked quietly. 
 
    “You’ve heard, haven’t you?” Colleen whispered. “About the attack at the sheriff’s station?” 
 
    “Some waitress in the Grizzly told us,” Katie said. “He’s okay, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s part of a posse that followed the attackers into the hills,” she said. “I’m worried sick. He’s been gone since yesterday morning.” 
 
    “Who made the attack?” Justin asked. “Islamists?” 
 
    “From the surveillance video, I’d say no,” Colleen said. 
 
    “Colleen, why don’t you take a break,” the woman in the front of the office said. “It’s okay. We know what you’re going through.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chris,” Colleen said. “I won’t be long. I promise.” 
 
    “Where?” Katie asked. 
 
    “We have a break room in the back. Let’s go there.” 
 
    She led Justin and Katie back there, shutting the door behind them. 
 
    “You have a nice boss,” Katie said. 
 
    “Chris is a doll,” Colleen said, pulling her phone from her pocket. She moved her fingers around the screen, loading YouTube. “Here’s video of part of the shootout.” She started it playing and held it in front of Katie and Justin. 
 
    The video started with gunshots coming from the sheriff’s office, its windows broken out, people shouting from inside. Then three men ran out of the office, guns in their hands, turning to return fire at a large man wearing a sheriff’s uniform, hitting him in the torso. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get the hell out of here,” shouted a man in an Italian accent, who jumped behind the wheel of a Toyota FJ, the others getting into the back doors. The vehicle roared out of the parking lot. 
 
    “Well, that was no Islamist,” Katie said. 
 
    “He might be UN with that accent,” Justin said. “Steve’s following those guys?” 
 
    “An eyewitness saw them turning onto Acorn Drive, which runs into a very long dirt road, going quite a ways into the wilderness,” Colleen said. “They’ve got a posse of twelve men after them in Jeep Wranglers. Steve’s with them.” 
 
    “Can you get him on his cellphone?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Not since late yesterday, but cell coverage craps out a few miles after the road turns to dirt. He’s probably fine. There’s certainly enough folks with them, and they’re locals who are good with guns.” 
 
    “When’s the last time you tried?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Half an hour ago,” she said. “I’ll try him again now.” She hit Steve’s contact, putting the phone on speaker. They listened to it ring once and then go to voicemail. She ended the call. 
 
    “You don’t want to leave him a message?” Katie asked. 
 
    “I’ve already left a few, don’t want to fill up his mailbox,” Colleen said. 
 
    “Don’t leave him anything on a cellphone about us being here,” Justin said. 
 
    Colleen eyed him. “You guys are in danger, aren’t you?” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure,” Katie said, “but there are some strange things going on. I’ll just leave it at that.” 
 
    “Now you guys are scaring me,” Colleen said. “We left the group really early. Do you think they might be targeting us here?” 
 
    Justin sat quietly for a moment, thinking. “No, I’m not saying that. If anything, they’re watching the people at our base, and Katie and I might have been followed. You’re right, you guys got away before Robbie hooked up with Ivan’s team. There’s nothing on paper tying Steve and I.” 
 
    “There is something on paper tying me to Steve,” Katie said. “Let’s not forget about that.” 
 
    “True, but we don’t know of any other team members who’ve had their families targeted.” 
 
    “Yet,” Colleen said. Her phone rang, startling all of them. “Shit. Oh, it’s Steve!” 
 
    Katie and Justin shot each other a glance as Colleen answered the phone. 
 
    “Honey?” Colleen asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I am, and your sister and Justin are here. What’s that noise in the background?” 
 
    “I climbed a tree to get cell service,” he said. “Blowing a little up here. We got attacked.” 
 
    “I’m putting it on speaker,” Katie said. She did that. “You aren’t injured, are you?” 
 
    “No, just a few scrapes from running around and climbing this tree.” 
 
    “Are there still bad guys after you?” Justin asked. 
 
    “We killed them all,” Steve said. “There’s only four of us left, though.” 
 
    “Eight of you got killed?” Colleen asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Could you get word to the sheriff’s station, honey? I’ve got GPS coordinates.” He read them off, Justin punching them into his phone. 
 
    “This is what I’ve got,” Justin said, reading the GPS coordinates back to him. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it,” Steve said. “So nice to hear your voice. Katie’s with you?” 
 
    “I am,” Katie said. “We’ve got a Jeep. We’ll come out there.” 
 
    “Why can’t you just drive back?” Colleen asked. 
 
    “The bad guys shot two of our tires,” he said. “Hit the engines in the other two Jeeps. Tell the sheriff’s department before any of you try to come out here.” 
 
    “I’ll call them as soon as you’re off the line,” Colleen said. “Are you safe?” 
 
    “We brought plenty of supplies, and we’ve got good sleeping bags. Kept us pretty warm last night. I’m almost out of ammo. We’re all worried that somebody else might show up.” 
 
    “We’ve got a blue Jeep,” Katie said, “So tell your buddies. We don’t want to get shot at.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, but talk to the sheriff’s station before you come out here. They might not want you coming. There may be more of these creeps around.” 
 
    “Better save your phone battery,” Katie said. 
 
    “That’s not a problem, the Jeep’s engine still runs, and we’ve got plenty of gas. It’ll keep our electronics charged, no problem.” 
 
    “Okay, talk to you soon,” Justin said. 
 
    “You want the sheriff’s office to call you, right?” Colleen asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll stay up in this tree for another half-hour or so. Getting a little windy, though. Tell them to hurry.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Colleen said. The call ended, and she called the sheriff’s station, putting the phone back on speaker as it rang. 
 
    “Well at least he’s alive,” Katie said, her brow furrowed. “What if there’s more out there?” 
 
    “We’ve got the M4s. We should go out there now.” 
 
    “M4s?” Colleen asked. 
 
    “Machine guns, and we’ve got plenty of ammo too,” Katie said. “We’ve got all kinds of stories to tell you.” 
 
    “Sheriff’s office,” a voice said on Colleen’s phone. “Sorry, nobody was by the desk. We’re a little short-handed.” 
 
    “Skip, it’s Colleen. Call Steve’s cellphone. He’s up in a tree waiting for your call.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Skip said. “We were getting ready to search for them. Feared the worst.” 
 
    “You mind if we go up there?” Justin asked. “I’m with Steve’s sister, and we’ve got a Jeep Wrangler.” 
 
    “No, let us go up there first,” Skip said. “We have reason to believe there are more people coming. Do you know what happened out there?” 
 
    “Only four survived,” Colleen said. “Call Steve now. I don’t want him hanging out in that tree too long. He said the wind was coming up.” 
 
    “Shit. Okay, I’ll call him now. Thanks, Colleen. Don’t worry, we’ll get your man back to you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, the call ending. “He’s a good guy.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Wait, I guess,” Justin said. “Colleen, do you know how long it takes to drive back to where he is?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly where he is, but I know the area they were going, off the end of Acorn Road. If we don’t hear anything in two to three hours, I’ll start to worry. It’s bad terrain, but it’s just not that far.” 
 
    “If we don’t hear back by then, we’re going in,” Justin said. Katie nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 3 } 
 
    Bomb Trigger 
 
   C lem, Elmer, and Willard were sitting in the saloon, nobody saying much of anything, all of them worried. 
 
    “They should be back pretty soon,” Elmer said. 
 
    “If they ain’t, I’m going after them,” Willard said. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    Clem nodded, not saying anything, just as Anna burst through the swinging doors with Garrett, Sid, Ed, and Yvonne right on their heels. 
 
    “I could use a drink,” Garrett said. 
 
    “We were just about to come look for you guys,” Willard said. 
 
    “Not to worry, we were fine,” Sid said. “I’ll take a snort myself.” 
 
    Ed sat down, looking tired. 
 
    “You want a drink, Ed?” Willard asked. 
 
    “Hell, I just want to go to bed and sleep for a week.” 
 
    Anna and Garrett shot each other a worried glance. 
 
    “You okay?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. It’s just that everything seems so hopeless.” 
 
    Anna walked to him and put her arms around his shoulders. “I know, this is a low point for our people. I thought we were through all of those.” 
 
    “It reminds me of going to look at Sam’s RV park,” Sid said. “That was not a good day, even though it led to our partnership.” 
 
    Garrett nodded. “Wonder if Sam will ever re-open it?” 
 
    “I just hope Sam survives what he’s up against now,” Sid said. “I miss that man so much.” 
 
    “Me too,” Garrett said. 
 
    Ed’s cellphone rang. “Hey, this is the forensics team. I’ll put it on speaker. Gather around.” 
 
    “Is this Ed?” Dooley asked. 
 
    “Yes, and you’re on speaker. The others that were at the reservation are on, plus a few people from Dodge City.” 
 
    “All people you trust, right?” Dooley asked. 
 
    Ed’s brow furrowed. “With my life. What happened?” 
 
    “We have reason to believe that the booby trap was set as recently as a week ago.” 
 
    “Say again?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Maybe I’d better back up a tad,” Dooley said. “We found out where some of the components were purchased. The purchase was made only three weeks ago.” 
 
    “Does that mean there are still Islamists or UN Peacekeepers around?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well, it does give me pause,” Garrett said. 
 
    Ed nodded. “Yes, we assumed it was set up shortly after we fled the reservation.” 
 
    “The batteries they used in the main trigger switch don’t last long,” Dooley said. “Two weeks at best, with the load they had keeping everything running. That’s why we skipped ahead and had somebody get on the purchasing angle. Luckily there aren’t many outlets that sell this kind of hardware.” 
 
    “What does this mean?” Anna asked. “We’re being targeted too?” 
 
    Garrett looked Anna in the eye and shook his head no. 
 
    “It’s possible somebody has been watching you guys, and switched it on when they knew you’d be coming out soon,” Dooley said. “They must have been pretty sure about your imminent arrival, too.” 
 
    “Why?” Willard asked. 
 
    “Because once they plug in the batteries, they can’t take them out. That’s part of the bomb fail-safe. You take out the batteries, the bomb triggers immediately.” 
 
    “So what’s next?” Ed asked. 
 
    “I’ve already notified the Dulzura PD, told them they can’t assume the people who set these bombs are dead. They weren’t thrilled.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Clem said. 
 
    “That’s all I had,” Dooley said. “Thought you’d want to know right away.” 
 
    “Thanks so much for calling,” Ed said. “Be careful out there.” 
 
    “We’re gonna knock off in about an hour,” Dooley said. “This isn’t a good place to be poking around after dark.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Anna said. 
 
    “Talk to you soon.” The call ended. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Garrett said. “We need to send a message to the drop box. I think we’re still in this. I’ll notify the cavalry to keep up with the patrols, too.” 
 
    “Didn’t know you stopped them,” Elmer said. 
 
    “I reduced the number of riders and the frequency,” Garrett said. “That was a little premature.” 
 
    “I’ll help you with the drop box,” Ed said. “We just sent the message about Tyler.” He paused for a moment, trying to hold it together. “Sorry. Anyway, it’s fresh in my mind. We can do it from the intel room in the mine.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Garrett said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Langston was starting to nod off at his post, shaking himself awake. He shot a sheepish grin at Creighton, who smirked at him. 
 
    “Caught me,” Langston said. “That DNA workup ought to be done by now.” He pulled his cellphone out and hit a contact, then had a hushed conversation as Creighton watched. He ended the call. 
 
    “Well?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “It’s not her,” he whispered. “We’ve been had.” 
 
    “Dammit, I knew it.” 
 
    “Want to go to headquarters with me?” Langston asked. 
 
    “Sure. Keeping the guards here?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    The two men left the hospital, going to Langston’s car. 
 
    “What, no Aston Martin?” Creighton quipped. 
 
    Langston rolled his eyes. “It’s probably sitting in the same place with your pipe.” 
 
    The men cracked up as they got into the car, the drive taking nearly twenty minutes in the London traffic. 
 
    “Ever been here before?” Langston asked as he parked in the lot. 
 
    “Nope. Always wanted to check it out, though.” 
 
    Langston chuckled. “Well, you won’t be checking it out today, but I want you to be present when I discuss this with my boss. We’ll need to cooperate. First order of business will be to quietly remove all the innocents on that floor. We’ll replace them with our own phony doctors, nurses, and patients.” 
 
    “All armed to the teeth, I’m sure.” 
 
    Langston smiled. “Precisely.” 
 
    They walked to the guard table just inside the glass doors. Langston asked for a temporary badge for Creighton. It took nearly ten minutes for that. 
 
    “This place is almost as efficient as the Yard,” Creighton quipped. 
 
    “Ever since the terror attacks of the early 2000s, we’ve had to live with all these layers of security. It’s a pain in the neck, but it’s saved us more than once.” Langston led him into a conference room, shutting the door behind them. After a moment, several well-dressed men came in through a door on the other side of the room and sat down. One of the men picked up a remote and turned on a flat screen TV, mounted on the wall facing the table. Then he went to the PC sitting on the credenza, logged in, and brought up the video surveillance of the hospital floor. 
 
    “You’re considering my idea?” Langston asked. “Oh, sorry, this is Creighton Lee of Scotland Yard.” 
 
    “Yes, we know who he is,” said the man sitting at the end of the table opposite the TV screen. “I’m Russell Templeton, head of the section. Nice job at the airport.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Creighton said. “Any idea where Maggie is?” 
 
    “We’ve got her three estates under surveillance,” Russell said. “Still waiting on permission to enter them.” 
 
    “Permission from who?” Langston asked. 
 
    “The Royal Family.” Russell looked at Creighton. “This doesn’t leave the room.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Creighton said. 
 
    Langston shook his head. “We have to ask the Queen’s permission to follow up leads in this case?” 
 
    “Margaret Hines is nobility. Real nobility, not one of the celebrity knights they’ve created over the last hundred years. Her ties to the Royal Family run very deep.” 
 
    “She’s going to get away with what she’s done, then,” Langston said. 
 
    “That’s possible, although she’d better not go back to the States again. We’ve shared info with the CIA and FBI on this mess. They’re very interested, as you might imagine. She’ll be arrested as soon as she tries to enter.” 
 
    “Who else knows that Maggie isn’t in that ICU unit?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “The people in this room, the lab techs who worked the DNA, and the surgeon. All have been sworn to secrecy.” 
 
    “You think she’s gonna fake her death,” Langston said. 
 
    “Oh, her death will probably be faked,” said another man in the room, a distinguished looking gent in his mid-seventies. “It won’t be Maggie who does it, though.” 
 
    “Well, Trent, if that’s the case, our hands will be tied,” Russell said.  
 
    “The damn Royals,” Creighton said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yes, and the House of Lords,” Trent said. “I used to have more patience with this sort of nonsense. Maybe it’s time to retire.” 
 
    A few men in the room chuckled. 
 
    “That’ll be the day,” one of them quipped. 
 
    “So we won’t be trying my idea,” Langston said. 
 
    “If MI6 or even Scotland Yard was in control of this situation, I’d give it careful consideration, but we’re not in control of this situation.” 
 
    Langston sighed. “So we have no way of knowing if the Islamists are still working with the Globalists, then. Pity, because that information could save lives.” 
 
    “We don’t think they’re working together,” Trent said. “If they were, Maggie would not have been shot. For all we know, she might have already died. She was wounded badly.” 
 
    “She might have been wearing protection under that long dress she had on,” said another man at the table. 
 
    Creighton shook his head. “No way. Her legs got shot up, and there was blood flowing from her side. I saw it with my own eyes, mate. She was going into shock when I helped load her onto the gurney.” 
 
    “How sure are we that the person shot at the airport was really Maggie?” Langston asked. 
 
    “I’ve met her before,” Creighton said. “It was her, trust me. Two of the security guards killed there worked for her. We know that beyond a shadow of a doubt.” 
 
    “Anything on the Islamists?” Langston asked. 
 
    Russell nodded. “They were British subjects, born here to migrant families. One of them frequented a Mosque that had known connections to Saladin. The others were friends of that person.” 
 
    “Think this was freelance, then?” Creighton asked. “I’m not buying it.” 
 
    “Why not?” Trent asked. 
 
    “They got into the airport with automatic weapons, and had the correct IDs. That takes money and planning. This wasn’t the work of a few disgruntled true-believers. At the very least, they had professional help.” 
 
    “I agree with Creighton on that,” Langston said. 
 
    “Hey, who are those guys?” Trent asked, pointing at the screen. Several middle-eastern men were pushing trash containers up the hallway, the armed guards letting them pass. 
 
    “Bugger, that’s them again,” Creighton said. 
 
    “I’m calling the commander down there,” Langston said, whipping out his phone. 
 
    “Too late,” Russell said, watching as the men pulled out automatic weapons and began firing at the guards, while running down to the ICU unit. 
 
    “We’re about to lose the fake Maggie,” somebody quipped. 
 
    “This isn’t funny, Simon,” Trent said with an exasperated expression. 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” Simon said, eyeing Trent and then Russell. “We should be breaking into every one of these estates right now. I’ll bet we’ll be forced to cover this whole thing up, and Maggie gets to go on living in luxury, after the millions of people her and the bloody savages she works with have killed. This is sick. What kind of country is this?” 
 
    “It’s England,” Russell said. “Calm down, Simon. I suspect everybody in this room is having similar emotional responses to this, but unsettling the nation when we’re trying to heal from a war won’t help. We’re already on the verge of a French Revolution-style uprising on the continent, and that could easily spread here.” 
 
    There was an explosion on the video feed, the wall of the ICU unit blown out, several of the cameras going down, fire breaking out. 
 
    “Blimey,” Creighton said. “The bloody wankers blew themselves up.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Ivan rushed into the intel room. “We need everybody in here now.” 
 
    “What happen, boss?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Our friends are being targeted,” he said, taking a seat. 
 
    “I just sent out a broadcast text,” Shelly said.  
 
    Tex arrived first, with Karen by his side. 
 
    “What’s up, partner?” 
 
    “Let’s wait for others,” Jules said. 
 
    Everybody was in the room within a minute, Yuri bringing up the rear. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Ted asked. 
 
    “That bomb setup that killed Tyler wasn’t placed by the Islamists. It was recently done.” 
 
    “How recently?” Sam asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “According to the forensics team, it was probably set up within the last week. The materials were purchased three weeks ago.” 
 
    “Mia,” Erica said, shooting a terrified glance at Sam. He put his arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “Dodge City has not been attacked,” Tex said, “and they’ve still got the cavalry and half the battle wagons there, plus the team of off-roaders. They won’t be easy to hit.” 
 
    “The mine has been hardened too,” Ted said. “They’ve got all three of the back-up generators in there now, and the timbers have been beefed up a lot.” 
 
    “They’re probably doing this to drag us into the open,” Malcolm said. “We don’t want to take the bait.” 
 
    “Anything happening in Kansas?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Not that we know of,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “We need to hit somebody and draw some blood,” Ned said. 
 
    “Yeah, partner, you got that right,” Tex said. 
 
    “I agree, we need to draw some blood, and we want to do it in a very public way,” Ivan said. “Do we have anything on the lower-level players?” 
 
    “There are some people that can’t disappear easily,” Ted said. “I’ve been looking at Mateo.” 
 
    “The UN Secretary General?” Ben asked. “He’s a Chief of State, so he’ll be hard to hit. I’d be surprised if anybody connected with the UN is in the states at the moment.” 
 
    “He’s in Manhattan right now,” Ted said. “It’s doable. Not easy, but doable.” 
 
    George nodded. “The UN compound in Manhattan is like a foreign embassy. It’s still their headquarters. It’s a little Guantanamo sitting on the east side of Manhattan. I don’t suggest we try to hit anybody there, though. They’ve got that hive well-protected.” 
 
    Ivan smiled. “Mr. White and Mr. Black are on the way to Manhattan now.” 
 
    “They aren’t enough,” George said. “We should go in there with at least a small team.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Malcolm said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “You’re a little too famous,” General Hogan said, “at least to be at the front of this thing.” 
 
    “Mr. White and Mr. Black will be the primaries,” Ivan said. “We need a diversion, and perhaps we can take out a few random globalists at the same time.” 
 
    “Where is this UN creep?” Bryan asked. 
 
    “He usually lives in the Grand Central Hotel when he’s here,” Ted said. “Was looking at it this morning. He spends a lot of time with Justice Carleton. What if the justice gets in the way?” 
 
    “Then we ice him,” Ivan said. 
 
    “C’mon, man, he’s a Supreme Court Justice,” Agent Williams said. “If we take him out, it’ll cause a pretty significant shitstorm.” 
 
    Ben laughed. “It would. Can we demonstrate that he’s a traitor?” 
 
    “I’ve got some ideas on that,” Ivan said. “I’ll work it.” 
 
    “He likes Russian hookers,” Yuri said. 
 
    General Hogan shook his head. “That won’t be good enough.” 
 
    “What if they’re thirteen and fourteen?” 
 
    That brought silence to the room for a moment. 
 
    “You got something concrete on that, partner?” Tex asked. 
 
    “Like Ivan said, I’ll work it.” 
 
    Ivan shot Yuri a glance, and they both chuckled. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Jane said, turning from her laptop screen. “A bunch of Islamists just took out Margaret Hines at a hospital. Shot a bunch of guards and then blew themselves up next to her in the ICU ward.” 
 
    “My, that’s interesting,” Ivan said. “We’ve got some work to do, folks. We know that wasn’t really her. Did the Islamists know?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re stupid,” Bryan said. 
 
    “They moved an armed force into Heathrow,” Sam said. “That’s not easy. I wouldn’t underestimate them. It would be nice to know if they knew she was a fake.” 
 
    “If they did know, that tells me that they’re still working with the globalists,” Robbie said. 
 
    “How can we find that out?” Sparky asked. 
 
    Ivan grinned. “This is a gift, regardless.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Jerry asked. 
 
    Ivan shot him a dead-pan look. “They’re going to have to sift through the mess and do DNA tests.” 
 
    Frank laughed. “Of course. If the fact that Maggie wasn’t in that hospital does not become public, we know there are elements of the UK government that are in league with the enemy.” 
 
    “Probably Royal Family,” Jules said. “They do before. Margaret Hines is part of nobility in England.” 
 
    “You’re not suggesting that the Royals supported the globalists in the war, are you?” Cody asked. 
 
    “No,” Jules said, “but they protect own, even if wrong.” 
 
    “We should get to work,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Hey!” Erica said. “This meeting was supposed to be about our friends in Dulzura. What about them?” 
 
    Sam looked her in the eye. “We can’t help them directly without exposing ourselves. The enemy wants to neutralize us. We’d be helping them if we rushed back there now. Our best bet is to draw some blood from the enemy leadership. If we do that, they’ll know we won’t be bullied into laying off.” 
 
    “And now the conversation has gone full circle,” Ted said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black were sitting in a coffee shop, off I-70 in Indianapolis. It was late, the establishment deserted except for one waitress and whoever was in the kitchen. 
 
    “Food sucks,” Mr. White said, pushing his plate away. “At least coffee good.” 
 
    “I like,” Mr. Black said. His phone rang, so he grabbed it. “It boss. He looked around, not seeing anybody. “I’ll put on speaker, might not be able to leave it.” He accepted the call and pushed the speaker button. “Hello, boss. We in restaurant, on speaker. That work, or should we go to car?” 
 
    “We can talk around it,” Ivan said, “but don’t have the sound up too high. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes. What up?” 
 
    “Where are you?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Indianapolis,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “Food sucks,” Mr. White quipped. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “You’ve made good time. Glad I sent you there. We have a location. How soon can you make the destination?” 
 
    “If we drive straight through, twelve hours, give or take for meal stops,” Mr. White said, looking at his phone.  
 
    “Break it in half,” Ivan said. “We won’t be ready for you that quickly.” 
 
    “Good, already been on road all day,” Mr. Black said. “I need beauty sleep.” 
 
    “You sleep in car fine.” 
 
    “Not same,” Mr. White shot back. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Okay. I’ll call you sometime tomorrow with further instructions. Enjoy the fine cuisine.” 
 
    Mr. White laughed. “Next time go to Cracker Barrel.” 
 
    Mr. Black shook his head. “Thanks, boss, talk soon.” The call ended. 
 
    “He have target,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “Obviously. Finish. Let’s get two hours more tonight, then stop.” 
 
    “Your turn to drive,” Mr. Black said. 
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    The Secretary General 
 
   S am and Erica made their way to the freight elevator, riding down to the loading docks, going to their battle wagon. Erica watched as Sam unlocked the door. 
 
    “Part of me wants to race back home right now and get Mia,” she said. 
 
    “I know, honey,” Sam said, “but we can’t take that bait. We’ll draw an attack there if we go, and our team has only thirty fighters. Drop in the bucket, really. Dodge City’s got nearly a thousand battle-seasoned people. We wouldn’t make much difference no matter what.” 
 
    “I know,” Erica said. “This is hard. I knew it would be.” 
 
    “There’s a good chance we’ll be in on the Manhattan operation.” 
 
    “I’m ready for that. Anxious, almost. It’s time we did something. The world should be getting better now that the globalists lost the war, but I feel like we’re in worse shape.” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “We’re in better shape. We’ve got the enemy on the run, and some of them are disappearing because of us. It could be worse.” 
 
    “I guess. Glad I’m not pregnant yet. We should be careful about that. The intensity of what’s coming is gonna be off the charts.” 
 
    “I know,” Sam said. “Are you sorry?” 
 
    “Sorry about what?” 
 
    “Sorry that we didn’t take Mia and disappear.” 
 
    She sat on the couch, thinking for a moment, then looked up at him, standing nervously before her. “No, I’m not sorry. It was the best choice. I hope we don’t lose Mia over it.” 
 
    “How would we lose her? You think she’ll get hurt in an attack?” 
 
    “No, but I’m afraid she’ll always be upset with us because we left.” 
 
    “We’ll make it up to her, honey.” He sat next to her on the couch, and pulled her close. “We have to.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    General Hogan walked into Ivan’s quarters, knocking on the wall. “Have a few minutes?” 
 
    Ivan turned towards him, smiling. “Of course. Have a seat.” 
 
    “Are we really planning to take out the Secretary General of the UN?” 
 
    Ivan looked down at his lap, then back up at General Hogan. “We don’t have a choice, but we need to be very careful about how we do it.” 
 
    “You’re afraid he’ll be portrayed as a martyr?” 
 
    Ivan nodded. “The media is still mostly with the globalists. I saw some moron on the evening news tonight preaching gun confiscation to aid in settling the society back down from its wartime footing.” 
 
    “We’ll always have that. Part of a free society. We all fought to preserve that.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a paradox,” Ivan said. “Our free society is an easy playground for the most evil of ideas.” 
 
    “You said a mouthful there. We should never have had this war. It happened because certain powerful people in this country wanted it to happen.” 
 
    “The founders knew,” Ivan said. “They set up three branches of government to be at constant war with each other. That makes it a lot harder for government to conspire against the will of the people.” 
 
    “Three branches, but there’s really five entities that rule our society, and they’re always at war with each other, if things are working correctly.” 
 
    “Five?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “The Executive Branch, the Senate, the House, the Courts, and the Media.” 
 
    Ivan leaned back in his chair, thinking. “Okay, I’ll grant that. What did you mean by if things are working correctly?” 
 
    “The model has problems when the media takes sides.” 
 
    Ivan laughed. “That’s a no-win argument, you know.” 
 
    “How? The media, or at least the press, are supposed to be adversarial, regardless of which side is in power.” 
 
    “That’s always been a crock of shit, in my humble opinion,” Ivan said. “We’re really talking about freedom of the press here. We like to say media, and there’s some boundary crossing, but most celebrities who sound off too much about politics are ignored by the side they disagree with, with much more vigor than befalls a news organization with at least some semblance of fairness.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a crock of shit,” General Hogan said. “Not really.” 
 
    “Look at what the press was in the founder’s time. We didn’t have big well-funded corporations controlling a handful of news outlets in the late 1700s. That’s a late-19th Century development. We had pamphlets in the late 1700s, usually put out by the political parties, and they were local. There was nothing objective about their coverage. They all existed to push a certain political point of view. Eventually town newspapers began to spring up, but they made no secret of their bias either, with one paper for those on one side of politics, and another to service people with the opposite opinions.” 
 
    General Hogan smiled. “You’ve studied this.” 
 
    “I have. I think it’s fascinating. In the early 20th Century, with the rise of big-city newspapers, radio, and TV, the barriers to entry into the news market was much greater than ever before. The idea of journalistic integrity was promoted at that time, and there were some news outlets that were at least somewhat unbiased. In most cases there was plenty of bias, but there were attempts made to hide it. Manipulation of what got on the first page vs. page twenty was used to push a narrative, for example. It got worse and worse as the twentieth century progressed. By the late 1960s, the bias in news was just as rampant as it’d been in the 1780s, but the outlets continued trying to assert that they were un-biased. Most people knew better.” 
 
    “And now we have the internet and social media,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “Yep, which has removed a lot of that barrier to entry I was talking about. The mainstream media outlets, most of them established in the early part of the twentieth century, are now fighting against the alternative media, trying to brand it fake, as if they themselves had a shred of credibility to make such comments. I used to think it was hilarious.” 
 
    “Used to?” 
 
    Ivan eyed the General. “Manipulation of alternative media and battles between alternative and legacy media outlets helped the enemy start the war.” 
 
    “Tell lies often enough and they become truth,” General Hogan said. “There’s no fix for this, you know.” 
 
    “Any attempted fix would be worse than the disease. Totalitarian leaders try to fix the press. That doesn’t mean that political leaders can’t criticize the press. That’s healthy. Actually going after press outlets will ruin our Republic. Too many people don’t understand the difference. Thomas Jefferson railed against the press. He didn’t try to fix the press.” 
 
    The two men sat silently for a moment, thinking. General Hogan chuckled. “You know what the biggest change in the 2000s has been?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The corporations who own the alternative media are trying to fix the press, as you call it. Look at what happened in social media a few years ago, starting in Europe and spreading to the USA.” 
 
    Ivan shook his head. “I’m not following.” 
 
    “The social media corporations began to silence users who held political beliefs the management didn’t like.”  
 
    Ivan laughed. “That’s true. These corporations created a new form of media that became more important than the legacy media, and felt it was okay for them to ignore the intent of the 1st Amendment and block unpopular speech on those platforms. One could argue that certain people in government are in there, behind the scenes, pushing who should be promoted and who should be silenced, which is, in fact, a classic 1st Amendment violation. Hard to prove, but let’s call a spade a spade.” 
 
    “Congress could stop that behavior,” General Hogan said. “They could write legislation that make it illegal for social media platforms to censor political speech.” 
 
    “Not sure that I like the sound of that. More government regulation often brings unintended consequences. Why not just rely on the market? Promote competing social media platforms that don’t indulge in that kind of bad behavior?” 
 
    “That’s where the barrier of entry problem raises it’s ugly head again,” General Hogan said. “We have four major and a few minor social media outlets today, and people are in the habit of using them. Habits like that are hard to break. All your friends are on the platform, for example.” 
 
    Ivan thought about it a little more. “I used to cringe when people said this, but here goes. Social Media outlets ought to be considered utilities. If you have a different political view from the management of the electric company, they aren’t allowed to turn off your power.” 
 
    “That’s because the public has paid for a lot of the infrastructure via tax dollars,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “Who paid for most of the internet infrastructure?” 
 
    General Hogan sat silently for a moment. “Crap. I don’t have a rebuttal for that.” 
 
    “Well, after saying it, I doubt it’ll ever happen. Not without some big changes in government. Can you imagine the amount of lobbying that would come from the social media companies if Congress decided to pursue that idea?” 
 
    “I suspect it’s already been tried,” General Hogan said, “but enough of this. We were talking about the Secretary General before we got sidetracked. How are we going to do what we need to do without it coming back to bite us?” 
 
    “We show that he was an enemy of the people,” Ivan said. “Don’t worry, I’m already thinking about ways to do that. Maybe you’re a tad too worried about it. The population knows what the UN did in this war, especially in places like California and the upper Atlantic states. Using rape to control the population has no redeeming value and no excuse.” 
 
    “Maybe that will be enough,” General Hogan said, “but we should try to find more. People who talk about that are labeled conspiracy theorists, and it works.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was the end of Colleen’s shift, and she was worried sick. She sent a quick text to Katie asking for them to meet her at the insurance office, getting a reply in moments. 
 
    “You okay?” Chris asked as Colleen gathered her things to leave for the day. 
 
    “I’m nervous. Steve should’ve been back here by now.” 
 
    “How long since you called the sheriff’s office?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Almost four hours.” 
 
    “Well, it could take that long, especially if some of the sheriff department’s vehicles are damaged. They might be trying to bring them back here.” 
 
    “I hope that’s all it is,” Colleen said, giving Chris a hug. “Thanks so much for giving me a little time earlier. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “No need, honey,” Chris said. “You do what you need to do, okay?” 
 
    Colleen nodded, looking on the verge of tears, and went out the door, Justin driving the Jeep up as she was walking down the steps. Katie got out of the car and ran over to her. 
 
    “Nothing yet?” 
 
    Colleen shook her head. “It’s been almost four hours. Chris said they might be trying to bring the broken vehicles back down here. I hope that’s all it is.” 
 
    “No luck with your phone?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Nope, tried to call again five minutes ago. I’m so worried.” 
 
    “Let’s go to the sheriff’s station,” Katie said. “They’ve got radios. They probably know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Colleen said. “Follow me over there.” She got into her Honda Civic, driving out of the lot, Justin following her. The Sheriff’s office was three blocks down the main road, then a right turn. They both parked in the lot and walked towards the door. 
 
    “Hey, Skip, hear anything about Steve and the others?” Colleen asked. 
 
    He looked up at her with a grim expression. “I can’t raise them, even on the radio. Normally I wouldn’t be worried—we lose contact with people that far out all the time. It bothers me that they’ve been gone for four hours.” 
 
    “We should go up there,” Justin said. 
 
    “And who might you be?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Old friend of Steve’s, and this is Steve’s sister Katie.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. I don’t think that’s a good idea. Might be bad guys up there. Hell, my people might see you coming and take a pot shot too, you know.” 
 
    “We told Steve what vehicle we had when we talked to him earlier,” Katie said. 
 
    “What are you gonna do if you run into the bad guys?” Skip asked. 
 
    Justin eyed him. “Probably kill them.” 
 
    Skip chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    “We were with Ivan’s team in Dulzura,” Katie said. 
 
    “Sure you should be telling him that?” Justin asked. 
 
    “It’s my brother.” 
 
    “Ivan the Butcher?” Skip asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Justin said. “We were in all of the major battles with him.” 
 
    “Like where?” Skip asked, eyeing him. 
 
    “Most recently, the battles in Bonita and National City,” Justin said. “I’m not going to say much more about it.” 
 
    “Those bad guys are gonna be well armed,” Skip said. 
 
    “We’ve got full-automatic M4s and gobs of ammo,” Justin said, Colleen and Katie shooting him a nervous glance. 
 
    “He could confiscate those,” Katie muttered. 
 
    “No, we’ve been ordered to stand down on that until the state gets back to normal,” Skip said, “and this isn’t back to normal. All right, I get it, but I’m going with you guys.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Colleen said. 
 
    “Hey, Brett,” Skip yelled. A young deputy rushed out. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Grab the others and break out the assault rifles. We’re going after the posse.” 
 
    “Finally,” Brett said. “Who’s staying?” 
 
    “I’m calling John in,” Skip said, picking up the phone. “Kaye can run the desk until he gets here.” 
 
    “The only four-wheel-drive vehicle we have left is the truck,” Brett said. 
 
    “No problem. Dress warm. Some of you will be in the back.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Brett said, rushing back into the sheriff’s station. 
 
    “Five minutes,” Skip said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” yelled Lance from downstairs. He was fuming, watching TV coverage of the attack on Margaret Hines in the London ICU ward. “Come on, dammit!” 
 
    He heard the door open, and footsteps approaching down the stairs. 
 
    “You want the neighbors to hear you?” Victor asked as he came into the room. 
 
    “I need to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Why? You’re still healing.” 
 
    “There’s stuff going down. Somebody just hit Maggie in London. I need to talk to Charles.” 
 
    Victor laughed. “He tried to kill you.” 
 
    “Maybe he did, and maybe he didn’t, but we’ll both get executed if things come to light. I don’t even have a damn phone down here. Where’s my cell?” 
 
    “Must have been dropped at the scene,” Victor said. “It wasn’t with you when you got here.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch. Get me another phone.” 
 
    “How many of the phone numbers do you remember?” 
 
    Lance sat down on his bed. “Crap.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Victor said. “The cops are liable to show up again, and if you’re wandering around up-top, they’ll nab you. They’ll throw me in jail for hiding you, too.” 
 
    Lance shrugged. “So I just stay down here and stew, huh?” 
 
    “It won’t be for that much longer, trust me. We need to get into this fight, but I don’t think Charles and the rest of those well-heeled morons are allies now. I think they ought to be targets.” 
 
    Lance grabbed the remote and turned the TV back on. “All right. Sorry, and thanks for saving me. I know I’m an asshole.” 
 
    “We grew up together, remember?” Victor asked. “We’re blood. I’m not going to let somebody get to you, but you’ve got to help. Right now you can help by cooling your jets and giving yourself and me a little time. Given any thought to helping your original targets?” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “Yeah, I have, as a matter of fact. I’ve got information they could use, but if Malcolm Davis puts two and two together, it’ll be the death of our family.” 
 
    “You’re giving him way too much credit.” 
 
    “He’s killed off several of our family and friends,” Lance said. 
 
    “Oh, so we’re family again, huh?” 
 
    “I just gave you as much of an apology and thanks as you’ll get,” Lance said. “I don’t want to lose everything I’ve built. Probably too late now. Good thing I have the offshore accounts.” 
 
    “Checked them lately?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Victor eyed him. “Did Livingston or any of those other creeps know about them?” 
 
    “No.” Lance thought about it for a moment, his brow furrowed. “I didn’t tell him, but these bankers might be comparing notes. He’d know who to contact for information. We got internet out here?” 
 
    “I could run it out, but it’ll show.” 
 
    “Bury it,” Lance said. “I need a laptop too.” 
 
    “I’ve got a better idea. We’ll use LTE and a personal hot spot. I’ll need to get you a phone, though.” 
 
    “Do that,” Lance said, something on the screen grabbing his attention. It was a pile of rubble, the caption under the picture saying it was the Barona Tribe Hotel and Casino. Lance chuckled. “You see this?” 
 
    Victor walked over and looked at the screen. “Yeah, hit the news last night. Why?” 
 
    “That tribe was allied with the California resistance.” 
 
    “Were they targets?” Victor asked. 
 
    “Nope. We talked about it, but decided to restrict our revenge to people who were likely to hurt us. I hope Charles or one of the others didn’t do this.” 
 
    “It’ll add to the target list?” Victor asked. 
 
    “No, it’ll add to the hunter list. Charles and the others weren’t afraid of these guys, only the ex-special forces and CIA folks. That wasn’t smart. I argued against leaving them off the target list.” 
 
    “Maybe they saw the wisdom of your decision.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Lance said. “Where’s the food?” 
 
    “It was almost done when I came down here. I’ll go check.” 
 
    “Get me that phone and the laptop.” 
 
    “I will. Don’t worry, cousin.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles sat in the office of his private jet as it flew over the Atlantic. His mind was spinning. Maggie wasn’t supposed to actually get shot. His calls to former Jihadist partners went unanswered. It was possible none of them survived the end of the war, but he doubted it. The message sent from Maggie’s service said nothing about her condition. The only information included was her location. There was a soft rap on the door. 
 
    “Come,” Charles said, sitting up straighter behind his desk. 
 
    His chief security officer came in. He was a large man with a shaved head, of Spanish background. “Got a minute?” 
 
    “I do, Sebastian. Sit. Planning complete?” 
 
    He took a seat in front of the desk, in a chair fastened to the floor, sporting a seatbelt. “The plan for getting you to the estate is nearly complete. We’ll work the rest of it if we get you there safely.” 
 
    “Are you afraid that won’t happen?” 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can,” Sebastian said, “but I wish you’d taken my advice and stayed stateside. We’re going into a foreign country, one that might not be friendly to us at this point.” 
 
    “The Queen is protecting Maggie. It’s safer there than it is at home, as long as we can get in un-detected.” 
 
    “That’s the real trick.” 
 
    “And that’s why I pay you and your team the big bucks,” Charles said. “You aren’t inspiring confidence. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Your secretary and your CFO will go through customs. You will go out in the luggage cart, straight to the limo.” 
 
    “Who owns the limo?” Charles asked. 
 
    “We rented it. Margaret’s security team offered theirs, but we believe she’s being watched, even if she’s being left alone. If it suddenly took off for the airport in the dead of night, all kinds of alarms would go off.” 
 
    “So I’m getting into a limo with no bullet proofing? No security enhancements?” 
 
    “It’s got the ultimate security enhancement,” Sebastian said. “Stealth. Bulletproofing won’t save you. You might make it through an initial attack, but then what? It’s not likely you’ll just be driving away.” 
 
    Charles sighed. “Okay, I understand. What if they check the luggage cart?” 
 
    “There was a payoff made,” Sebastian said. “That should keep the authorities off our backs.” 
 
    “Hope that payoff goes better than the one Maggie made.” 
 
    Sebastian chuckled. “Her payoff was worth double the weight in gold. She’s still alive because of it. How do you think she got out of that airport alive?” 
 
    “Anything on the Islamists?” 
 
    “We know exactly who was at Heathrow.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Charles said. “Who hit the hospital? There wasn’t supposed to be any survivors from the original cell.” 
 
    “They’re still sifting through the DNA, but that will only help if Scotland Yard or MI6 had a match on file. I’d say that’s a crap shoot.” 
 
    “Any more fallout in the states?” 
 
    “General Hogan’s team probably knows that the Islamists didn’t set the bombs at the reservation,” Sebastian said, “and a principal got killed.” 
 
    “That’s good, isn’t it?” 
 
    “The person killed wasn’t a danger to us, but he was beloved in the Dulzura group. He was close to Sam. Sam is a very big danger to us, and he’s close to George Franklin. Very close.” 
 
    “So you’re saying it probably backfired?” 
 
    Sebastian chuckled. “The operation was foolhardy at best. We should string up Mateo by his thumbs for pushing it.” 
 
    “I’ll probably want to hit him, but not yet. Not until we’re out of danger.” 
 
    “Why’d he push so hard for that, anyway?” Sebastian asked. “He’s been around long enough to know a bad idea.” 
 
    “Lots of his Peacekeepers got killed by that group, plus he has a real problem with indigenous peoples who promote nationalist causes. He thinks they’re too dangerous to live.” 
 
    Charles shook his head. “I never liked that moron. He’s a horrible manager, for one thing. The use of rape in California had as much to do with our defeat as anything I can think of. Remember when those women went on TV? That probably lost us California right there. He should’ve put a lid on that garbage right away, but he promoted it instead.” 
 
    “Yes, he thinks the tactics used in third-world countries will work in first-world countries.” 
 
    “We were all somewhat guilty of that,” Charles said. “How much longer till we get there?” 
 
    “Couple more hours.” He got up. “Talk to you soon.” 
 
    Charles watched him leave, and then rested his head in his hands. 
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    Forrest Hunt 
 
   J ustin was driving the Jeep, following the sheriff’s deputies in the beat-up old truck. 
 
    “I see the end of the pavement up ahead,” Katie said. “Hope that truck can handle it.” 
 
    “Me too,” Justin said. “Pull those M4s up here, sweetie.” 
 
    “Good idea,” she said, turning around in her seat and pulling them out of the back, Colleen helping her. “Hope we don’t have to use them.” 
 
    “Me too, but I’ve got a bad feeling. If I hear shooting, I’ll pull off and we’ll get on foot. We’ve gotten pretty good at that.” 
 
    “Yep. Too bad Trevor and Kaitlyn aren’t with us.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” Justin said.  
 
    They rolled onto the dirt, only slightly rougher than the battered pavement they’d been on. 
 
    “Getting colder,” Katie said. 
 
    Justin nodded. “Glad we’re not in the back of that truck.” 
 
    The dirt road snaked its way between trees, down into dry creek beds, and up some serious inclines, the truck ahead of them having trouble in one spot, the men in the bed getting behind it to push. 
 
    “Geez,” Katie said. “Can we make it up that?” 
 
    Justin chuckled. “We don’t even have this baby in four-wheel-drive yet.” 
 
    “Better drop it in, then.” 
 
    Justin shot her a glance and moved the transaxle lever to 4H. The Jeep cruised up the nasty short grade easily, getting to the crest right as the deputies were climbing back into the truck bed. They moved along at a slower speed now. 
 
    “Check your phone,” Justin said. “See if you’ve got service, then try to call Steve.” 
 
    Katie pulled her phone out. “No bars. Shit.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, that’s actually a good sign. It explains why they aren’t answering.” 
 
    “It might, anyway,” she said, shooting him a worried glance. 
 
    “The truck is slowing down. Can’t see around them.” 
 
    “I can see on my side. There’s an old Jeep stopped on the side of the road ahead.” 
 
    They rolled up to it. 
 
    “Bullet holes in the front hood,” Justin said. “Probably wasted the engine.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Colleen said. “Bodies. See them?” 
 
    Justine nodded. The deputies were out of the bed again, swarming over them. Justin parked, he and Katie getting out with their M4s. 
 
    “Your guys?” Justin asked. 
 
    “One of them is,” Skip said with a grim expression. “The four others over there aren’t. Never saw them before.” 
 
    “How many vehicles came out here?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Three, originally,” Skip said, “and we sent an additional two on the search.” 
 
    “Let’s get back on the road,” Justin said. “We might run out of daylight.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s right, boss,” Brett said. 
 
    “All right, let’s move on,” Skip said, getting back behind the wheel. The two vehicles took off again, going less than ten miles per hour. 
 
    “Another vehicle,” Katie said. “I can just make it out up ahead.” 
 
    “Shit,” Justin said. “There’s still bad guys around. I can feel it. Have that M4 handy.” 
 
    “Will do. They’re stopping again next to it.” 
 
    “Wish we would’ve brought a couple M60s,” Justin said. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, me too.” 
 
    Skip motioned everybody back into the truck, glancing at Justin and pointing forward. The truck got rolling again, moving a little faster this time. 
 
    “No bullet holes in that one, but two of the tires were flat,” Katie said. 
 
    “Dammit, wonder if that was the original posse or the second team?” 
 
    “I’ve got the number,” Colleen said. “Want me to call?” 
 
    “No, I want them to concentrate on the road and the surroundings,” Justin said. 
 
    They traveled a while longer, getting deeper into the forest, the road straighter and less hilly now. 
 
    “This goes back a ways,” Katie said. 
 
    “I’ve been back at least ten miles from here,” Colleen said. “It ends up at a large creek that has good trout fishing.” 
 
    There was the crack of a rifle shot. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Justin said, pulling the Jeep behind a tree, getting out with his M4, Katie with hers, Colleen following. 
 
    “You might want to stay here and get under cover,” Katie said to Colleen. 
 
    “Not on your life. Got any more guns? I’m a good shot.” 
 
    “Only an extra pistol,” Justin said. “It’s in the glove box.” 
 
    Colleen nodded and ran back to get it as another rifle shot went off, somebody ahead of them screaming in pain. 
 
    “Dammit,” Justin said. “C’mon, but stay behind this line of trees.” 
 
    They rushed forward, seeing Skip and another man tending to the person hit, while the others were looking up at the trees surrounding them. 
 
    “See where that came from?” Justin asked a deputy. 
 
    “What the hell are you folks doing out here, anyway?” the gruff old man asked, eyeing him. 
 
    Justin ignored him, looking around, when another shot rang out, hitting the front of the truck, 
 
    “I saw where that came from,” Katie said, firing full auto at the tree, a man falling out of it, another man yelling. 
 
    “I see the other one,” Justin said, getting up and running into a better position, firing, knocking him off a branch. He tried to get up, but Skip nailed him with his rifle. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get that machine gun?” the gruff old man asked Justin, rushing to his side. 
 
    “I was with Ivan,” Justin said, not turning around to look at him, eyes peeled looking for more targets. 
 
    “Ivan? Sorry about what I said. Don’t have the words.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Let’s get these guys.” 
 
    “Fan out, and keep your eyes open,” Skip said. He turned towards Katie and Justin. “Nice shooting.” 
 
    They moved forward quickly through the trees. Another vehicle was there, an old Toyota FJ, all shot up, a few bodies laying next to it. 
 
    “Not our guys,” Skip said as he got closer. “The posse put up a good fight at least.” 
 
    “Look,” Colleen said, seeing Steve’s Jeep ahead, the front windshield shattered, two tires blown out. “That’s our Jeep.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Justin said, rushing over to it. “Nobody inside.” 
 
    Colleen made it next to him in seconds. “That’s Steve’s charging cord in the passenger seat, see it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Justin said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They moved further up the road, still keeping behind cover as much as they could, in trees next to fallen logs and boulders, eyes peeled. 
 
    “Where are they?” Colleen whispered. 
 
    “Probably out of ammo and hiding,” Brett whispered back. “Look, blood all over the ground, by the road shoulder.” 
 
    “Maybe I should call out to Steve,” Colleen said. “Maybe he’s wounded, but can reply.” 
 
    Skip thought about it for a moment as they walked. “Dammit. Yeah, do it. Can’t hurt. If they’re worth their salt they already see us.” 
 
    “That might have been all of them,” the gruff man said. “You saw that FJ. It wasn’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “Steve!” Colleen shouted. They all listened. Silence. She yelled again, and then a dirty laugh came from the forest ahead of them. 
 
    “Drop your guns now and maybe we’ll let you live,” shouted a man in a French accent. “All we want are the traitors. Send them out and you’re free to go.” 
 
    “What traitors?” Skip yelled back. 
 
    “The little boy and girl from Ivan’s team. Our beef is with them.” 
 
    Justin listened carefully, sneaking up towards the front of the group. 
 
    “Hey, Eurotrash, I’d be glad to kill a few more of you punks. It’s been almost a week since I smeared your friends all over the battle field.” Justin looked back at Skip, nodding ahead. Skip nodded back. Justin went forward a little more. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue, Eurotrash?” 
 
    A rifle shot went off, pinging a boulder close to him. 
 
    “See him,” Katie said, spraying machine gun fire at the spot, the man crying out in pain. They heard the sound of his body dropping to the ground, Justin up and running now, somebody firing at him from the side but missing, Justin diving to the ground, rolling toward him and hitting the enemy fighter as he rushed in. Then Katie was running and firing again, tagging another who was trying to flee. 
 
    “There’s Steve!” Justin shouted, rushing to his side. He was tied up with a gag in his mouth, blood all over his right thigh. Justin yanked the gag out. 
 
    “There’s two more of them nearby,” he whispered. “I think they’re out of ammo, but watch it.” 
 
    Justin nodded, moving forward, Katie a few yards to his right, as Colleen rushed over to Steve and finished untying him. 
 
    “Look, they’re trying to escape,” Justin said, pouring on the speed, Katie on his heels. 
 
    “Freeze!” Justin yelled when he got into a good firing position. 
 
    “Don’t shoot, mate,” yelled one of the men in an English accent. “We’re out of ammo. We surrender.” 
 
    Skip ran up behind him with several deputies. “We’ll take it from here. Cover us, please.” 
 
    “You got it,” Justin said, watching with his M4 aimed at the two men, both of them laying face down on the ground now. Skip and his men had them frisked and cuffed in a couple minutes, and dragged them back to the other deputies, Justin and Katie following them. 
 
    “What happened to the rest of the posse?” Skip asked Steve. 
 
    “James and Fred took off on foot to get help. You didn’t see them on the way?” 
 
    “Nope,” Skip said. “We saw Cory by the first vehicle.” 
 
    “He was the first one shot,” Steve said, his lower lip starting to tremble. 
 
    “How about the rescue team?” Brett asked. 
 
    Steve looked up. “What rescue team?”  
 
    Skip and Justin shot each other a worried glance. 
 
    “We might not be done,” Justin whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, they might have let us through, so we’d be caught by the Frenchman,” Katie said.  
 
    “That means they’re waiting for us,” Colleen said, her eyes wide with terror. 
 
    “That meadow we picked these losers up from is big enough for a chopper to land,” Brett said. “Let’s get one out here.” 
 
    “We can’t call from here,” Justin said. 
 
    Skip nodded. “We’re gonna have to go back over the road, but there’s a lot of us.” 
 
    “They probably know we won,” the gruff man said. “Might have fled already.” 
 
    “Hey, watch it, here comes somebody,” Katie said, pointing at several Humvees rolling towards them. 
 
    “Should we take cover?” Justin asked. 
 
    Skip looked over, squinting, a broad smile coming over his face. “That’s the Phelan Sheriff’s rescue team.” 
 
    The vehicles rolled up close, a big man getting out. “What kind of trouble did you get yourselves into now, Skippy?” 
 
    “Jonathan!” Skip said, rushing over to him as the other men came out. “Who called you?” 
 
    “Kaye bullied John into calling us,” Jonathan said. “She’s hopping mad that you didn’t call me before you left.” 
 
    Skip chuckled. “Coming out here was a last-minute decision. Meet Steve and Katie. They were part of Ivan’s group.” 
 
    “Do tell,” Jonathan said, shaking hands with them. 
 
    “Did you see anybody on the way in here?” Katie asked. “We think there might be some more of these creeps waiting for us.” 
 
    “There were two Toyota FJs leaving the dirt road as we were turning onto it,” Jonathan said, “but that’s it.” 
 
    “That was them,” Steve said. “Shit.” 
 
    “We’ve got a big problem, you know,” Justin said. “Steve and Colleen can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Come back home with us,” Katie said. 
 
    “Is it safe there?” Colleen asked. 
 
    “Safer than here,” Justin said. 
 
    Skip nodded. “Let’s get out of here before it gets dark, folks. We can talk at the sheriff’s station. We’ll be back with another search team in the morning, to see if we can find the others.” 
 
    “Hope they weren’t being held in those FJs that went by,” Steve said. 
 
    “You need to get to the hospital,” Colleen said. 
 
    “It’s just a scratch.” 
 
    “Scratches don’t bleed like that.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Skip said. “Let’s move it out.” 
 
    “We need to get a message into the drop box as soon as we’ve got cell coverage,” Justin said. 
 
    “You know how to do that?” Katie asked as they got to the Jeep, letting Colleen and Steve into the back seats. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The caravan of Humvees, the Jeep, and the truck headed back to town. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    George, Sam, and General Hogan were chatting in the intel room when Ivan rushed in. 
 
    “I don’t like that look,” Sam said. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The enemy tried to take out Justin and Katie in Wrightwood. Laid a trap for them.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Morgan said, turning towards them. She sent a text to Robbie, who rushed in a moment later. 
 
    “What are the details?” Robbie asked, visibly shaken. 
 
    “They left Dodge City in one of the Jeeps to visit Katie’s brother,” Ivan said. “While they were on the way, the sheriff’s office got attacked. Apparently Katie’s brother was working there.” 
 
    “Crap, he’s not hurt, is he?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “He wasn’t there,” Ivan said. “He was part of a posse that chased the shooters. There was a battle in the woods, about twelve miles out of town. Justin and Katie joined some deputies, who went out there to look for them, after they didn’t come back overnight.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Morgan said. 
 
    Ivan’s face was grim. “It gets worse. The bad guys were holding the brother, and said they wanted Justin and Katie because they were on my team.” 
 
     “That means they’ve got detailed info on our friends and family,” Robbie said. “Neither Steve nor Colleen were participants. They left Redondo Beach before I joined up with Jules.” 
 
    “They’re watching Dodge City,” Sam said, “and they have a scary amount of information.” 
 
    “There might be a plant,” George said. 
 
    Malcolm walked into the intel room with Heidi, Dick, Ned, Erica, and Clara.  
 
    “Uh oh, what’d we miss?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “Second hit attempt on the Dodge City team,” Ivan said. He filled them in on what happened. 
 
    Malcolm got a scary grin on his face. “We can put a stop to this.” 
 
    “Uh oh, here it comes,” George said. 
 
    “We need to find out if there’s a plant, right?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “That would be good,” General Hogan said. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “We need somebody else to go on a visit someplace. Have them spread their plans around the base. They take off but stop someplace closer by.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Robbie said. “We have a team placed where they say they’re going, and another team placed where they actually stop. We see which place the enemy shows up.” 
 
    “Well, that will tell us if they’re just watching and following, or if there’s a spy at the base,” General Hogan said.  
 
    “Yes, and then we waste them Ivan-style,” Malcolm said. “We need to send a message to the Merc community. Not sure I want to go as far as flaying them alive, but I’m sure we can come up with something quite effective.” 
 
    “Might get some innocents killed,” Morgan said. “I’m looking at the news reports about Wrightwood now. The sheriff is in critical condition, four of his deputies are dead, and another four deputies are missing.” 
 
    “We’ll manage that,” George said. “We can do it. I wish we could call them and chat, though.” 
 
    “Out of the question,” General Hogan said. “They’re watching the phones. I can guarantee you that. Even if the Dodge City team switches to burners it won’t matter, because the enemy knows which cell tower they’re using in Dodge City.” 
 
    “The drop box will work,” Ivan said. “Let’s send the proposal. Sam, who should we use as bait?” 
 
    “Sid and Yvonne,” Sam said, “and I’m going to be in on this.” 
 
    “Me too, of course,” Erica said. 
 
    “Here’s my suggestion,” Malcolm said. “I’m betting on a plant. I’d say George and I go to the location talked about at the base. Sam and Erica can meet Sid and Yvonne at the other location.” 
 
    “Anybody object?” Ivan asked. “If not, I’ll send a reply into the drop box now.” 
 
    “Are we sure two for each team is enough?” Ned asked. “We could send more.” 
 
    “I’d rather we didn’t,” General Hogan said. “We need to concentrate on hitting them where it hurts. I’m not so sure I want to lose George and Malcolm to this operation now.” 
 
    “It won’t take long, General,” George said, “and we have the right talents for the job.” 
 
    General Hogan sighed, turning to Ivan. “What do you think?” 
 
    “We need to send a strong message, because our main operation will be hampered by these kinds of attacks. I’d send Mr. White and Mr. Black, but they’re almost to Manhattan already, and we need them there. George and Malcolm are the only other two who have the stomach for what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t sell me short,” Dick said. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Okay if I send the message?” 
 
    “Send it,” General Hogan said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Big Apple. We take bite, no?” Mr. White asked as they cleared the tunnel. 
 
    “Behave self,” Mr. Black said from the passenger seat of the big Lincoln. “Not like last time. Important job to do. Dangerous job.” 
 
    “Relax, I kid. Call Ivan.” 
 
    Mr. Black nodded, pulling out his phone and hitting Ivan’s contact. It rang twice. 
 
    “You made it?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Yes, just drove into Manhattan. Where stay?” 
 
    “You’ve got rooms at the Lexington. Know where that is?” 
 
    “Yes, boss, stay there before. You know owner?” 
 
    “No comment,” Ivan said. “Get rooms and relax. It’ll be a few days. I’ll call you. Enjoy the town, but don’t get caught doing anything that will blow this mission. It’s the most important thing we’ve got going at the moment.” 
 
    “Not worry, boss, we be good. I keep Mr. White in line.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Mr. White quipped. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “I know I can count on you both. Take care. We’ll talk in a couple days.” 
 
    Mr. Black ended the call. “Lexington again, on East 48 and Park Avenue.” 
 
    “Nice. Probably take two hours to get there.” 
 
    “Underground parking. We look for parking location with no surveillance cameras,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “What, you think I idiot?” 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “You say, not me.” 
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    The Trap 
 
   T he business jet landed at Manchester Airport, stirring Charles from his nap. He sat up straight in his office chair as the plane rolled towards the hangar, turning to look out his window. It was the dead of night, the tarmac deserted. Somebody knocked on his door. 
 
    “I’m getting up,” he said, unbuckling his seat belt and heading for the door. Sebastian was waiting for him. “Are you sure nobody found out about our arrival?” 
 
    Sebastian nodded. “As sure as I can be, sir.” 
 
    “Well, pretend your life depends on it, because it does.” 
 
    Sebastian nodded, a solemn look on his face. “We’ll pull into the hangar before we transfer you into the luggage cart.” 
 
    “The limo isn’t in the hangar?” 
 
    “Nope, the cart will be towed to another area, where our operatives are waiting. The transfer into the limo will happen there. That’s what we paid for.” 
 
    “Why not use the hangar?” Charles asked. 
 
     “The UK doesn’t allow that anymore. Too much smuggling going on.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Charles said, sitting in one of the seats near the front of the cabin, watching out the window. There was a luggage cart train slowly heading in their direction. “Is that it?” 
 
    “Should be,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “It’s already pulling four.” 
 
    “Probably an easier way to hide what we’re doing. Relax. This isn’t that risky.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Where will you be?” 
 
    “I’ll be escorting your secretary and the CFO to the customs office,” Sebastian said. “Don’t worry, they’ve got the proper paperwork. It’ll be a breeze. Then I’ll head for your transfer spot and make sure you get off okay.” 
 
    “We hope it’ll be a breeze,” Charles said. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    The plane pulled into the hangar, the engines shutting down. 
 
     Sebastian got up. “C’mon, we’ve got to hurry before the inspectors get here.” 
 
    “What if they look in the luggage cart?” 
 
    Sebastian chuckled. “Damn limeys have been at this for years. The cart has a false bottom. The luggage will be on top of you.” 
 
    “The inspector won’t notice that?” 
 
    “If he does, I’ll erase him,” Sebastian said, “but he probably won’t. You’ll feel better when you see this setup.” 
 
    Charles followed him out the door and down the steps, where the luggage train was waiting, Sebastian leading him to the last cart. He opened the top and pulled a sheet-metal floor out, helping Charles to climb inside. Then he put the false bottom back on. It started right away. The claustrophobia. The racing heartbeat. Dizziness. He tried to catch his breath as he heard luggage being put over him. 
 
    “How long?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Half an hour. Don’t talk anymore. The inspector is coming.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Charles muttered to himself. He heard a vehicle pull up, two car doors opening, and some muffled voices. Then the car doors closed, the car driving away. The luggage train jerked into motion, the luggage shifting above him, the cart bumping along with no suspension on the rough tarmac. It sped up, making the sensation even worse. The ride seemed to take forever, finally slowing to a stop. He heard the luggage being removed from above him, then the sheet metal was lifted. 
 
    “Come on, sir,” the man said. “Time is money.” 
 
    Charles climbed out and rushed to the limo with the first man, as somebody else tossed the luggage into the trunk. 
 
    “Get out of here fast, sir,” the man said as he helped Charles through the door. Jean was sitting in the limo. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Charles asked as the luggage man shut the door. 
 
    “I had to escape as well, so I made a deal with Maggie while she was flying over. You don’t mind, I hope?” 
 
    “Why wasn’t I informed?” Charles asked. 
 
    “You were already gone, and Maggie’s secretary told me not to call your cell.” 
 
    “I don’t like surprises,” Charles said. “How’d you get here?” 
 
    “My brother-in-law’s private jet. He’s well connected.” 
 
    “I thought you divorced.” 
 
    Jean chuckled. “I did, but there was a lot of business partnering before it happened. That was more important that the marriage.” 
 
    Charles chuckled. “Frenchmen.” 
 
    The driver’s phone rang. He picked it up, had a hushed conversation, and then started the limo’s engine. “Your CFO and your secretary have been detained. This might be a wild ride. Put on your seatbelts.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Charles said, fastening himself in, Jean doing the same. The limo took off at a good clip, heading towards a gate in the back, which was closed. The limo driver hit the remote to open it, and nothing happened. 
 
    “They’ve made us, so I’m crashing the gate,” the driver said. He sped up, the limo tearing through the chain link like it wasn’t even there. 
 
    “We’re gonna get caught,” Jean said. 
 
    “No we aren’t,” The driver said. “We’ve got a few tricks up our sleeves, and some friends as well. Look out the window on either side.” 
 
    Charles looked, seeing a motorcycle next to him, one rider driving, the man behind him holding a sub-machine gun 
 
    “They’re going to see where we go,” Jean said. “The UK is riddled with video cameras.” 
 
    “Leave that to us,” the driver said. 
 
    “Did Sebastian get picked up?” Charles asked. 
 
    “No, he’s already out. He’ll be pulling up behind us soon, with more armed men.” 
 
    “Sirens,” Jean said, his eyes wide. 
 
    The limo roared ahead, the motorcycle on Jean’s side slowing down. They heard a blip of machine gun fire behind them, the limo speeding up more. 
 
    “Shit, they knew this would happen,” Jean said. 
 
    Charles nodded. “Wouldn’t put it past them. How far are we going, driver?” 
 
    “We’ll be pulling into the main road of the estate momentarily,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t sound English,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’m a Merc from the states, part of the team. Don’t worry, we’ll get you guys there safe.” 
 
    More machine gun fire erupted behind them, then a shot gun blast. Jean looked out the rear window. “Lost one of the motor bikes.” 
 
    The other motorcycle slowed, the man in the rear spraying fire at the line of police vehicles as another car roared in from a side road, doing a pit maneuver on the first police car, spinning it out, the other police cars slamming into it. 
 
    Jean laughed. “The road just got blocked.” 
 
    “There’s side streets all over the place,” Charles said. “Don’t you have police chases on TV in France?” 
 
    Jean chuckled. “I’ve seen enough of them while I’ve been in the states, you know. Spend more of my time there than in Europe.” 
 
    Charles shook his head. “That’s changing now, I suspect.” 
 
    “Possibly. The car that stopped up the police vehicles is behind us now.” 
 
    “Sebastian,” the limo driver said. “Hold on, I’m making a fast turn.” He spun the wheel, making a right turn into the long driveway, with dense trees and bushes on either side, out of sight of the road within seconds, roaring towards a closed gate a few hundred yards in front of them. 
 
    “You’d better slow down,” Charles said, fright in his eyes. The limo driver laughed, and then the road ahead of them dropped, the limo going down a ramp, putting them in a long tunnel. 
 
    “Nice,” Jean said, looking out the rear window again. “That ramp just closed back up.” 
 
    “They’ve got to know where we’re going,” Charles said. “Probably had choppers in the air.” 
 
    “They didn’t,” the driver said. “We took care of that beforehand. None of them will start.” 
 
    The limo finally slowed down in the tunnel, which was curving to the right, opening up into a large space. It parked against a wall with a door on it, several guards there waiting. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” the driver said, hitting the door unlock button. “Hope you enjoyed the trip.” 
 
    Charles and Jean shot each other a glance, both of them smiling. 
 
    “Well, I’ll have to say I’m impressed,” Charles said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re quite welcome, sir. Enjoy your stay.” 
 
    “Will we see you again?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Only if we get attacked,” the driver said. Charles and Jean got out and walked to the guard, who opened the door for them. A long, dimly lit hallway was before them. They walked down it. There was a guard next to an elevator door, at the end. 
 
    “Take the elevator please, gentlemen,” said the guard in a British accent. He pushed the button for the elevator, the door opening after a moment. They got inside, the guard sticking his arm in and pushing the button for level B2. 
 
    They rode up one floor, the door opening onto a well-decorated hallway, with a handsome red and gold rug on the floor, and ornate lamps hanging from the ceiling every so often. 
 
    “Where are we supposed to go from here?” Jean asked. “You’ve been here before, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Never,” Charles said. “I’ve only been to Maggie’s flat in London. We’ll probably find somebody at the end of this hallway.” 
 
    They kept walking, the hall making a left turn after a while. They could see another guard at the end of that hallway, sitting next to a door, in a nicer uniform than the guards below. 
 
    “Hello, gentlemen. Please follow me.” He got up, putting a card into the reader on the door, then holding it open for the two men, who walked through. “Third door on the right.” 
 
    They walked to that door and opened it. There was a reception area there, tables of food and drink on one side, couches and chairs arranged in the middle, a flat screen TV against one wall. A butler stood behind the food table. 
 
    “Hungry?” he asked. 
 
    “I could eat,” Jean said, approaching the table. “I had to leave New York rather suddenly.” 
 
    “Where’s Maggie?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Margaret is in her chambers upstairs, still recovering from the last surgery. You’ll be able to see her tomorrow, unless things go badly.” 
 
    “She’s still in danger?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Very much so, I’m afraid. You may choose any of the five doors on the opposite wall of this room for sleeping quarters. They are well stocked and appointed.” 
 
    “We’re being held here,” Charles said, glancing at Jean. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Jean said, loading his plate with food. “I’d rather be down here where the authorities can’t find us, than risking a trip up top. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Charles sighed. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. Might as well eat something.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Garrett looked over Ed’s shoulder as he pulled up the documents from the drop box. Sid and Yvonne sat in chairs next to Ed. Trevor and Kaitlyn were on the other side, also watching. Ji-Ho came into the room with Anna, Clem, and Sarah. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” Ed said as he read, the others doing the same. 
 
    “Justin and Katie are lucky to be alive,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “They want to use us for bait,” Sid said. “I accept.” 
 
    Yvonne looked at him, nodding in agreement. “We have to know if we’ve got a plant, that’s for sure. Until we solve this, we’re all in danger.” 
 
    Ji-Ho eyed them. “You know this dangerous. Be sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Sid said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be those guys if they show up where George and Malcolm are,” Trevor said. 
 
    Clem nodded. “Me neither.” 
 
    “We need to determine the locations carefully, so the enemy doesn’t get wary,” Ed said. 
 
    “Yes,” Garrett said, “and we’d better pay attention to the place as well. I know George and Malcolm are tough, but there’s only two of them. The team that went against Justin and Katie was more like ten people.” 
 
    “Let’s think this through, and get a reply sent,” Sid said. “Where’s a good place for the leaked location?” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Clem said. “The parts for the water wheel generator are in. We have to pick them up in Dulzura. I’ve mentioned that to more than one person around here. The plant probably knows about it by now.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” Garrett said. “It’s at Steely’s electronic supply house, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Clem said. “I’d better call Elmer, though, and make sure he doesn’t make the trip there himself beforehand. He was talking about it earlier today.” Clem whipped out his phone and had a hushed conversation while the others continued reading the document. He ended the call. “That’s covered.” 
 
    “Good,” Garrett said. “Where’s the alternate location? I think we ought to use a place that’s pretty close, in case either team gets more than they can handle.” 
 
    Sid smiled. “Sam’s RV Park.” 
 
    “Are you sure, honey?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “We know how to lay an ambush there, and how to recognize one too. So does Sam. He’ll be meeting us there.” 
 
    Garrett thought about it for a moment. “We’re still running routine patrols with the cavalry over there. Perhaps it’d be a good idea to send a few. They could ride into Dulzura if we need them to.” 
 
    “The off roaders would be better,” Trevor said. 
 
    “They would, but they haven’t been going there every couple of days,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sid said. “That’d be a big tip off for sure.” 
 
    “So, we’ll tell everybody Sid and Yvonne are going to Steely’s, but they’ll really go to the RV park,” Ed said, “along with some cavalry. Anybody got the address for Steely’s? I’m sure they’ll want to check it out with their GPS app.” 
 
    “Should we warn Steely’s?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “No way,” Trevor said. “I know it sucks, but we don’t have much choice.” 
 
    “Timing?” Ed asked. 
 
    “They’ll have to provide that,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Of course,” Ed said, “but do we want to suggest anything?” 
 
    “Sooner the better,” Yvonne said. 
 
    Sid nodded in agreement. “Yes, sooner the better.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll put the document together now,” Ed said. “Stick around so you can proof read.” 
 
    He got to typing, the others getting off their chairs to mill around in the intel room. 
 
    “Wish they could take us back with them,” Sid said. “I miss Sam a lot.” 
 
    “It’ll probably be too dangerous for them to do that,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Okay, I got it,” Ed said. “Take a look.” He moved away from the PC, and the others came back over. 
 
    “That looks perfect to me,” Sid said. 
 
    Trevor nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “Nobody wants changes?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Nope, send that sucker,” Garrett said. 
 
    Ed got back into the chair and sent the document to the drop box. “Done. Now we wait.” 
 
    “Wonder how long it’ll take them to get here?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We have no idea where they are, honey,” Garrett said.  
 
    “When are Justin and Katie coming home?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “They’re on the way now, and they’re bringing Katie’s brother and his wife. They can’t stay in Wrightwood now.” 
 
    Ed’s PC dinged. “Hey, we’ve already got the reply.” He downloaded it as the others gathered around again. “Here it is.” He loaded it. 
 
    “Day after tomorrow?” Garrett said. “They must be a lot closer than we thought.” 
 
    “Or they can fly in,” Ed said. “Ivan’s got deep pockets. He might have a private plane at his disposal. Wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Let’s start leaking the need for the trip to Steely’s,” Clem said. “If we tell Willard and Elmer, it ought to be all over the town in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    Everybody chuckled. 
 
    “Good, I could use a snort anyway,” Garrett said. “Coming, honey?” 
 
    “I need to pick Mia up from Susanne,” she said. “I’ll see you a little later.” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t be long.” 
 
    Everybody but Ed and Ji-Ho left the intel room. 
 
    “This worry me,” Ji-Ho said. “Things happen fast, un-expected problems come up. We should have more than Malcolm and George at the leaked location.” 
 
    Ed shrugged. “I’m worried too, but if I had to rely on anybody, it’d be those two. Malcolm’s crazy enough to turn the tables.” 
 
    “You don’t think they just follow our people from Dodge City?” 
 
    “They set up the hit in Wrightwood before Justin and Katie left,” Ed said. 
 
    “How you so sure?” 
 
    “Timing. I think they blew it. They tipped their hand.” 
 
    “Hope that right,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    George and Malcolm sat in the intel room with Ivan, Sam, Erica, Agent Williams, and Ted Crowley. Jules walked in with Shelly a moment later. They’d just sent back their reply to the Dulzura team. 
 
    “All set?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yep,” George said. “We should leave as soon as possible. I want to be there early enough to get set up.” 
 
    “That’s a must,” Malcolm said. “I’ve got the GPS focused on Steely’s now. Take a look.” 
 
    George came over, looking at it. “Is that a parking lot in the back, or just a vacant lot?” 
 
    “Probably a vacant lot, because I don’t see good access to the front of the store,” Malcolm said. “This is a really small town.” 
 
    “Yep, Dulzura tiny,” Jules said. “Wide spot in road. I surprised there’s electronics store in town.” 
 
    “Look at the place across the street,” George said. “Is that a laundromat?” 
 
    “Look like,” Jules said. 
 
    “Hey, what kind of vehicle does Sid have?” Ted Crowley asked. 
 
    “He’s got a yellow Jeep CJ,” Sam said. “Rag top. A little beat up. Even some bullet holes.” 
 
    Erica snickered. “Yeah, it’s had a rough time. We’d better make sure that he takes that, if we’re gonna try to match it.” 
 
    “I’ll send that through,” Agent Williams said, typing at his computer.  
 
    “I’ll have my people locate one and have it ready for you at the airport,” Ivan said. “The plane is ready to go, and I just notified the pilot.” 
 
    “We need to sneak you out of here, and get you to the Missoula airport,” Ted Crowley said. 
 
    “We’ll set that up now,” Ivan said. “I just called Yuri in here.” 
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    High Cliffs 
 
   J ustin was driving the Jeep through the darkness, Katie in the passenger seat, Steve and Colleen in the back. 
 
    “You’re looking in the rear-view mirror a lot,” Katie said. 
 
    Justin shot her a glance. “Of course. Two of those enemy vehicles split, remember?” 
 
    “I’ll be glad when we get off Angeles Crest Highway,” Steve said. “Maybe we should’ve gone the opposite direction, instead of back to your base. They’d expect us to be on this road, and there’s nobody around.” 
 
    “I don’t like this one bit,” Colleen said. 
 
    Justin nodded. “If Steve’s leg wasn’t a problem, I’d have him drive so I could man the machine gun.” 
 
    “I can shoot one of those,” Steve said, “but I can’t twist too well. Katie and I should trade places. She can fire out the back, and I can fire out the front.” 
 
    “Just like my brother, always claiming shotgun.” 
 
    Justin laughed. “I think it’s a good idea, honey. I’m pulling over.” 
 
    Katie nodded. “Do it. There’s a turnout ahead, see it?” 
 
    Justin turned onto it and they made the switch, then took off again. 
 
    “These switchbacks suck. We can’t see people coming up behind us, even by their headlights.” 
 
    “How much ammo do we have?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Gobs. If we get into a battle, we won’t run out.” 
 
    “Just saw somebody behind us for a moment,” Katie said, sitting sideways in the seat with the M4 in her hands. “We should’ve taken the back of this rag-top off when we were stopped.” 
 
    “Probably just another civilian,” Steve said, his hands sweating around the machine gun. 
 
    Colleen looked down at her lap, silently mouthing some words. Katie noticed, about to say something when the headlights showed up around a curve again. 
 
    “Those guys are coming fast,” Justin said, eyes switching between the road and the mirrors. “Too fast.” 
 
    “We can’t shoot them for that,” Colleen said. 
 
    Justin sped up. 
 
    “Better be careful bro, the curves are pretty tight ahead, and they’re not well marked until we get on 138,” Steve said. 
 
    “Shit,” Justin said, slowing slightly, hands gripping the wheel tight.  
 
    “Dammit, they’re closer again,” Katie said. 
 
    “What kind of vehicle?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Can’t tell because of this damn plastic rear-window.” 
 
    “I’m getting off on that dirt road,” Justin said. “It goes into the trees real fast.” 
 
    He turned in, the Jeep sliding in the gravel for a split second, then catching. 
 
    “Turn off the headlights,” Steve said. Justin did that and they sped into the trees, Justin pulling a u-turn, facing the highway, shutting down the engine. A few seconds later, a car roared by them, it’s tires squealing as it went around the curve just past the dirt road. 
 
    “That guy is hauling ass,” Justin said. “Some kind of SUV.” 
 
    Steve nodded. “It’s probably fine. The locals haul ass around here all the time.” 
 
    “Should we get going again?” Colleen asked. 
 
    “Justin, take the rear section off this rag-top before we go,” Katie said. 
 
    “The dome light is gonna turn on if I do that.” 
 
    “Give it a few more minutes,” Steve said, rolling down his window.  
 
    ‘Listen. We’ll hear another car coming.” 
 
    Justin rolled his window down as well, all of them silent for several minutes. He was about to get out when a vehicle turned onto the dirt road, slowing to a stop, two men getting out with weapons. 
 
    “Shit shit shit,” Steve whispered. 
 
    “This is good,” Justine replied. “Hand me that M4, honey.” 
 
    Katie passed it up to him. “Safety’s on.” 
 
    “Got it,” he whispered. 
 
    “They’ll see us when they get closer,” Steve whispered. 
 
    “Flashlight,” Justin said, leaping out of the car and firing, hitting both the men, two more piling out of the vehicle. Steve was out now, on one knee, firing at the men with Justin, knocking both of them down. 
 
    “Oh God,” Colleen cried, holding her hands over her ears. 
 
    “Grab your pistol,” Katie said calmly. “That’s a big vehicle. There could be more.” 
 
    Justin rushed over to the bodies, checking them, then sneaking over to the SUV, looking inside. It was empty. He motioned to Steve. “Let’s take their machine guns and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Steve limped over, Katie out and joining them, picking up the weapons. 
 
    “What are these?” Katie asked. 
 
    “German, honey. Heckler and Koch. Same ammo as we have. Let’s go, there might be more of these creeps about.” 
 
    They ran back to the Jeep with the weapons, Justin going to the tailgate and removing the rear plastic window, then setting the guns in the back. They piled back into the Jeep, Justin heading back to the road. “Shoot the tire on that SUV.” 
 
    Steve did that as they went by, one side of the vehicle sinking in the front. Justin turned back onto the road, getting to speed quickly. 
 
    “I can’t believe there aren’t anymore,” Steve muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Be ready with that machine gun, Steve, and keep your wits about you.” 
 
    “At least I can see clearly now,” Katie said. 
 
    Steve nodded. “Good thing, we’re going into a section with no dirt roads to escape on.” 
 
    “We’re almost to 138,” Colleen said, her voice trembling. “Cliff going up on the inside of the road, down on the outside. Nowhere to go.” 
 
    “Shit,” Justin said, making the right turn onto 138, passing by a Café.  
 
    “Maybe we should go hang out there until it’s light,” Katie said. 
 
    “Nowhere to escape to,” Steve said. “At least this section is straighter for a while.” 
 
    Justin sped up, glancing at Steve. “Warn me when I should slow down. I’m gonna haul ass while I can.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Colleen said. 
 
    Katie stared out the back. “Nobody behind us yet.” 
 
    “There were a few cars in the Café parking lot, so we might see somebody eventually,” Steve said. “I wouldn’t get trigger-happy until we’re sure.” 
 
    “We’ll get into some flatlands soon, with plenty of dirt roads on either side,” Colleen said. 
 
    Steve nodded. “Yeah, but after Cajon Pass, we’re back into the high cliffs, so keep that in mind. It curves more, too.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Katie quipped. 
 
    “We’re taking I-15 at that point,” Justin said. “That’ll be safer.” 
 
    “Good,” Colleen said. 
 
    They got to the flat section, Justin slowing down some, all of them relieved. 
 
    “Nobody’s been behind us since the bad guys,” Katie said. “Easy to see back for miles now.” 
 
    “Nobody in front either,” Steve said. 
 
    They rode silently for a few miles, then saw the lights of a truck stop, at the junction with I-15. 
 
    “Good, there’s I-15,” Colleen said. They approached quickly, Steve letting out a gasp.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Two Toyota FJs along the shoulder of I-15, see them?” 
 
    “Son of a bitch, that’s no coincidence.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Colleen said. 
 
    “I’m going straight,” Justin said, not turning onto I-15. 
 
    “They’re backing up on the damn freeway,” Katie said, watching out the back. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Those guys are crazy,” Colleen said. “They almost got hit by oncoming traffic. Had to get back on the shoulder.” 
 
    “They got off,” Katie said, “they’re on 138, speeding up.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Justin said, pouring on the speed. 
 
    “Watch it, dude, this gets tight up ahead, and the cliffs are steep.” 
 
    Justin nodded, not slowing down, hands sweating around the wheel. 
 
    “Here they come,” she said, her machine gun firing, hitting the first FJ in the windshield, the car hitting the shoulder too fast and rolling end over end, the other FJ getting around it, speeding up more. 
 
    “One down, but there’s another coming,” Katie shouted. 
 
    “Watch out, Justin, the first curve is coming up.” 
 
    Justin nodded, turning into it, looking deep into the curve as Katie fired at the oncoming FJ. 
 
    “Shit!” Justin said, his headlights hitting a big boulder in the road. He slammed on his breaks as somebody shot at them from behind it, shattering the windshield, ripping into his face, killing him instantly. The Jeep flew off the cliff, landing hard and rolling all the way down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was early morning when Yuri knocked on the door of Malcolm’s rig.  
 
    “Good morning,” Malcolm said as he climbed down his steps, looking around the dimly lit loading dock area. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes, George is waiting upstairs with Sam and Erica.” 
 
    “Perfect.” The men went to the freight elevators, riding them up to the ground floor level. The others were by the elevator door when it opened. 
 
    “Hey, sleepy head,” George quipped, Sam chuckling. 
 
    “I was up. What about weapons?” 
 
    “You’ve got your sidearms, correct?” Yuri asked. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Sam said. 
 
    “We’ll want long guns too,” Erica said. 
 
    “They’ll be at your location,” Yuri said. “Along with some other nice toys.” 
 
    “Where’s Heidi?” Sam asked. “Were you able to talk her into staying?” 
 
    George shrugged. “Nope, she forgot something in the intel room. She’ll be back in a second. 
 
    “I’m back now,” Heidi said. “No complaining.” 
 
    Malcolm chuckled. “She’s good in a fight. I’ve got no problem with her being there.” 
 
    “I do, but arguing about it won’t do any good,” George said. 
 
    “Are we flying into Gillespie Field?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Only choice nearby,” Yuri said. 
 
    “How far is that from Dulzura?” George asked. 
 
    “Just over half an hour,” Yuri replied. “It’s a quick, easy drive.” 
 
    Erica nodded. “I’ve come in that way before. Wish we could sneak into Dodge City after this is over and see Mia.” 
 
    “Out of the question,” Yuri said. “Follow me.” 
 
    They walked towards the back of the mall, going down a long corridor to double doors. Yuri pulled out his cellphone and accessed the security camera feed, checking the back door. It was clear, so he pushed on the bar, shoving the door open. The group followed him out. 
 
    “See the Walmart over there, across the street?” Yuri asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Malcolm said. 
 
    “Go over there and enter the store. Wait for my text. A car will be there to pick you up. It’ll be a tall white van with Empire Valley Foods painted on the side.” 
 
    “Got it,” George said. 
 
    “Good luck to you all,” Yuri said. He watched as the group walked away, then went back inside the mall. 
 
    “Wonder what kind of weapons they’ll have for us?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “It’ll be something suitable,” George said. “This team is highly professional.” 
 
    “I’ll miss my AK,” Erica said. 
 
    “Saw that,” Malcolm said. “Nicely decorated, and great sights.” 
 
    Erica smiled. “Yes, feels like it’s part of me when I’m using it.” 
 
    They crossed the street, walking onto the Walmart parking lot, then entering the store. 
 
    “Think I’ll grab a cup of coffee,” Erica said. 
 
    Malcolm nodded. “Damn good idea, and the stand is right up front.” 
 
    They got in line, Erica glancing at Sam. “You look worried.” 
 
    “We’re using my best friend and his wife as bait. I’ll be nervous until this is over.” 
 
    “Oh,” Erica said. “Sid and Yvonne can handle themselves, and the chances are good the hit men won’t be where we are anyway.” 
 
    “We hope,” Sam said. “Glad the two locations are so close together. We can move from one to another quickly if we need to.” 
 
    They got through the line, and sat at a couple round tables in front of the coffee counter. Their phones dinged with a text a moment later. Malcolm was the first to have his phone out. “They’re here.” 
 
    “It’s showtime,” George quipped. They picked up their coffees and went out the door. 
 
    “I see it,” Heidi said. “Half-way out in the parking lot.” 
 
    “Yep, let’s go,” Erica said. 
 
    When they got to the door, it slid open, a small man with black hair and a goatee smiling at them. “I’m Gregg. Get in and fasten your seatbelts.” 
 
    “Safety first, huh?” Malcolm cracked, the others chuckling as they got into the back. 
 
    “We’ll be at the airport in no time,” Gregg said as he got into the driver’s seat. “Everything in this town is within a 15 minute drive.” 
 
    George cracked up. “Too bad there’s no windows in this van. I haven’t seen much of Missoula.” 
 
    “Nice little town,” Heidi said. “I’ve been here a couple times.” 
 
    “Why were you here?” George asked. 
 
    “I used to be a travel nurse, remember? Before you pulled me into your world.” 
 
    “You’re a nurse?” Erica asked. “I don’t remember hearing about that.” 
 
    “Never came up,” she said. “I miss it sometimes, but the traveling got old.” 
 
    “So what’s this town like?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “Pretty. Close to nice hiking and mountain biking. Some guy I dated here for a while was into fly-fishing. It’s a paradise for those guys.” 
 
    “I always wanted to try that,” George said. 
 
    “It’s a good way to be cold all day,” Heidi quipped, smiling at him. “It is pretty, though. We fished in Lolo Creek, the Bitterroot River, and the Clark Fork river.” 
 
    “That’s right, this was a stop for the Lewis and Clark expedition,” Erica said. 
 
    “Yep, all kinds of stuff about them around here,” Heidi said. “Streets named after them, bars named after them.” 
 
    “And a river, it sounds like,” Malcolm said. 
 
    Heidi nodded. 
 
    The van turned off the road, heading into the airport parking lot. 
 
    “We’re here,” Gregg said as he parked against the chain-link fence. 
 
    “That took less than 15 minutes,” Malcolm said. 
 
    “No traffic today,” Gregg said. “It can be surprisingly heavy, believe it or not.” 
 
    The team got out of the van, following Gregg through the gate, flashing his ID to the security guard there. 
 
    “How are you, Gregg?” the guard asked. “Great day for a flight. You’ll be able to see for miles.” 
 
    “Yep, can’t wait,” he said. 
 
    The guard waved the group on, and they walked to a hanger off to the right. 
 
    “You’re going with us?” Malcolm asked Gregg. 
 
    “I’m the co-pilot,” he said. “There she is.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s a Cessna Citation X,” Malcolm said, looking at it as they approached. “That’s the fastest non-military jet there is.” 
 
    “Yep, she’s quite a machine,” Gregg said proudly. “Top speed of seven-hundred miles per hour. She’ll cruise at about six-hundred.” 
 
    “That’s faster than a commercial airliner,” Sam said. 
 
    Gregg smiled. “Damn straight. Go on up the steps and find yourself a seat. We’ll have some refreshments for you after we get going. Leave the coffees in the trash, please.” 
 
    “No problem,” Erica said. “Lousy coffee anyway.” 
 
    Heidi snickered. “I thought it was just me.” 
 
    They climbed aboard, looking around the rich cabin with its expensive leather seats, lush carpeting, and other nice appointments. 
 
    “Bathroom is in the back,” Gregg said. “Strap in. We’ll be leaving in a couple minutes.” 
 
    They found seats, Malcolm looking at the logo stamped on the seat in front of his. “This belongs to the Samson Corporation.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the same company that made those robots?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “Sure is,” Malcolm said. “Wonder how Ivan got to know him?” 
 
    “The war might have brought them together,” Erica said. “I’ll bet Jules knows.” 
 
    The doors closed with a firm clunk, the engines starting. Within a few minutes they were racing down the runway, climbing into the sky. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lance heard the metal door of the bunker open and got off his bed, using the remote to shut off the TV. Victor appeared, with a new laptop still in the box, and a cellphone. 
 
    “Excellent, thanks,” Lance said as Victor put them on the table. 
 
    “Hopefully this will work out okay,” Victor said. “I had them activate the phone already. Battery probably needs more charging.” 
 
    “No problem,” he said. “What’s the passcode?” 
 
    “Your birthday. 0721.” 
 
    Lance nodded, turning the phone on and waiting. It prompted him for his passcode, which he input. The phone searched for the provider, loading up quickly.  
 
    “Excellent,” Lance said. “Plenty of bars. Went to LTE right away.” He set the phone down  on the table and got out the laptop, getting it set up and plugging in the battery. 
 
    “See the news reports from Manchester?” Victor asked. 
 
    “Yes, a little while ago.” 
 
    “Think it’s related to Margaret Hines? Looks like somebody shot their way out of the airport there.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised. She’s got an estate around there. England is crazier than the states right now. Might not be related.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you to your new toys. I’ll bring lunch down in about an hour.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Lance said, eyeing him. “Thanks a lot for this. Sorry I was such an asshole at first.” 
 
    “I understand,” Victor said. “You’ve been so successful. Of course you want to keep what you’ve got.” 
 
    Lance watched him leave the room, and then chuckled to himself. The laptop booted up quickly, and he got the initial setup done, then moved to the phone and set up the personal hotspot. It worked perfectly. “Gotta love iPhones. No muss, no fuss.” He had the laptop connected in a couple minutes, and opened the browser, searching first for info about the attempted hit at Tavern on the Green. There was nothing important that he didn’t already know, so he accessed the portal for his company and sent a private message to his head of security. He got a reply in a split-second. 
 
    Boss, thank God you’re alive. Where are you? 
 
    Lance chuckled as he typed the reply.  
 
    I can’t tell you that, but know that I’m safe and still in control. What’s going on? Anything from Charles, Jean, or Mateo? 
 
    He waited for a reply, which came a few seconds later. 
 
    They’ve cut us off, but I still have sources inside their organizations. Did they try to hit you? 
 
    Lance typed the reply.  
 
    The hit man said Charles says hi, but that doesn’t convince me. The guy had an English accent. Might have been that bitch Maggie. 
 
    Well, boss, my sources told me that Maggie is under the protection of the Queen, although there’s apparently a lot of push-back on that in Scotland Yard and MI6. They’re telling me she’s still in London, but I don’t believe that for a moment. She’s at one of her compounds if she’s still kicking, and that’s a big if. We studied the video from the attack at Heathrow. She was hit in the side as well as the legs. You can see it clearly if you process the video. Oh, and you know her DNA wasn’t found at the hospital, right? 
 
    Lance chuckled as he typed his reply.  
 
    I knew that as soon as the bomb went off. Wonder if the Islamists are secretly on her side? 
 
    Doubt it, boss. They suicided themselves. I think they were true believers, but their level of intel and their operational capability are worrisome. They might come after the rest of the group. 
 
    Lance typed his reply.  
 
    Yes, that’s why I’m not saying where I am. Do everything you can to find the current locations of the others. I’ll be waiting. 
 
    You got it, boss. 
 
    Lance closed the window and started his research. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 8 } 
 
    Manchester 
 
   S eth walked into the mine shaft, going into the intel room, where Kaitlyn was working on her laptop. She turned towards him, worry in her eyes. 
 
    “I can’t raise Justin or Katie.” 
 
    “That’s why I came back down here,” he said, sitting in front of his laptop, logging on. “It’s been too long. They should’ve been here by about sun-up.” 
 
    Trevor and Kaylee came down with Angel and Megan, Trevor stopping in his tracks when he saw Seth’s demeanor. 
 
    “Oh, crap, what happened?” 
 
    “Justin and Katie are overdue,” Seth said. 
 
    “And I can’t raise them,” Kaitlyn said. “I hope they’re okay.” 
 
    “Maybe they decided to disappear into the woodwork,” Angel said. “I wouldn’t blame them.” 
 
    “They’d have gotten word to us,” Kaitlyn said. “I know Katie really well now. She’s not like this. No way.” 
 
    Seth nodded. “I agree, although the last of their group is gone, now.” 
 
    “Robbie and Morgan,” Megan said. “Right?” 
 
    “Yes, they all knew each other before the war,” Trevor said. “They were a lot like us, just a little older, and from a different part of Torrance.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s something in the drop box,” Seth said. “They gave me access. I can check.” He typed on his laptop, waiting for a second as the portal opened on his screen. “No new messages. Dammit.” 
 
    “Let’s not go crazy yet,” Angel said. “Anybody had the local news on? If they were attacked on the road, it’s probably been discovered. Might be a news story.” 
 
    “I can search for that,” Kaitlyn said, turning back towards her machine and typing. 
 
    “What’s going on up top?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Trevor said. “Everybody’s on high alert. The Cavalry is all over the place, and the off-roaders are staying close to their machines. We checked our guns in the battle wagon, just in case.” 
 
    “Nothing on the local news sites,” Kaitlyn said. “Do we know how they were coming down?” 
 
    “That should be easy to figure out,” Trevor said. 
 
    “I’m on it,” Seth said, bringing up the map site in his browser. “Wrightwood to Dulzura.” He input the commands and waited as the screen drew the route. “Well, Angeles Crest to 138, then I-15. There are several alternatives once you get on I-15.” 
 
    “Like what?” Angel asked. 
 
    “Stay on I-15, or take the eastern route via I-215, or you can even cut over to I-5 and take that, now that the San Diego area is open to traffic again.” 
 
    “Lots of possibilities,” Trevor said. “It’s gonna be difficult to search.” 
 
    “We should chat with Ji-Ho and Garrett before we get too worked up,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “I’d leave them alone for now,” Seth said. “The operation in Dulzura is starting soon, and they need to focus. Justin and Katie will probably turn up before too long.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Charles woke up in the bedroom off the reception hall, checking his cellphone. Mid-morning already. He climbed out of bed and went to his suitcase, pulling out clean clothes and dressing. Jean was already at the food table when Charles got out there, picking through the various high-end breakfast choices. He turned towards Charles. 
 
    “Good morning. Lots of good food here.” 
 
    Charles smiled. “Only the best. Not sure I’m that hungry.” 
 
    “You’re worried about Maggie,” Jean said. 
 
    “Of course. Guess I should eat anyway. Maybe I’ll be able to see her today.” He picked up one of the china plates and joined Jean at the table, picking out several items, taking it to the couch afterward. He grabbed the remote and flipped on the TV.  
 
    Jean sat down on the couch next to his, focusing on the screen for a moment. There was a huge demonstration going on, several trash cans burning, and a car pushed over in the street. “More riots in Paris, huh?” 
 
    “The European Union is coming apart. I’m not so sure this was a safe place to come.” 
 
    “No place is safe for us, no?” Jean quipped. 
 
    Charles sighed. “Okay, you’ve got a point. My security chief told me there was talk of arresting me in New York.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Collusion with the enemy,” Charles said. “I don’t know where that’s coming from. We were very careful to cover our tracks.” 
 
    “You have a large operation. Hard to keep a lid on everybody. All it takes is one or two people.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Charles said. 
 
    “Is the hunt still going?” 
 
    Charles sat silently for a moment. “There are things in place that will happen as scheduled. I’m slowing down after that, though. At least for a while.” 
 
    “Why?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Because the person who leaked to the District of New York might be one of our Mercs.” 
 
    “Do you have any indication of that, Charles? Or are you simply losing your nerve?” 
 
    “Don’t push on me.” 
 
    Jean chuckled. “We made the agreement for a reason. If we don’t take these folks out, they’ll kill us. Has something come along to change your mind about that?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’ll come across the pond to get you,” Jean said. “That might be true with General Hogan’s part of the operation. He has no way to operate here. The other ones are a different story.” 
 
    “Other ones?” 
 
    “Ivan and his henchman Jules.” 
 
    Charles laughed. “Ivan will be lucky if the operatives we still have in the Federal Bureaucracy don’t go after him, regardless of what the elected officials are saying.” 
 
    “I’d be careful about that if I were you,” Jean said. 
 
    “You ought to be worried about what’s going on in France. That used to be a pillar of the Globalist movement, and now it’s turning.” 
 
    “They tried to turn it five years ago,” Jean said. “We stopped them, and actually increased the quota of migrants we let in.” 
 
    “Because most of Eastern and Southern Europe refused to take any more migrants, and eventually left the EU. Face it, the French government was forced into that, and they did it against the will of the people. We are seeing the results now.” 
 
    “I thought this was what you wanted,” Jean said. 
 
    “It is, of course, but we have to be smart about how we do it.” 
 
    Jean leaned back in his seat, laughing again. “The heavy-handed way that we tried to bring the United States into the fold didn’t work. It’s driven us to hide underground like rodents, in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    Charles shook his head, getting up to put more food on his plate. “This is good.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s nice to sit and eat luxury food off fine china in the underground bunker of an estate, as the world closes in on us.” 
 
    “Are you trying to piss me off, Jean?” 
 
    “Why, are you gonna hit me too? I know you were responsible for the hit on Lance.” 
 
    “Actually, that wasn’t me,” Charles said. 
 
    “He’s still alive.” 
 
    “And you’d better hope I can convince him that we didn’t order the hit. If we can’t, he’ll probably kill both of us. He’s a lousy manager but a very good thug.” 
 
    Charles’s cellphone dinged with a text. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked, a smile washing over his face. 
 
    “What?” Jean asked. 
 
    “That operation in Wrightwood ended up turning out okay, after the initial problems. We took out all four.” 
 
    “Didn’t two of your Mercs get captured on that?” 
 
    Charles shot him a sly grin. “Yes, and they’re sitting in a small-town jail as we speak. We killed half of their sheriff department in the failed part of the operation. How long do you think those Mercs will last?” 
 
    “If you start killing off Mercs, we’ll have a third faction after us. That’s not smart. They probably won’t talk. They usually don’t.” 
 
    “Ignoring that possibility might get both of us killed,” Charles said. 
 
    Jean snickered. “Great, one more danger to add to the list. One of them will break the camel’s back.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black sat in their booth, facing the front door of Junior’s, 45th Street near Broadway in Manhattan. 
 
    “You sure he show up?” Mr. White asked. “Risky. He knows friends flee to England.” 
 
    “He head of state, think untouchable,” Mr. Black said. “He also moron. We should get permission to hit if chance comes.” 
 
    “I for, but he have entourage, and probably bodyguards too.” 
 
      “I text Ivan,” Mr. Black said, picking his phone up off the table. The waitress brought his drink, an Old Fashioned with a rock candy stick for garnish. “Ah, very good, thank you.” 
 
    The waitress smiled at him, a young woman with a beautiful face, framed by platinum hair. “You’re welcome. Would you like to order food?” 
 
    “Carrot cake, please,” Mr. White said. 
 
    Mr. Black smiled after the first sip of his drink. “Perfect. I take cheesecake.” 
 
    “What kind?” the waitress asked. 
 
    “Plain, please.” 
 
    “Okay, you got it.” She hurried away. 
 
    “Want sip of drink?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    “Twenty-dollar drink? I think I pass. Might like.” 
 
    Mr. Black smirked at him, then looked around. “Place start to fill.” 
 
    “Theaters getting out. We see Mateo soon if he come. Might go to other places, though.” 
 
    “This favorite,” Mr. Black said. “After drink, understand why, plus waitresses all luscious.” 
 
    Mr. White watched the crowd of people filtering through the door, lining up at the hostess stand. “People still act scared here. Notice? Not like freedom, perhaps?” 
 
    “Some liked martial law. Not so bad if keep nose clean, but hard to keep nose clean forever. New laws all time, more and more things illegal. Impossible to keep up. You remember from home.” 
 
    Mr. Black’s phone dinged with an incoming text. 
 
    “Ivan already?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    Mr. Black nodded as he read. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Mr. Black smiled at him. “Take him if we can do without making suicide mission. He needs us for more difficult jobs coming up.” 
 
    “Exactly what I expect him to say,” Mr. White said. “Look at those two thugs, just come in door. UN blazers. They look at everybody. I’ll bet target has sweet tooth tonight.” 
 
    “We can’t hit in here. Restroom area too swamped.” 
 
    Mr. White cleared his throat. “The thugs come this way.” 
 
    The two men walked up to their table, making it obvious that they had guns under their blazers. 
 
    “We’d like to see some ID, please,” said the larger of the two in a French accent. 
 
    “I’d like to take my waitress home tonight, but not gonna happen,” Mr. Black said. “UN have no power, ought to be forced out of country. Leave.” 
 
    “I’ll go talk to the manager,” the man said. “You stay here, Carl.” 
 
    They watched the man hurry away. Mr. White smiled at Carl. “What European shit-hole you climb out of, Carl?” 
 
    “It’s illegal to harass UN officials on Manhattan,” the man said curtly in a Danish accent. 
 
    “Denmark,” Mr. White said with a grin. “You live longer if you stay there, no? Nice women at least. My friend and I like to pass back and forth three at time.” 
 
    The Dane’s face got red with anger. 
 
    “Here comes boyfriend,” Mr. Black said, finishing his drink. 
 
    “There, we’ll show you,” Carl said with a smug grin. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I have to ask you gentlemen to leave,” the manager said, looking like he wanted to be someplace else. 
 
    “You American and you let Eurotrash UN punks push around?” Mr. White asked. “Shame on you.” 
 
    “That’s a violation of law right there,” the first UN man said. “I demand your IDs so I can write a citation.” 
 
    “Stuff it,” Mr. Black said, standing up, dwarfing the UN man, who backed up, his hand going towards the gun under his blazer. Mr. Black grabbed his arm, squeezing hard and twisting, forcing the man to the floor as Carl drew his weapon. Mr. White kicked Carl in the shin, which shocked him into dropping his gun. 
 
    “I’m calling the police,” the manager said. Carl’s anger came up fierce, and he lunged at Mr. White, who punched him hard in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him, dropping him to the floor beside his friend. The manager rushed away. About half of the patrons in the restaurant clapped, but a few booed. Mr. Black bowed, laughing, and they headed towards the door. 
 
    “Hey, Manager,” Mr. Black said. “That drink was on house. You should watch what scum you let in this fine establishment.” 
 
    The terrified manager moved further back from the pastry counter, phone at his ear. 
 
    “That fun,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    Mr. White grinned. “Yes. Stake out. If he still come, we take when he leave. Body guards are joke.” 
 
    “Might decide Juniors not best place tonight,” Mr. Black said as they stood on the sidewalk, looking up and down 45th Street. 
 
    “Wonder if there is bar in Marriot Lobby across street?” 
 
    Mr. Black smirked at him. “Let’s walk down a block, back up across street.” 
 
    “Which way?” 
 
    “Toward 8th Street. Theaters there. Maybe we see entourage.” 
 
    “Maybe they see us too,” Mr. White said. “Hurry. Hear siren? Probably NYPD coming to save Juniors from mad Bulgarians.” 
 
    Mr. Black snickered. “If UN thugs worth money, they follow us. Nobody come out of restaurant yet.” 
 
    “Watch, though, maybe friends around,” Mr. White said. “Let’s move.” They sped up down the street, getting to 8th Street and crossing over, then slowly coming back up, eyes peeled, lingering behind trucks for a moment to slow themselves down. 
 
    “Hey, Starbucks next to Marriot,” Mr. Black said. “Go there.” 
 
    Mr. White nodded. “Good idea. View down Schubert Alley. I expect Mateo to come down there.” 
 
    “Cops at Juniors now. Hurry, before UN pigs lead them outside to find us.” 
 
    The two men ducked into the Starbucks, getting quickly into line, Mr. Black looking around at the half-full store. “I go to restroom. Order me black drip coffee, small.” 
 
    Mr. White nodded, watching him go down the rear hallway to the restrooms, then focusing out the windows. The police were out on the sidewalk with Carl, looking up and down the street. They glanced at the Starbucks but didn’t cross over. Then there was more commotion, as a group of people walked to the entrance, Mateo among them. Carl approached, whispering in his ear. Mateo looked at him, then at the police, having a brief chat with one of the officers. After a moment the cops got into their car and left. 
 
    “What can I get you, sir?” asked the young barista behind the counter, snapping him out of his gaze. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” he said, looking at her pretty face. “You actress, I bet.” 
 
    She smiled. “Well, trying, at least. What can I get for you?” 
 
    “Two tall drip please.” 
 
    “Room for cream?” 
 
    Mr. Black nodded yes, catching Mr. White slipping out of the restroom. The barista turned, drawing the two cups and capping them, sliding them across the counter. Mr. Black handed her a twenty. “Keep change. Good luck with career. Hope I see name in lights someday.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    He picked up the coffees and moved to a small table with a good view of the street, Mr. White joining him. 
 
    “Nice barista,” Mr. Black said. “They arrive. Mateo talk to NYPD, they leave.” 
 
    “How many with him?” 
 
    Mr. Black took a sip of his coffee. “Six friends, two body-guards. Maybe more out on street, further away, watching scene.” 
 
    “We split up, no?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    “Yes, I stay here, you go down Schubert Alley and find place to watch. Find operatives on street.” 
 
    Mr. White nodded. “Might be none, but I check. Remember what boss said. No suicide mission. If we can’t hit, we follow, learn more, hit later.” He slipped out the door, getting back across the street, going down Schubert Alley. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The private jet landed, Sam jerking awake, Erica stirring next to him. “We made it, honey.” 
 
    Erica’s eyes opened, and she smiled at him, sitting up straighter. “These are the best airplane seats I’ve ever sat on.” 
 
    “Yes, this is a nice piece of hardware,” Malcolm said from across the aisle. “Total luxury.” 
 
    The plane taxied off the runway of the small airport, pulling up in front of a hangar, the Samson Corporation logo above the main door, which rolled open. A crew brought up a tow vehicle, hooked it to the front of the plane, and pulled it inside. The sun was just coming up. 
 
    “Welcome to Gillespie Field,” Gregg said as he walked out of the cockpit. “Hope you all got some sleep.” 
 
    “These seats are amazing,” Heidi said. 
 
    Erica nodded in agreement. “Seriously.” 
 
    “Your vehicles are waiting for you in the hangar, along with some weapons. I trust you’ll know which team gets which vehicle.” 
 
    George nodded to Gregg. He went to the door and pushed a button, standing back to watch it open. 
 
    “Warmer here,” Erica said, getting up, Sam following her to the door. They went down the steps, Malcolm, George, and Heidi following them. 
 
    “There’s the replica of Sid’s Jeep,” Sam said. “Missing the bullet holes. Hope that isn’t a tip-off.” 
 
    “They won’t know that much,” George said. “C’mon.” 
 
    They walked over to the vehicles, the Yellow Wrangler CJ and a newer black Wrangler JK. There was a crate between them, which George opened. Inside were M-4s and a couple M60s, also some grenades, a couple smoke bombs, and ammunition. 
 
    “Well, this ought to do it,” Malcolm said, eyeing the weapons. “When is the tip going to get released?” 
 
    “It’ll be in the drop box,” Sam said. “We should check before we take off.” 
 
    “Doing that now,” George said, looking at his phone. “There’s a message waiting.” He downloaded it as the others put gear into the vehicles. 
 
    “This is gonna happen fast,” Heidi said, reading off George’s phone screen. “They leaked the Steely’s location at the saloon late last night.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “That means it’ll be all over Dodge City by now.” 
 
    “Are there places to hide at your RV Park?” George asked. 
 
    “Yep, and Garrett’s cavalry is still patrolling, but none of us are expecting company there.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t rule out action at both of them,” Malcolm said. “The plant might be coordinating the leaked information with good-old fashioned tailing of Sid and Yvonne as they leave Dodge City. We need to keep that in mind.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready at both places,” Sam said. “What time are Sid and Yvonne leaving?” 
 
    “We need to upload a message that we’re leaving the airport,” George said. “That’ll start the clock running. Sid and Yvonne will be leaving shortly after they get that word.”  
 
    “Do it,” Sam said.  
 
    George nodded, typing the message and sending it. “We wait for a reply, right?” 
 
    “I would,” Malcolm said, “but we can load up and be ready to go.” 
 
    “Chomping at the bit a little,” Heidi said. 
 
    “This is a small job that we need to get out of the way quickly,” Malcolm said. “The real targets are the principals, and they’re trying to escape as we speak. I’m worried about nailing that UN lead before he gets away.” 
 
    “Mateo,” Sam said. “I hate that creep. He’s got blood on both hands and all the way up his arms.” 
 
    George’s phone dinged. “Reply in.” He read it. “We can take off now.” 
 
    Sam smiled. “Excellent, let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The train rolled along, heading north from London. Langston and Creighton sat in a private coach. 
 
    “We’d better not get caught,” Langston said. “It’ll be my career.” 
 
    “If we don’t do something about this, it’ll be our country,” Creighton said. “You know it. We should’ve brought in some of the others. Simon gets it.” 
 
    “He’s always the outlier. Russell and Trent tolerate him, but barely.” 
 
    “I picked that up,” Creighton said. “I hate Manchester. You sure this is the most likely?” 
 
    “Oh, forgot to tell you. There was a rather interesting event at the airport overnight.” 
 
    “Do tell. Details?” 
 
    “Two officials from Charles Livingston’s firm got detained. They were released eventually, but we’ve got a record of it.” 
 
    “How often do they show up around Manchester?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “More often than you’d expect, which is why it didn’t raise red flags. There’s a subsidiary of Livingston’s firm located in town.” 
 
    Creighton shrugged. “That was enough to send us to this God-forsaken corner of the realm?” 
 
    Langston chuckled. “It gets better. There was also a limo that busted out of an airport gate, after the authorities tried to stop it for a search. The local authorities were giving chase, but then it simply vanished.” 
 
    “How can a limo vanish?” Creighton asked. “We’ve always got choppers nearby to bring into those situations.” 
 
    “Somebody disabled the choppers at the police yard.” 
 
    Creighton grinned at him. “It’s here.” 
 
    “Thought you’d be convinced. Not a word to anybody. Both our necks are on the chopping block with this one.” 
 
    Creighton snickered. “Do we get to do spy stuff?”  
 
    “Don’t make me sorry I brought you.” 
 
    They rolled along silently for a while, both thinking. Then Langston’s phone rang. He looked at it. “Bugger, it’s Russell. Keep quiet.” 
 
    Creighton nodded. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Langston asked. 
 
    “Who gave you permission to travel to Manchester?” 
 
    “Just following up on a hunch, sir,” Langston said. 
 
    “Creighton is out of the office too. I suspect he’s with you.” 
 
    Langston’s brow furrowed. “He’s here, yes. We’re on the train. Want us to come back?” 
 
    “No, I want you to follow your hunch, and keep me informed. This is top secret. Make sure Creighton understands that. You’ve just put me in an insubordinate position.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, knock it off,” Russell said. “I was actually planning to send you. Alone, though. We don’t need those wankers from Scotland Yard mucking things up.” 
 
    Langston snickered. “He’s a good man, sir. We’ve been following this. No need to get him up to speed.” 
 
    “Well, I’m making you responsible. Find out what you can. Don’t get caught. I’ll deny knowledge of this operation if you do. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Langston said. “You were really going to send us? Why?” 
 
    “The House of Lords and the Royals have successfully squashed the truth about who died in that hospital bombing.” 
 
    “Dammit to hell,” Langston said. “We can’t let this stand.” 
 
    “We can’t, but I don’t want to get nailed stopping it.” 
 
    “I’m willing to risk my career over this,” Langston said. “The country is at stake, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “I’m not just worried about our careers, so be very careful. We’ll talk soon. Keep a low profile, but let me know about everything you find. That’s an order. Use the restricted channel from now on. When folks realize that both you and Creighton are missing, they’ll put me under surveillance.” 
 
    “Yes sir. Thank you sir.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon, Langston.” 
 
    The call ended. Langston was white as a sheet. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Did you just get fired?” 
 
    “No. Russell was actually going to send us. Well, me, anyway. He’s not so keen on the Yard being involved.” 
 
    Creighton smiled. “The Yard isn’t involved. I’m on my own. Why do you look so nervous?” 
 
    “He just told me that our careers aren’t at stake.” 
 
    “That’s good, isn’t it?” 
 
    Langston looked him in the eye. “It’s our lives that are at stake.” 
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    Seventh Avenue 
 
   S am drove the Jeep, Erica in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Nervous?” she asked him, glancing over for a moment. 
 
    “I’ve been back a couple of times after the murders. Still might weigh on me a little bit. I am anxious to see Sid and Yvonne, though.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Don’t let me forget to leave the gate open,” Sam said. “I got into the habit of locking it behind me.” 
 
    “How much land do you own there?” 
 
    “Three hundred acres,” he said. “Too much of it is ridges and valleys. Not buildable. There was barely enough flat ground there to squeeze in the RV buildings and spaces. On the good side, there are nice views everywhere.” 
 
    “How many spaces are there?”  
 
    “Eighty-four,” he said. 
 
    “Think you’ll ever do anything there again?” 
 
    Sam sighed. “I don’t know. Lost so many friends there, and Connie is all over it. I can’t live there anymore. Might be hard to sell, after what happened.” 
 
    “It was part of the war history.” 
 
    “True, sweetie, but it wasn’t an important base. They murdered the residents right after the first big battle we fought. It was gone before the reservation was overrun.” 
 
    “Oh. Not enough to capitalize on, then.” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “You’re worried about this operation,” Erica said. “I can tell.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. I don’t think George and Malcolm should be taking this on by themselves. Everybody thinks those two are invincible, but no one really is.” 
 
    “We could hi-tail it over there if we have to, you know. Garrett seemed to think the cavalry could make it there too.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “The cavalry could get over there, and faster than we could. They can go as the crow flies. Not a bad ride at all. The road between the park and Dulzura twists and turns a lot more.” 
 
    They rode silently for a while, taking in the dry desert on either side of the road. 
 
    “At least there’s a little bit of traffic now,” Sam said as several cars went by them going the opposite direction. 
 
    “Things will get back to normal quickly.” 
 
    Sam glanced at her. “You think so? It worries me. I think we have some rough years ahead.” 
 
    “There will be problems here and there, of course. The tribe is gonna have a tough go of it, after the casino and hotel were leveled.” 
 
    “The park is coming up,” Sam said. “Up this little grade, and then we make a left.” 
 
    “Good. Think Sid will be there yet?” 
 
    “Doubt it, but if he is, he’ll be waiting at the gate. He doesn’t have a key. One thing. Be careful poking around. It’s possible these guys booby-trapped the place, like they did at the reservation.” 
 
    “I thought Garrett’s men were still patrolling.” 
 
    “They are, but I doubt they’re getting off their mounts and trying doors in the park. It’s liable to smell pretty bad by the clubhouse. I wouldn’t go over there.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, they were dumping bodies in there,” she said. “You told me about that, way back when we first met.” 
 
    “On the long walk,” Sam said. “Fond memories.” He made the left turn into the driveway and parked in front of the gate, getting out to unlock it. 
 
    “No sign for the park out here?” Erica asked. 
 
    “We took down the sign when the first reports of enemy fighters started to circulate,” Sam said. “Why advertise?” 
 
    “I could see that”, she said, watching him try several keys, the padlock snapping open with the third one. Sam pulled the lock out of the hasp and swung the gate to the side of the road, then got back into the Jeep and rolled forward.  
 
    “This is weird,” Sam said. 
 
    Erica looked around as Sam drove. “Pretty in here.” 
 
    “Very secluded,” Sam said, his eyes tearing up as he looked around. 
 
    “Long driveway.” 
 
    “It’s almost a mile,” Sam said.  
 
    “Holy crap, what’s that?” she asked, pointing to a damaged military vehicle off the road to the left. 
 
    “Gaz Tigr that tried to come in here. We blasted it. There’s more stuff like that as we get closer.” 
 
    “Did this happen during the last attack?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “No, we still controlled the place then. Got attacked here more than once, but we were able to put them down.” 
 
    They continued on, curving back and forth, and then they were at the inner gate, which hung open, broken on one side. The flag pole sat right inside the gate, the camera that Clem installed still attached to it, the office to the left, next to it the laundry room and the clubhouse. RVs sat in about a third of the spots, some with doors hanging open, most with flattened tires, some with broken windows. 
 
    “Geez, you can still see signs of the attack,” Erica said as Sam drove to the back. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “The Amphitheater. It’s got good cover and a good view. Sid and Yvonne will meet us there.” 
 
    “Where are Garrett’s men gonna meet us?” 
 
    “They won’t, they’ll just be around,” Sam said. “In the trees, along the hills on either side of the park. Scared the crap out of me the first time I saw them here.” 
 
    “You told me that story,” Erica said. 
 
    Sam parked around the back of the cement amphitheater structure, then got out and went to the back, taking out the weapons and loading them. Erica helped, her eyes darting around. 
 
    “I know, creeps you out, doesn’t it?” Sam asked. “This used to be a happy place. People came here for vacations and mixed with the full-timers. We put on talent shows back here, and had campfires when there weren’t no-burn orders.” 
 
    “Because of the droughts?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Hear that?” 
 
    “Vehicle, coming in on the road. Hopefully it’s Sid and Yvonne.” 
 
    “Sounds like it, but stay sharp. Let’s get up there, behind those boulders. We can see the whole park from there, and it’s good cover in case we have to fight.” 
 
    “Lead the way, sweetie.” 
 
    The couple slinged their M4s, both of them grabbing a heavy M60 and climbing up the hill, over the well-worn path, getting up to the boulders with a little effort. 
 
    “Here they come,” Erica said, pointing to Sid and Yvonne’s battered Jeep CJ, cruising to the back, parking in front of the amphitheater so it’d be visible to intruders. 
 
    Sam stood up as Sid was looking, a wide grin washing over his face. Yvonne saw them too, and waved. They grabbed their weapons and climbed up. 
 
    “Sam, so good to see you,” Sid said, shaking hands with Sam and embracing. “I miss you something awful.” 
 
    “Me too,” Sam said, tears in his eyes. “Yvonne, how are you?” 
 
    “None the worse for wear,” she said. “Miss you guys.” 
 
    “How’s Mia?” Erica asked with a worried expression. 
 
    “Missing you every day,” Yvonne said, “but she’s adjusting okay. Anna and Garrett are doing a good job with her.” 
 
    “I miss her so,” Erica said. 
 
    “We’d best get behind this cover,” Sid said. “I know everybody expects the bad guys to go to Steely’s, but we’ve been fooled by this enemy more than once.” 
 
    Sam nodded and they got back behind the boulders, taking positions with a good view. 
 
    “Smell’s gone, pretty much,” Sid said softly. “Used to hit me faster.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to open the door to the clubhouse,” Sam quipped. 
 
    “You look worried,” Yvonne said. “Think somebody’s gonna show up here?” 
 
    “No, I’m worried about George and Malcolm,” Sam said. “If somebody shows up here, the cavalry will step in.” 
 
    “I didn’t see them around,” Yvonne said. 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Yeah, I didn’t see them the first time we came back here either. They sneak in like a thief in the night.” 
 
    “Amazes me how they keep those horses quiet,” Sid said. 
 
    “We probably should slow down on the talking,” Erica said. “It’ll carry sometimes.” 
 
    “She’s right, honey,” Yvonne said. 
 
    The two couples settled in to watch. 
 
      
 
    ***   
 
      
 
    Mr. Black finished his coffee. He looked at his cellphone. Mateo had been inside Juniors for over an hour. The restaurant was packed now, most of the theaters having dumped their patrons out onto the street. The Starbucks was filling up as well, the manager giving him the eye every so often for taking up space. He sent the pretty barista over to roust him. 
 
    “We have a policy about how long you can sit here,” she said, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “I understand, but need to stay for while longer. Meeting somebody. I buy more coffee? Maybe cookie?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll refill you. You already paid enough earlier.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, smiling warmly at her. 
 
    “Are you from Bulgaria?” 
 
    Mr. Black grinned. “I am. How you know? Accent?” 
 
    “You look like most of my family,” she said. “I’m half Bulgarian myself.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Not many around here.” 
 
    “There’s more than you think. I’ll get you that coffee.” She took his cup and scurried away. The manager was still watching him, but Mr. Black gave him a friendly nod, and then the barista told him something. The manager nodded back and smiled. His phone dinged. Message from Mr. White.  
 
    They standing up, already paid check. Get ready to follow. I don’t think we hit tonight. Too many innocents around.  
 
    Mr. Black returned the message, as the barista brought his coffee. 
 
    “Here you go,” she said. “I left room for cream again, but I didn’t see you get any.” 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “I clumsy, spill too often. Best if cup not so full.” 
 
    She smiled. “I figured. Stay as long as you want.” 
 
    “Sadly, I leave soon, but thank you. Maybe I see again sometime.” 
 
    She smiled, then turned and walked away. 
 
    Another text. They come out side door, near where I am on Schubert Alley. Be ready, but don’t come out until I send text. We don’t want to be together. Somebody might remember from inside Juniors. 
 
    Mr. Black typed his reply, and waited, watching again, sipping his coffee. He could see the entourage moving out of Schubert Alley now. They started towards 7th Avenue, walking slowly, chatting happily with each other. Mr. White rounded the corner, his phone out, typing a text. 
 
    Follow on your side of street. 
 
    He acknowledged the text, and got up to leave, shooting a smile at the barista and her manager on the way out. 
 
    There was still a decent-sized crowd on the sidewalk, making it easy to cover himself, traffic on the road still bumper to bumper as well. The entourage crossed 7th Street, continuing on, some of the entourage peeling off, going a different direction, leaving Mateo with three friends and two bodyguards. When they were half-way down the block, they entered the Hyatt. Mr. Black stopped, leaning against the wall across the street, pulling out his phone, waiting for the text he knew was coming. The phone dinged in his hand. 
 
    Intel wrong, Mateo live here. Friends ordered Uber, waiting in lobby. Mateo and bodyguards went to elevators. 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled, replying that he’d stay put and watch from across the street. He got a reply right away. 
 
    I hungry. Get sidewalk table at Bobby Van’s. We watch there. 
 
    Mr. Black replied, the young man at the host stand smiling at him. 
 
    “Can I help you, sir?” 
 
    Mr. Black smiled. “Table for two on sidewalk open?” 
 
    “Of course sir. Follow me.” He pulled two menus out of the holder and led the way. 
 
    “What time kitchen close?” Mr. Black asked as he sat down. 
 
    “Very late, so don’t worry,” the host said. “There are still shows running. We’ll get busy in about forty minutes. Would you like a drink?” 
 
    “Just water, thank you.” 
 
    The host smiled, then went back to his stand. Mr. White crossed the street and joined Mr. Black at the table. 
 
    “You sure he live there?” Mr. Black asked. “Why think that?” 
 
    “He go up elevator with bodyguards only. Picked up mail.” 
 
    Mr. Black smiled. “Okay. I convinced.” 
 
    “Gets better. He tell his buddies about massage parlor down street. Really shouldn’t talk so loud, a man in his position, no?” 
 
    “Bullshit, he use call girls. Have big expense account.” 
 
    Mr. White chuckled. “That what friend tell him. Mateo likes experience with young Asian girls.” 
 
    “Watch self, here come barista and manager from Starbucks.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Mr. White said. “You tell anything? That girl pretty, looks like Bulgarian.” 
 
    “No, tell nothing, but friendly with.” 
 
    “Think with little head again,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “Shut up, I older than her father. They’re coming in here. Girl just made eye contact.” 
 
    “My hand on gun,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “Don’t shoot. Didn’t notice before. Manager Bulgarian too. Something going on. No Globalists in Bulgaria.” 
 
    The young woman chatted with the host, who pulled menus and led them to the table next to Mr. Black and Mr. White. 
 
    “Oh, hello again,” the barista said. “My name is Albena, and this is Penko.” 
 
    “Didn’t notice manager was Bulgarian,” Mr. Black said. “Why you here?” 
 
    “We know you work for Ivan,” Albena whispered. “We part of Manhattan resistance.” 
 
    “You’re planning a hit on Mateo,” Penko said. “Us too.” 
 
    “This interesting,” Mr. White said. “How strong your group?” 
 
    “Two hundred members,” Penko said. “Not just in Manhattan, though. We’re also in the other boroughs.” 
 
    The waiter walked over. “Who’s ready to order?” 
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black both ordered appetizers. Penko said they weren’t ready to order yet, but asked for waters. They watched as the waiter left. 
 
    “How you know?” Mr. Black whispered. 
 
    “We had an operative in Juniors when you guys messed with the UN creeps,” Albena said. “He took a picture and ran it through our facial recognition system. You both came up.” 
 
    “Why resistance still in place here?” Mr. White asked. “War over.” 
 
    Penko chuckled. “Mid-Atlantic and New England states are still controlled by the globalists. They receded after the war ended, but most of the principles are still in place. The war isn’t over until we take them all out.” 
 
    “I see. What want from us?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    “We’re offering help if you need it,” Albena said. “If you have a good plan, we’ll leave you alone, or we could watch your back.” 
 
    “Convince us you’re really resistance,” Mr. White said. “Pretty face not affect me as much as my friend here.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Mr. Black said.  
 
    Albena smiled at him. “We use the tools we’re given.” 
 
    “Ivan is from Torrance, California,” Penko said quietly. 
 
    “That not common knowledge, but many people know,” Mr. Black said. “DOJ know, figure out while building case against him years ago. You could be with them, no?” 
 
    Penko shrugged. “If you really thought that, you’d be gone already, and we’d probably have our throats cut.” 
 
    Mr. White chuckled. “Okay, you right there. What else?” 
 
    “Ivan’s main funder is the same as ours,” Penko said. “Jared Carlson of the Samson Corporation. Loved those battle wagons and the off-roaders.” 
 
    Mr. Black and Mr. White glanced at each other, then back at Penko and Albena. 
 
    “Okay, they convince me,” Mr. Black said. “You?” 
 
    Mr. White nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good,” Penko said. 
 
    “I overhear conversation with Mateo and his friends,” Mr. White said softly. “He like massage parlor around block. We hope he sneak out for late-night treat.” 
 
    Penko chuckled. “Pig.” 
 
    “Why would he go to a cheapo massage parlor?” Albena asked. “He can do better than that. His organization has raped the world for funding. He’s got money coming out of his ears.” 
 
    “Some like sleaze factor,” Mr. White said. 
 
    The waiter showed up, putting the appetizers in front of Mr. White and Mr. Black. They dug in. 
 
    “So what you do to cause problems for Globalists lately?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    Penko leaned in closer. “Lance Evans.” 
 
    Mr. White looked up, grinning. “You did hit? We all think it Charles Livingston.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a hit, it was a wounding,” Penko said. “We knew he had a vest on. Our man told him Charles ordered the hit, knowing he would survive. Sadly, somebody killed our operative. We’ve been researching the killer, thanks to bystander video that was posted on YouTube. You won’t believe the connections we found.” 
 
    Mr. Black grinned. “You get them fighting each other. Nice.” 
 
    “What connections?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    “Lance’s family has a pretty crazy criminal background. Murders and torture. We haven’t figured out if Lance was a participant, or if it’s just family baggage. The man who killed our operative is suspected of several rather grisly murders, and there’s others related to him that are worse. Malcolm Davis would be very interested.” 
 
    “You know about Davis?” Mr. Black whispered. “Nobody know he tied to Ivan. Could’ve convinced us with that alone.” 
 
    “I would’ve said he was tied to General Hogan, not Ivan,” Penko whispered. 
 
    Mr. White chuckled. “I like, nice to have allies. Perhaps we work together, no?” 
 
    “Well, there’s more here than Mateo, and he’s not going to last long,” Albena whispered. 
 
    Mr. Black laughed. “Look, he going out for late-night snack, and goons not with him.” 
 
    Mr. White looked over, watching as Mateo hurried down the street towards 7th Avenue, crossing to their side of the street at the corner. 
 
    “I’ve never seen massage parlors this close to Time Square,” Albena said. “You know exactly where he’s going?” 
 
    “Upstairs in building on 44th and 7th Avenue,” Mr. White said. “Sixth floor. He very descriptive to buddies.” 
 
    “That’s a huge building with several ways out,” Penko said. “Good place for a hit.” 
 
    “We go?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    “Give him minute to dip wick,” Mr. White replied. “We go in, nail him, leave.” 
 
    “We’ll hang around on the street, just in case,” Albena said. “Give us your phone number. We’ll text you if we see cops or bodyguards.” 
 
    “What your number?” Mr. Black asked. Albena read it off to him and he punched it into his phone, then called her. 
 
    “You just wanted phone number,” Mr. White quipped. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Albena smiled. “I have some Bulgarian girl friends closer to your age. They’d be interested.” 
 
    Mr. Black smiled. “Later. You text if authorities raid? Mateo might get call out before we find him.” 
 
    “Won’t be authorities,” Mr. White said. “Bodyguards. He have at least two. Probably more in hotel suite.” 
 
    “We should go,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “You go, we’ll pay the check,” Penko said. 
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    Steely’s 
 
   I van, Ben, General Hogan, Ted, Haley, Dick, Robbie, and Morgan were in the intel room when Ivan’s phone dinged. He read the message, getting an alarmed expression, walking away with the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Wonder what that’s about?” Haley asked. 
 
    “Hopefully nothing went wrong in Manhattan,” Ted said. “Mr. Black and Mr. White are there now. I don’t trust the leadership of that city one bit.” 
 
    “George and Malcolm ought to be in place now,” General Hogan said. “This makes me nervous as hell. I hope the two of them can handle it.” 
 
    Robbie nodded. “I’m worried too, but remember how close the other location is.” 
 
    “I haven’t been impressed with these operatives so far,” Dick said. “Going up against George won’t be easy. He has a way of spinning situations into his favor.” 
 
    “Anybody can get lucky,” Ted said. 
 
    Ivan came back in. “Mr. White and Mr. Black are in place. They think Mateo is coming to a restaurant they’ve staked out.” 
 
    General Hogan’s phone dinged. He looked at it. “New message in the drop box. I’ll pull it up.” He did that, reading the message. “Both teams are in place. No sign of anybody yet.” 
 
    “So now we wait,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Are your guys really gonna hit Mateo?” Ted asked. 
 
    Ivan nodded. “The rules still apply though. No way out, no hit. We’ll just gather more intel on him, then send a larger team in there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    George drove the Jeep CJ into the parking lot of Steely’s, in full view of the street. He and Malcolm got out, Heidi following. 
 
    “Go down the street, to that vacant lot,” George said to Heidi. “See it? If things get crazy, you can fire at bad guys outside, but don’t show yourself if you can help it. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, picking up her M4 and rushing away. 
 
    “Nice job of getting her away from the action,” Malcolm quipped. 
 
    “Hell, she might help us out from there, you know.”  
 
    They went in the back door off the parking lot, the tinny bell going off as the door closed after them. The store was a mess, shelves of electronic components against every wall but the front, free-standing shelves between them, no rhyme nor reason for how items were placed. Malcolm pointed to a spot on the floor, and they put their long guns there, then walked into the front part of the store. 
 
    “Hey, gents, what can I do you for?” asked a skinny old man with a bald head, sitting on a stool behind a glass counter. He was wearing faded Levi’s and a T-shirt.  
 
    “Are you Steely?” George asked. 
 
    “Last I checked. Who might you be?” 
 
    “Friends of Elmer and Sid. We hear some generator parts came in.” 
 
    Steely stood in a flash, moving faster than he looked like he’d be able to, a sawed-off double barrel shotgun in his hands. 
 
    “Whoa, old man, we aren’t here to hurt you,” George said. 
 
    “Elmer told me to watch out for anybody asking questions about the residents of Dodge City,” the old man said. “Who are you guys?” 
 
    “We think somebody is gonna try to kill Elmer and Sid here,” Malcolm said. “Came to kill them instead.” 
 
    Steely looked back and forth at the two of them. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” He eyed Malcolm. “And why do you look so damn familiar? America’s Most Wanted, maybe?” 
 
    George laughed. “Well, that actually wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Hey,” Malcolm said. “That’s not nice.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re that serial killer guy,” Steely said. “Malcolm Davis. Well I’ll be damned.” 
 
    “So will you put down that shotgun now?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “Elmer never told me you were there,” he said. 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Malcolm said. “We were with General Hogan in Kansas. We’re working with members of the Dodge City team now.” 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “Well, Sam, Sid’s friend,” George said. “I go way back with him.” 
 
    “Tell me something about him,” Steely said. 
 
    “We need to get under cover and wait for the bad guys,” Malcolm said. “We don’t have time for this, Steely. If you keep us talking here, they’re liable to come in and open fire on all of us.” 
 
    “Sam lost his wife Connie to a booby trap,” George said. “He’s also ex-Special Forces, which is how I know him.” 
 
    “What branch?” 
 
    “Navy Seals.” 
 
    Steely set down the shotgun. “Okay, those are both true. Sam and I go back a ways. He’s with you guys now?” 
 
    “What’s left of the enemy is targeting resistance fighters,” George said. “We have reason to believe a hit will be attempted on Sid right here in this store. We’ve got a replica of his Jeep sitting in the parking lot.” 
 
    Steely rushed to the window, peeking outside. “Yep, that looks like Sid’s, all right. What do you want to do?” 
 
    “Hide and wait,” Malcolm said. “In two different places, if they’ve got a good view.” 
 
    “Okay, one of you can go up in the loft there,” he said, pointing. “The ladder is by the back door. The other can go back behind here. My office is there, but you can see if you get close and look through the shelving.” 
 
    “I’ll go into the loft,” George said, heading in that direction, Malcolm following him to get the long guns. 
 
    “Good Lord Almighty, where’d you get that?” Steely asked, eyeing Malcolm’s M60, it’s ammo belt swinging as he carried it. “Loved the Pig. Used one in Nam.” 
 
    “Ivan,” Malcolm whispered. “Back here, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said, taking him back there. “You’re gonna shoot this place up, ain’t ya?” 
 
    “I’m going to shoot bad guys. You’ll be paid for the stuff that gets damaged.” 
 
    “Keep that sawed-off handy, Steely,” George said from above. “You’re liable to need it. Or maybe you should go down the street.” 
 
    “I’m not doing that,” he said. “You got an M60 up there too?” 
 
    “Yeah, and an M4, and some grenades.” 
 
    “Grenades?” 
 
    “Last resort,” George said. “Doubt we’ll need them.” 
 
    “How’s the visibility up there?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “I can see the street and part of the parking lot from up here.” 
 
    “They can’t see you, I hope,” Malcolm said. 
 
    “George laughed. “Naw, there’s a bunch of junk to hide behind up here.” 
 
    “That’s not junk, it’s merchandise,” Steely said. 
 
    Malcolm chuckled. “I’m ready. Steely, if I say get down, that means drop to the floor. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it.” 
 
    “We’d better get quiet,” George said. “Somebody just parked a couple vehicles across the street. Nobody got out of them yet.” 
 
    “What kind of vehicles?” 
 
    “A small van and a small SUV,” George said softly. “Somebody just got out of the far side of the van, must have slid open the side door.” 
 
    “I just heard a car door in back,” Malcolm said. “It’s them all right. Just sent a text to Sam.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Steely asked. 
 
    “Alternate location,” Malcolm said. “His RV Park.” 
 
    “That’s close,” Steely said, moving the sawed-off out of sight, then leaning on the counter. They heard the back door open, the bell tinkling. A man moved in, a sub-machine gun out, Steely seeing the barrel before the man was visible. He picked up the shotgun. Malcolm picked up a loose electronic component and tossed it out into the front of the store. The barrel of the gun stopped moving, then the man ran in a crouch towards the spot, not noticing Steely behind the counter, seeing the component on the floor, knowing it didn’t get there by accident. He hit the floor, rolling towards the counter, just in time to get both barrels from Steely’s shotgun in the face. 
 
    “Shit,” George said, firing through the window with the M60, hitting both vehicles across the street, along with several of the men milling around next to them. “How about the guy in the store?” 
 
    “Face full of buckshot,” Steely said. “He won’t be getting up.” 
 
    The back door opened again, the bell tinkling, multiple footsteps coming in, one of the men whipping around the corner with a submachine gun, Malcolm spraying fire from his M4, taking that man down, another racing into the room, George firing the M60, knocking the man off his feet, Steely hitting a third man with a shot gun blast as he tried to rush in. 
 
    “Nailed those creeps,” Steely said, shoving two more shells into the shotgun. The windows in front exploded, hit with machinegun fire from the road, George returning fire, getting one man, two more getting under cover, Malcolm rushing out of his hiding place and heading for the back door, where several men were getting ready to rush in. He leveled the other M60, spraying fire, two of the men hit, another jumping behind a small wall in the back of the lot. Gunfire erupted from the other side of the store now, shattering windows, bullets ripping into stock on the shelves, Steely rushing out there and firing the shotgun again, George shooting at some men in the street with the M60. 
 
    “Holy crap, how many did they send?” Steely asked. “We’ve killed half a dozen at least.” 
 
    “Don’t know what was in the back,” George said. “Crap, another SUV just pulled up behind the first two. Then they all heard machine gun fire, bullets ripping into the SUV, killing the men inside. “Never mind, Heidi just wasted the lot of them.” 
 
    “Keep that woman,” Malcolm said. “Only one left behind the store that I could see. He’s behind a short wall in the back of the lot.” 
 
    “There’s at least two in the front,” George said. “They’re behind cover, so I can’t hit them from here. Time to go earn my pay.” 
 
    “You’re getting paid for this?” Steely asked. 
 
    “Figure of speech,” George said as he rushed to the ladder and climbed down, M60 in his hands, the M4 slung over his shoulder. “Gonna toss a grenade in back.” 
 
    “They ain’t firing anymore. Maybe they’ve left.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” George said, setting down the M60. He grabbed the M4 and slipped out the back door, getting behind the dumpster, catching a glimpse of the man hiding behind the wall. He fired, hitting the wall, causing the man to cry out as he was hit with chips from the cinder block, dropping onto his belly. Then George tossed the grenade next to him, the man trying to back away as it went off, killing him. 
 
    “Scratch the guy in the back,” George said. “I’m going around the other side of the building.” 
 
    “I’m heading towards the front,” Malcolm said. “Steely, keep an eye out.” 
 
    George moved along the back wall of the store, poking his head out, rifle fire hitting the side of the building, forcing him back. He got out another grenade, then stuck his rifle barrel out far enough to see, the man firing again, George laughing. “Come on out, moron!” He stuck the barrel out again, the machine gun going off again, hitting the side of the building and flying past the corner into the wall around the dumpster. Then there was a click and the firing stopped. Out of ammo. George slipped out and tossed the grenade, landing it under the car the man was hiding behind, blowing up, killing him as the car caught fire. 
 
    “Scratch the cretin on the left side,” George shouted. He rushed up that side of the store, stopping before he got to the front, seeing a man across the street, not hidden well enough from his position. George fired, tagging the man in the right thigh, another man getting up and trying to run into a building, Heidi hitting him before he got there. Then there was silence. 
 
    “I think that was the last one,” Malcolm shouted. “High body count.” 
 
    Suddenly there was the sound of pounding horse hoofs, Garrett’s cavalry rushing out from behind the buildings across the street, guns at the ready. 
 
    “I think we got them all, men,” George shouted. Sam’s Jeep roared up, followed by Sid’s, pulling up in the parking lot next to the replica Jeep. 
 
    “Holy shit, how many people did they send?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Lost count,” Malcolm said. “More than they should’ve.” 
 
    Heidi ran over from across the street, and then Sid and Yvonne walked over.  
 
    Steely rushed over to greet them. “Got a few enemies, I see.” 
 
    Sid shook his hand. “Sorry about the mess. We’ll get that taken care of.” 
 
    “No problem,” Steely said. “Broken glass, a little bit of merchandise shot up. No biggie.” 
 
    “You might want to make yourself scarce for a while,” Sid said. “They might want revenge.” 
 
    “I’d be surprised,” Sam said. “These were Mercs, although they weren’t very good Mercs.”  
 
    “And by the way, your friend Steely here dispatched several of them with that wicked shotgun of his,” Malcolm said to Sid. “I’m Malcolm Davis, by the way, and there’s George and Heidi.” 
 
    “Heard so much about you,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “Nobody showed up at the RV park, I take it?” George asked. 
 
    “Not a soul,” Sam said. 
 
    The group chatted a bit more, then Sam and Erica said tearful goodbyes. The team was back to the airport within the hour. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black rode the elevator to the sixth floor. 
 
    “Think they let us in?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    “I have idea. Let me do talking.” 
 
    Mr. White nodded, and they went to the door, with a simple sign that read Relaxation Therapy. The door opened suddenly, a well-dressed man walking out towards the elevators, avoiding eye contact. 
 
    “Just got oiled,” Mr. White quipped, opening the door again, walking to the counter, Mr. Black joining. An older Korean woman came out to greet them. 
 
    “Been here before?” she asked, eyeing them suspiciously. 
 
    “No, but hear of wonderful service,” Mr. Black said. “We Bulgarians, on UN diplomatic team. Hear of this establishment there.” 
 
    The woman’s face lit up. “Oh, we have many customers from there. Come, we take care of well.” She led the two men past the door, into a long hallway with doors on either side, some of them open. 
 
    “Here one room,” the woman said. Mr. White nodded, taking it. Then she walked Mr. Black to the next open door. A tiny Asian woman poked her head out one of the doors, her eyes wide. She receded quickly. 
 
    “She scared, no?” Mr. Black whispered. “We large men, but gentle.” 
 
    The woman sent an angry stare down the hall where the woman had been, then ushered Mr. Black inside. “Few minutes.” 
 
    Mr. Black went inside the room. There was some hushed, aggressive talk, and a slap, then some muffled crying. Mr. Black heard the old woman stomping back up towards the front, and grabbed her arm, yanking her inside, snapping her neck in an instant, setting her body on the floor behind the bed. Mr. White slipped over, getting into the room, looking at Mr. Black’s handiwork. 
 
    “Already?” Mr. White whispered. 
 
    “She mistreats girls, and she in way.” 
 
    Mr. White nodded. “Good. Three doors closed. Only two have lights on inside. You take one, I take other, no?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mr. Black whispered. They were about to leave when one of the girls came out of the room, walking towards them. 
 
    “I take one,” she said. “Me Britney. This room?” She walked in before the men could stop her, freezing in her tracks when she saw the legs of her boss sticking out from behind the bed. She peeked over, then turned back to them and smiled. “You do?” 
 
    Mr. Black nodded. 
 
    “You come for pig?” Britney asked, her face a mixture of disgust and glee. “He beat all the girls. Killed one last month.” 
 
    “UN creep,” Mr. White whispered. “What room?” 
 
    “Rear room, on right,” Britney said. “I show you how to sneak out afterwards. Back way. 
 
    A slight whimper came from the room at the back of the hall. Britney spat on the floor. “He do again. Pig.” 
 
    Mr. Black and Mr. White grinned at each other, then walked down the hall, crashing through the door, the young woman inside screaming. 
 
    “Not nice to beat women,” Mr. Black said, moving towards Mateo as he tried to get to the phone sitting on his pants, Mr. White grabbing him by the neck and punching him until he was unconscious. They heard the door of the other occupied room open, and footsteps running towards the door. 
 
    “UN?” Mr. Black asked Britney. 
 
    “No, another regular. He not beat us.” 
 
    “Let him go, but let’s finish this fast. Britney, lock front door and watch please.” 
 
    She nodded, rushing out there, several other women running after her, speaking to her in Korean. 
 
    “I brought knife, but no time to flay,” Mr. White quipped. 
 
    “Gut him alive, then slit throat,” Mr. Black said, eyeing a robe hanging on a hook behind the door. “Put that on.” 
 
    Mr. White chuckled, then put the robe on backwards, and began cutting, Mateo waking up during the process and screaming until Mr. Black came over and stuffed his underwear in his mouth. 
 
    “We need to go now,” he said. Mr. White nodded, holding the knife in front of Mateo’s terrified eyes, then slitting his throat from ear to ear, Mr. Black jumping back, narrowly avoiding the spurts of blood. 
 
    Mr. White wiped his knife with the robe, then put it back into the sheath on his lower left leg, pulling the pant leg down over it. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Britney rushed over, leading them through the shower and into another exit, dumping onto a long hallway. “Go to end, take service elevator to ground floor, escape through alley.” 
 
    “Thank you, Britney,” Mr. Black said. “You and other girls should leave now.” 
 
    “We have nowhere to go.” 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go,” Mr. White shouted. “That screaming will draw somebody.” 
 
    “Yes, go,” Britney said. She took Mr. Black’s hand and kissed the back, then scurried back into the massage parlor. 
 
    “Run,” Mr. White said. They ran down the hall, getting into the elevator and riding it down, the sound of sirens approaching as they got into the alley, ducking into the subway station. 
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    One Bar 
 
   I t was getting late. Ivan rushed into the intel room, most of the team there. He was grinning ear to ear. 
 
    “What happened?” Frank asked. 
 
    “The operation in Dulzura came off without a hitch. They sent fourteen Mercs after Sid. George, Malcolm, Heidi, and Steely killed them all.” 
 
    “None of our people got hurt?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “Not a scratch, although Steely will need some glass and merchandise replaced. I’ll take care of that.” 
 
    “When will the team be back?” Ted asked. 
 
    “They’ll be landing in Missoula soon.” 
 
    “So this happened earlier today?” Jane asked. 
 
    “I was napping when the message hit the drop box,” Ivan said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Shoot, I haven’t been in there for a while either. Been too wrapped up with the Joint Chiefs. They’re making progress on the enemy operatives still in the bureaucracy, but it’s like pulling teeth.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good that we drew some blood,” Tex said. 
 
    Jules nodded, but his brow was furrowed. “This might ramp up violence. People we leave behind must watch carefully. I’ll be worried until we hitting principles.” 
 
    “There is a problem,” Ivan said. “Justin and Katie are way overdue, and nobody can raise them.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Robbie said, his lower lip trembling. “Not them. Wonder if Steve and Colleen are okay?” 
 
    Morgan moved closer to him, her arm going around his shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t get too upset yet,” Sparky said, “they might have had to go someplace other than Dodge City. Justin and Katie have become pretty good fighters. They won’t be easy to take out.” 
 
    “Dammit, we need to hit a principle,” Ted said. “Taking out their Mercs is good, but it doesn’t send a strong enough message.” 
 
    “I agree,” General Hogan said. “What do we have on that front?” 
 
    “I’m expecting to hear from Mr. Black and Mr. White soon,” Ivan said. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “I’ve been seeing some interesting social media posts from the UK,” Jasmine said. “Lots of people over there distrust the story about Maggie being killed at the hospital, and now they’re all abuzz about the limo chase in Manchester. Everybody knows that Maggie’s got an estate in that town. It’s common knowledge over there.” 
 
    Ivan’s phone dinged, so he walked out of the room, reading the message. He came back into the room after a moment, a smirk on his face. 
 
    “What happened?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “Mr. White and Mr. Black were contacted by the resistance in that region.” 
 
    “Region?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Mid-Atlantic and New England,” Ivan said. “They tailed Mateo from the restaurant. The guy is stupid. He was bragging to a couple friends about some massage place on 7th Avenue on the way back to his hotel.” 
 
    General Hogan chuckled. “You’re joking.” 
 
    Ted’s brow was furrowed. “How do we know these resistance fighters aren’t really the enemy?” 
 
    “They talked it out,” Ivan said. “The resistance people knew things that they wouldn’t have known had they not been resistance.” 
 
    “Do you know these guys?” Ted asked. 
 
    “No, but I know of them. Our main funder is also supporting them.” 
 
    “Jared Carlson?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    Ivan nodded. “These resistance operatives made the phony hit on Lance Evans.” 
 
    Dick burst out laughing. “Really? That’s beautiful. Lance probably thinks it was Charles.” 
 
    “How do you make a phony hit without the target knowing about it?” Haley asked. 
 
    “They knew he’d be wearing a vest. Wounded him in the arm and shot him in the chest. The attacker said Charles says hi.”  
 
    “That’s hilarious,” Ted said. 
 
    “Might be why Charles Livingston took a powder,” Ivan said. “The fly in the ointment was that person who killed the phony hitman. That was not expected.” 
 
    “This expands the game some,” Ted said. “We should work together with this other resistance team.” 
 
    “It’s definitely worth looking into,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “I’m going to see if I can raise Jared Carlson. I want to ask him some questions about the other group. Be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    Ivan left the room. 
 
    “Hope this turns out to be a good thing,” Jerry said. 
 
    Jasmine looked over at him. “You look a little worried.” 
 
    “It’s just new information, that’s all,” Jerry said. “Hope Ivan’s guys didn’t share too much info.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about that,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “Whoa,” Jasmine said. “The House of Lords and the House of Commons are fighting it out this morning. The BBC is having a cow.” 
 
    “Why?” Agent Williams asked. 
 
    “Somebody leaked the truth about the DNA testing at the ICU unit. It’s from a reliable source. The House of Commons is demanding answers, and the House of Lords is calling them conspiracy theorists. The PM is heading over there now.” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “This will get good, no?” 
 
    “Everybody’s starting to whisper that the Royals are involved,” Jasmine said. “Damn, the message traffic is incredible now.” 
 
    “Might end up with riots like we’re seeing in Paris,” Jerry said. “Maybe we ought to turn on the TV. They’ve probably got coverage.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Jane said, her eyes glued to the screen. “Something’s happening in Manhattan. Something big. The NYPD has just blocked off 44th Street and 7th Avenue.” 
 
    General Hogan and Jules shot each other a glance. 
 
    “Could it be?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    Jules snickered. “Wouldn’t put it past those guys.” 
 
    Ivan rushed back into the room. “Something happened in New York. Just got a buzz from my news search.” 
 
    “We’re seeing it,” Jane said. 
 
    Ivan’s phone rang. “Mr. Black. I’ll put it on speaker.” He did that, setting the phone on the table. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “Hey, boss,” Mr. Black said, sounding out of breath. “Mateo dead. Gutted him like fish.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Subway train, heading away from area. Woman in brothel helped. She say Mateo beat up women there, killed one too.” 
 
    “We need to make sure that gets out,” Ted said. 
 
    “Uh oh, train just stop,” Mr. Black said. “We go. Wish us luck.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “Dammit, I hope they don’t get pinched,” Tex said. 
 
    Ivan smiled at him. “Those guys can get away. Trust me. We need to check into the killing he mentioned. If we can leak proof of Mateo killing a prostitute in Manhattan, we can blow this whole thing wide open. We know who his associates are. Where there’s one rat acting like a rat, there’s usually more.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Dark down here,” Mr. White said, pulling out his phone and using the flashlight feature. “We can’t stay on train.” 
 
    “Been down here before,” Mr. Black said. “Remember? Let’s get out.” 
 
    “What about others on car?” Mr. White whispered. 
 
    “Never mind them. Let’s go.” The two men got out of their seats and walked to the end of the car, going out the door onto the small platform between the cars, jumping to the ground. “Don’t step on tracks.” 
 
    “What, you think I moron?” Mr. White asked. They walked along, the air stuffy but warmer than outside. “How far?” 
 
    “Penn Station not too far. Remember maintenance tunnels there? Easy to enter.” 
 
    “Long walk, no?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    “We going that direction before train stopped, dummy. We passed 30th Street. Penn Station on 31st Street.” 
 
    The gravel crunched under their feet as they walked, nearing the end of their train, the glow of cellphones shining through the grimy windows of the cars. 
 
    “We can’t wander around Penn Station,” Mr. White said. “Cameras everywhere.” 
 
    “Cameras in here, but we can avoid. I’ve seen three already. Move over closer to wall.” 
 
    Mr. White nodded and they moved in closer, speeding up to a trot. They rounded a corner and then took another branch. 
 
    “You sure right way?” Mr. Black asked, sounding out of breath. 
 
    “Yes, I sure. Remember like yesterday. Watch for door on right. Might have to force. Usually locked.” 
 
    They kept going, getting to the door after a moment. Mr. White smiled, trying the door knob. It opened. “Fantastic security.” 
 
    Mr. Black snickered. “Probably where workers fire up dope.” 
 
    They got into the dark hallway, light coming out of an open door about fifty yards down. 
 
    “Quiet,” Mr. White whispered. They slowed down as they approached the door, Mr. Black peeking around the corner. 
 
    “Janitor’s room,” Mr. Black said. “Hey, there uniforms inside. We put on.” 
 
    “They fit?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    “Who cares? Like aprons. Come.” 
 
    They got inside, both of them putting on the yellow garments over their clothes. Mr. White grinned. “Look, mops. We take.” 
 
    “Finally job you qualified for,” Mr. Black quipped. 
 
    “Shut up.” The two pushed the mop handles, the yellow buckets rolling along the dirty floor, out into the hallway. The buzz of people grew louder as they got to the entrance to Penn Station. 
 
    “We need to make mess, mop up for while,” Mr. Black said.  
 
    They entered the busy station, people rushing from place to place. Mr. White saw a coffee cup sitting next to a bench. He knocked it off with his elbow, the drink falling to the floor and opening, spreading beige liquid over the floor in front of the bench. Mr. Black got out two yellow spill caution signs and put them around the floor, as Mr. White started to mop slowly. 
 
    “You look like you milk job,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    Mr. White turned to him and grinned. “Yes, I look like real subway worker.” Mr. Black snickered, then froze for a moment as a group of NYPD officers rushed in, heading down the long hallway past them. 
 
    “It working,” Mr. Black said. “Finish, we roll down closer to exit and get out.” 
 
    “They might have us on video,” Mr. White whispered. 
 
    “Yes, might, so we need to get back to hotel. When we get against wall over there, I knock down something else. Several coffee cups there, see them? You get us Uber.” 
 
    They got over there, Mr. White elbowing the first cup, hitting the floor, but empty. “Dammit.” He hit another, and it spread black coffee on the floor. “Pay dirt.” 
 
    Mr. Black used the Uber app to get a ride. “Okay, up we go.”  
 
    “Duck into restroom and take off uniforms,” Mr. White said. They rushed in there, going into stalls, coming out with out the uniforms, running up the steps to 8th Avenue, their Uber car there as they got to the curb. They piled in, the driver taking off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Charles and Jean sat in the reception room, the TV running video of riots in London. 
 
    “This is bad,” Jean said. 
 
    “Reminds me of Paris,” Charles said, his eyes not leaving the screen. 
 
    Jean shook his head, chuckling. “Whatever. Wonder who leaked the story about the DNA?” 
 
    “If I find out, they’ll be erased.” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky if we survive this,” Jean said. “The Royals will back away. Watch and see.” 
 
    “This is far from over. We should be hearing about the operation in Southern California any time now.” 
 
    “It didn’t work,” Jean said. “Should’ve happened hours ago. You know that. Try to call them. The whole team is probably dead.” 
 
    “We weren’t sure exactly when the targets would get to town. They probably got delayed until this morning.” 
 
    Jean laughed, getting up to grab a Danish off the table. “Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    “I’ll prove you wrong,” Charles said, picking up his cellphone and sending a text. “We’ll hear from them soon.” 
 
    Jean chuckled as he sat back down on the couch. “Well, I hope you’re right, Charles, but I doubt it.” 
 
    The minutes ticked by, Charles looking more and more nervous. 
 
    “See?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Whoa, look, the mob just overtook the cops in front of the PM’s residence,” Jean said, his eyes wide. “They’re crashing the door.”  
 
    There was the sound of machine gun fire, citizen protesters dropping to the ground in front of the residence. 
 
    “Dammit,” Charles muttered under his breath. “We’d better figure out how to get out of here. Can you imagine what the citizens of the UK are gonna think about that?” 
 
    Jean nodded. “Well, we agree on that, at least. Coming here was like jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire, to use an American colloquialism.” 
 
    Charles nodded. “We need to leave, but that’ll be easier said than done.” 
 
    “No return message from your California team?” 
 
    Charles picked up his phone and looked. “No, but it’s very early morning there. They might be asleep.” 
 
    Jean shook his head. Then a special bulletin flashed across the screen, video going to Manhattan. The announcer came on. 
 
    Manhattan is in shock, after Secretary General Mateo of the UN was brutally murdered tonight. A city-wide search is underway at this hour. The location of the murder was 7th Avenue and 44th Street, said by some witnesses to be an Asian massage parlor frequented by UN dignitaries. There has been no confirmation of that at this hour. 
 
    “And the UN is destroyed by their inability to contain their sexual desires once again,” Jean quipped, Charles shooting him a dirty glance. 
 
    Charles’s phone rang. He picked it up. “Rayan. Wonder what that son of a bitch wants?” 
 
    “No love for Rayan now?” 
 
    Charles shook his head, taking the call and putting it on speaker. 
 
    “Where are you?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Manhattan. You’ve heard the news, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, just saw it on TV. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Two things,” Rayan said. “The Dulzura attack failed. Franklin and Davis turned the tables, killed all fourteen of our Mercs. We’ll need to find another outfit. That was two thirds of the operatives that Casey’s outfit had, and they had already lost several men in the failed Wrightwood attack. He’s done.” 
 
    “Have him killed,” Charles said. “He knows way too much.” 
 
    “You are truly insane,” Rayan said. 
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement. Better hope we never meet again.” 
 
    “Blah blah blah. We’ll be lucky to survive this mess and you know it. The survivors want a meeting. Today. Especially the Justice. They’re on the verge of pulling all funding from this operation and disappearing into the woodwork. Speaking of the woodwork, where the hell are you?” 
 
    Jean snickered. “Out of the frying pan and into the fire.” 
 
    “Shut the hell up,” Charles said. 
 
    “Oh, the silly Frenchman is with you, huh? You know the citizens of the UK know the truth about Maggie. If you’re in the UK, you’re probably dead. Only a matter of time. Oh, and nice going on the failed hit of Lance. Now we have another group of enemies. You know about his family.” 
 
    “I didn’t hit Lance,” Charles said. “No bullshit. That was somebody else, and it was probably done to get us fighting each other. They made sure not to kill the bastard.” 
 
    Rayan chuckled. “Glad I have an escape route. You up for the meeting or not?” 
 
    Charles sighed. “I’ll do it by phone only. That okay?” 
 
    “That’ll do. I’ll shoot for eleven am, eastern standard time. If it’s a go I’ll call you at that time. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    The call went dead. 
 
    “That’s one insufferable little creep,” Charles said. “We never should’ve brought him in. He was supposed to give us an edge on intel, and so far he’s done nothing.” 
 
    Jean snickered. “I’m not even sure he’s on our side. That meeting might be a good way to lead the authorities right to us.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Robbie and Morgan were at their computers in the intel room. Frank and Jane came in, Lucy trotting alongside them. 
 
    “You’re up awfully early,” Jane said as she sat in front of her machine. 
 
    “I’m trying to find info about Justin and Katie,” Robbie said. “Nothing. I’m worried sick.” 
 
    “You guys are up pretty early too,” Morgan said. “What’s up?” 
 
    “My hacking of the principal’s computers isn’t going fast enough,” Frank said, pulling his chair up closer to the table. “The clock is running, and I want this to be over.” 
 
    “Did you see the video of London police firing machine guns at rioters last night?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “No way,” Frank said. “Really? They actually did that?” 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s driving the population completely nuts. The demonstrations and rioting are bigger than what we’re seeing in Paris now.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Jane said, eyes wide as she opened the video. “It’s on YouTube. They killed a lot of citizens.” 
 
    “What were they doing?” Frank asked, rolling his chair next to hers. 
 
    “They were right at the door of 10 Downing Street,” Jane said. “That’s going to lead to a big reaction. Why were the people rioting like this?” 
 
    “Somebody leaked the true DNA results from that hospital bombing,” Robbie said, not looking away from his screen. “Maggie’s DNA wasn’t there.” 
 
    Frank chuckled. “Oh boy. Yeah, I could see the shit hitting the fan over that.” 
 
    “Language,” Jane said. 
 
    Robbie smiled. “It’s okay, mom.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Colleen woke up, hanging upside down by her seatbelt in the back seat of the battered Jeep. She hurt everywhere, but her right leg was the worst. She could tell by the bend that it was broken. She reached over to touch Steve on the arm. His skin was cold. She broke into sobs, then looked up front. Justin was hanging there, blood all around his face. Katie wasn’t there, the windshield and side window where she was sitting broken out. As she shook off the grief and the pain, the smell hit her. Gasoline. Get out. Wait, there’s no source of combustion. Get out anyway. She fumbled for her seatbelt buckle, finding it and pulling hard. It released, dropping her on the ceiling of the car, her broken leg on fire with pain. She pulled herself out the broken side window, hitting the rocks and dirt on the passenger side of the broken Jeep Wrangler. What time is it? The sun was high in the sky. Midday. The thirst hit her suddenly. She crawled back to the car window, reaching in, finding her water bottle, opening it and drinking, trying to remember if there were more bottles in the car. 
 
    “Steve,” she said as she glanced at his lifeless body again, the sobs coming back. “Snap out of it, dammit. Find a cellphone.” 
 
    She looked on the ceiling for hers. Then she remembered it was in the pocket of her jeans, reaching for it, feeling the lump in her left pocket, forcing her bloody hands inside, reaching it. She brought it up to her face and pushed the button, the screen coming on. Battery was at eleven percent, and she had one bar. She hit the Sheriff’s station contact and put the phone to her ear. 
 
    “Wrightwood Sheriff’s office,” Kaye said. 
 
    “Kaye, it’s Colleen. We’re at the bottom of the cliff, off Highway 138, just past I-15.” 
 
    “Colleen, thank God,” Kaye said. “Is Steve okay? We’ve been trying to call you.” 
 
    “I’m the only one alive,” she said, breaking down. “Please help me.” 
 
    “Are you injured?” Kaye asked. 
 
    “Broken leg at least,” Colleen said. “Can’t tell. We were attacked on the road, and flew off the cliff after Justin was killed.” 
 
    “I’ll get somebody out there right away. How much battery do you have?” 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “We’ll send the chopper out,” Kaye said. “Do you have water?” 
 
    “I found half a bottle. There might be more in the Jeep, but I don’t know if I can reach it or not. I can barely move.” 
 
    “Okay, sit tight, and we’ll come get you,” Kaye said, ending the call. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 12 } 
 
    License to Kill 
 
   C harles looked at the clock. Almost eleven in New York. Six o’clock London time. His heart beat quicker as he watched the minutes tick by. Something’s wrong. 
 
    Jean came out of his room. “They haven’t called yet, huh?” 
 
    “No, not yet,” Charles said. 
 
    “They won’t. They’ve all gone into hiding.” 
 
    Charles shook his head. “Always jumping to the worst conclusion.” His phone rang. “There, what’d I tell you? Come on over and I’ll put it on speaker.” He answered and hit the speaker button. 
 
    “Charles?” Rayan’s voice asked. 
 
    “Yes. We’re ready. Who’s on?” 
 
    “They’re all gone,” Rayan said. “Every one of them.” 
 
    “Knew it,” Jean said, but he wasn’t smiling. His face was grim. 
 
    “Did you talk to any of them?” Charles asked, ignoring Jean’s comment. 
 
    “Justice Carleton,” Rayan said. “Said he helped the others leave, and he’s going into hiding now himself. It’s being portrayed as a medical leave.” 
 
    “That son of a bitch. Nothing is going to stop General Hogan’s team. Doesn’t that moron know?” 
 
    “He doesn’t, and he told me I’d be killed if I talked to you.” 
 
    “And yet you still called,” Jean said. 
 
    Rayan chuckled. “I agree with Charles. If we try to hide, chances are good that they’ll find us and kill us. We’d have a better chance together, but frankly, even together it looks bad to me. What can I say? I’d rather stay connected with you guys than be by myself.” 
 
    “What about Lance?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Nobody’s heard from him,” Rayan said. “He might be dead, you know. He was wounded.” 
 
    “His family is protecting him,” Charles said. “Get ahold of Victor Evans. I need to talk to him.” 
 
    “You’ll never convince him,” Jean said. 
 
    Charles turned towards him. “Maybe you ought to leave too, if you’re going to be negative all the time.” 
 
    “Let’s not lose any other members,” Rayan said. “Seriously. Jean, do you still have operatives in the game?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jean said. “I was trying to raise them earlier. Nobody’s taking my calls.” 
 
    “So Charles has no Mercs and you can’t raise yours. Wonderful.” 
 
    “If we’re gonna survive, we need to stop this back-biting,” Charles said. “Jean, you piss me off something awful, but we still have a better chance together than we do apart. Do you agree?” 
 
    Jean was silent for a moment, thinking it through. He finally shrugged. “Yes, I agree, although even together, survival for us will be a long shot. Our best chance might be Maggie’s contacts at this point.” 
 
    “There’s a wild debate going on in Parliament about Maggie right now,” Rayan said. 
 
    “What are they debating?” Charles asked, his heart beating quicker. 
 
    “The House of Commons wants to storm every one of her estates and search for her. They might get their way. The British people obviously want that to happen. The House of Lords is still fighting it, of course, and there are strong rumors that the Royals have vetoed any such operation.” 
 
    “They don’t rule England anymore,” Charles said. 
 
    Jean chuckled. “Oh yes they do, in more ways than you guys know about. We killed off our royalty for a reason.” 
 
    Rayan laughed. “Hate to admit it, but I think Jean is right about that.” 
 
    “A lot of good it did them,” Charles said. “Look at France now. It’s in worse shape than the UK.” 
 
    “After the last twenty-four hours, I’d say that’s debatable,” Rayan said, “but it doesn’t matter at this point. We can’t count on US Government protection anymore. I don’t think we can count on UN protection either, and the EU is basically gone. The US Navy finished off the last of their ships in the northern Atlantic this morning.” 
 
    “That wasn’t on the news,” Jean said. 
 
    “Trust me, it happened,” Rayan said. “Even though I’m no longer involved in the Mertins Corporation, I still have contacts there. The leadership is in the same kind of trouble we are, only worse.” 
 
    “Why worse?” Jean asked. 
 
    “The US Government is after them,” Rayan said. “That’s not the case with us.” 
 
    “Yes it is,” Jean said. “They just aren’t making it public. Why aren’t they going after the vigilantes who are trying to kill us? They know exactly where most of them are.” 
 
    “I know for a fact they don’t know where the principles are,” Rayan said. “If they knew, we’d know. Trust me on that. The Federal Government is still riddled with our operatives.” 
 
    “So what should we do?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Charles needs to talk to Maggie, and he needs to do it quickly,” Rayan said. “We’d all better hope she’s alive and lucid, too, or we’re done.” 
 
    “I still have my firm,” Charles said. “There’s lots of resources there which can be brought to bear.” 
 
    Rayan laughed. “There’s been injunctions filed against virtually all of your operations, Charles. Haven’t your people been talking to you?” 
 
    Charles sighed. “I didn’t let any of them know where I am or how to reach me. Thought it was safer.” 
 
    “It was safer, I suppose. No matter. You got the info indirectly, and that’s got to be good enough for now. Go talk to Maggie.” 
 
    The call ended. Charles picked up his phone and called Sebastian. The phone rang five times before he picked up. 
 
    “What’s up, boss? I’ve got my hands full.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Citizens are assaulting the estate,” Sebastian said. “I’m by far the most experienced operations guy they have left. If we had American gun laws here, this place would already be overrun. The citizens are out for blood after those idiot cops shot up the civilians on Downing Street.” 
 
    “What about the local police?” 
 
    Sebastian laughed. “Don’t you know what’s going on? Nobody supports Maggie now, except for some members of the House of Lords and the Royals. That support won’t last long at this rate. They aren’t gonna chuck the entire government because of Maggie. No way, no how.” 
 
    “I need to talk to her.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Sebastian said, “Can’t help you there. Pound on the door and talk to whoever shows up, if anybody does. I gotta go.” 
 
    The call ended, leaving Charles white as a sheet. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Jean asked. 
 
    “This estate is under attack. My chief of security is busy trying to defend the place. He said bang on the door until somebody comes… if somebody comes.” 
 
    “Shit, we’re gonna die down here.” 
 
    “No we aren’t. C’mon.” He walked towards the door and banged on it hard. Nobody answered. He waited for about five minutes, pacing, Jean leaning against the wall looking terrified. Then he banged on the door and waited again. Still nothing. 
 
    “This is a wood door,” Jean said. “We’ve got some pretty good silverware on the table there. If we could find something to use as a hammer with the knives, we might be able to get through to the lockset.” 
 
    Charles smiled. “Now you’re using the old bean. Let’s get to work.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    George, Heidi, Malcolm, Sam, and Erica came into the intel room. 
 
    “Get enough sleep?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “No problem,” George said. “I’ve been up for a while, surfing on my tablet. Things are going crazy. Did Mr. White and Mr. Black get away clean?” 
 
    “Yeah,” General Hogan said. “Slipped out via the subway tunnel after they shut the trains down, then grabbed an Uber up top.  
 
    “Did you hear anything else about Justin and Katie?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “No, sorry,” Sam said. “I’m worried too. It’s been too long without any notification.” 
 
    “Anybody checked the drop box lately?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “I’ll check it now,” General Hogan said, pulling his phone out. “There’s a message here. He opened it, reading, then looked over at Robbie with a grim expression. 
 
    “Oh, God no,” Robbie said. “No no no.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” General Hogan said. “They were forced off the road. Only one person in the car survived.” 
 
    “Who?” Erica asked, starting to break down. 
 
    “Colleen,” he said. 
 
    Robbie rushed out of the room, Morgan getting up to follow him. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Jane said, getting up. 
 
    “No, honey, give them time,” Frank said, tears running down his cheeks. 
 
    “I’d better notify the others,” Sam said, wiping the tears from his eyes. “Everybody from Dodge City was close to them.”  
 
    He pulled out his phone and sent a text, telling people to come into the intel room. They arrived quickly, and Sam gave them the news. The room was all sorrow and tears. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lance was surfing the internet on his laptop, the TV running in the background, showing video of the riots in England. The door squeaked open, Victor coming down the steps. 
 
    “What’s up?” Lance asked, not looking away from his screen. 
 
    “You aren’t gonna believe this. Charles and somebody named Jean called me. They say they didn’t hit you, and they want to talk.” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “Oh, really now? They leave a number?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just texted it to you.” 
 
    “Oh, didn’t notice,” Lance said. “Charles is having some big problems. Injunctions have been slapped on most of his companies.” 
 
    “Really? Didn’t hear about that. It hasn’t been on the news.” 
 
    Lance grinned. “You’re forgetting who taught Jason Beckler how to hack back in the day. I reviewed the court documents, and just finished reading notes that the Livingston legal team took on the matters this morning.” 
 
    “Are you gonna give them a call?” 
 
    “Sure, why not? I don’t think Charles paid for that hit. It was somebody else, and I should’ve seen it coming.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll leave you to it,” Victor said. “Have fun.” He left the bunker. 
 
    Lance opened the text message and tapped the phone number, making the call. It rang six times and then picked up. 
 
    “Hello. Who’s this?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Lance. What’s that hammering sound in the background?” 
 
    Charles chuckled. “That’s Jean. We’re locked in Maggie’s basement. Trying to get out using silverware and the arms from a chair.” 
 
    “Damn, you’re in worse shape than I am,” Lance said. “I know you didn’t order the hit.” 
 
    “Good,” Charles said. “You know who did it?” 
 
    “Been cruising the Reddit boards that the resistance uses. Somebody’s bragging about it on there. Stupid. They think nobody can see them.” 
 
    “The resistance? You mean that group that gave us all the trouble in the mid-Atlantic states?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Lance said. “They figured they’d get us fighting amongst ourselves. I’d call that a big fail. How bad is your situation?” 
 
    “About one step shy of dire,” Charles said 
 
    “Hey, who is that?” Jean asked in the background. 
 
    “It’s Lance. Knock that off for a minute and I’ll put it on speaker. There was a click, ambient room noise coming over the speaker. 
 
    “Hi, Lance, how’s it going?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t my favorite Frenchman.” 
 
    Jean chuckled. “I’m the only Frenchman you know, I suspect.” 
 
    “Touché. I’m good, just about recovered from the shot to my arm. Sounds like you guys are trying a jail break.” 
 
    “The peasants are storming the Bastille,” Jean quipped. 
 
    “Figures you’d say it that way,” Charles said. “How many of the group defected?” 
 
    “They didn’t defect, exactly,” Lance said. “They ran. I know where most of them are.” 
 
    “Do tell. Maybe we can get them back together. There’s no way we’ll win this in pieces.” 
 
    “You heard about Mateo, I’m sure,” Lance said. 
 
    “Yeah, that sick cretin deserved it, as far as I’m concerned,” Charles said. “There must be a lot of sexual repression in the UN.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Jean said.  
 
    “Are you free to move about?” Charles asked. 
 
    “No, not really. There’s an APB out on me, although I could show myself to the authorities and tell them I hid to prevent the attackers from finishing the job.” 
 
     “I’d start that with a phone call that can’t be traced, just in case,” Charles said. “They’ve put injunctions on most of my businesses, and I don’t even know what they think I’ve done wrong.” 
 
    “It’s the Feds,” Lance said. “Collusion with the enemy.” 
 
    “Shit. How do you know?” 
 
    “I hacked into your lawyer’s offices,” Lance said. 
 
    “That’s right, you’re good at that sort of thing,” Jean said. “Forgot.” 
 
    “I’m a little rusty, but it’s coming back fast, and security hasn’t gotten much better over the years. In some ways it’s easier, believe it or not.” 
 
    “How is it easier?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Everything is tied together now, plus you can use social media for clues. You’d be surprised what people will reveal to their friends there.” 
 
    Charles chuckled. “Well, here’s my suggestion. Assuming they aren’t doing to your firm what they’re doing to mine, I’d contact the authorities and come out of hiding, but have some good security with you at all times.” 
 
    “I’ve been watching for similar issues with my firm, but it’ll be harder for them to put two and two together, mainly because I wasn’t working the same angles you were. Good idea. I’ll do that, then contact the others and make them an offer they can’t refuse.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” Jean said. “We’d better get back to our jail break. If we can’t get out of here, you’ll be moving ahead without us.” 
 
    “If you’re at the Manchester Estate, you might be okay. Just saw video of the British army heading there to clear the rabble.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Hope they aren’t coming to help the rabble,” Charles said. “Talk to you soon. Thank you, Lance. It was good to hear from you.” 
 
    “We’ll talk soon,” Lance said. The call ended. Lance leaned back in his chair and laughed, hard and loud. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Garrett walked into the saloon, a somber expression on his face, joining Willard, Elmer, Chet, Ed, and a few others. 
 
    “Losing people is getting kind of old hat,” Ed said. “We might want to stay around here for our own protection.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Garrett said. “We’ve got enough supplies. No need to be running around.” 
 
    “Speaking of that, I invited somebody to come stay with us for a while,” Elmer said. “Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Steely, I’ll bet,” Garrett said. “Great. I’ll protect him from reprisals. Have him bring the generator parts if they didn’t get shot up.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you,” Elmer said. “We gonna do a memorial?” 
 
    “I’d like to,” Willard said. “I feel so goldarn bad about this. Justin was a good egg, and Katie was a sweetheart.” 
 
    “I know,” Chet said. “This is really tough.” 
 
    Sid and Yvonne walked in.  
 
    “Figured you’d all be in here,” Sid said. 
 
    “The kids are taking this hard,” Ed said, “especially so soon after Tyler.” 
 
    “Wonder if this is the end of the enemy attacks here?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “Time will tell,” Willard said. “If we can stay here and keep together, it’ll be a lot harder for them, at least.” 
 
    “Wonder if they’ve had any similar problems in Kansas?” Chet asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Garrett said. “I’d better go get Anna and Mia. Don’t like them out of my sight for long.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Creighton and Langston were huddled on the third-floor balcony over a shop, one block away from the action, their location giving them a commanding view. 
 
     “This is getting completely out-of-hand,” Langston said, bringing his binoculars down from his eyes, handing them to Creighton, who put them to his eyes.  
 
    “You ain’t kidding, mate. They’re bunched up at the gate. Gonna be tough for the police to get in front of them now.” 
 
    Langston nodded. “That is a strong gate, at least. The throng of people won’t be able to breach it unless they bring in a vehicle and get to a good ramming speed.” 
 
    They watched as more and more citizens arrived, most of them standing across the street in the English drizzle. Suddenly several citizens brought over some wooden crates, piling them up against the brick fence, other men coming with grappling hooks and rope. 
 
    “They’re gonna try getting over the wall,” Creighton said. “Look at that.” 
 
    The crates were in place, one man climbing up, putting him half way to the top of the wall. He swung his grappling hook with the rope, the hook catching the top, the man pulling hard to test it, then climbing up. When his head came above the top of the fence, a shot rang out, hitting the man in the face. He fell to the ground, the crowd roaring with outrage. 
 
    “My God,” Creighton said. “Who the hell gave the order to shoot?” 
 
    “I can’t say I blame them at this point,” Langston said. “What the hell else are they supposed to do?” 
 
    Langston’s phone dinged. He looked at it, then glanced at Creighton. “They’re sending the damn military. Hope they do a better job than they did in London. That was disgusting.” 
 
    “Disgusting but not surprising,” Creighton said, handing the binoculars back over. “They were about to break into the PM’s residence.” 
 
    Langston sat up higher, straining his eyes. “Commandos up on the roof of the estate’s front building.” He put the binoculars back to his eyes. “They think the wall will get breached any second. They’re setting up to defend.” 
 
    “Look, there goes another guy up the wall,” Creighton said. “Using the same rope, carrying a club.” 
 
    “A lot of good that’s gonna do him.” 
 
    The man got part way up, then took off his hat, sticking it on the club and holding it up, bringing another shot, the hat flying off, the club falling from his hands. 
 
    “What good did that do?” Langston asked. “Just ruined a good hat.” 
 
    “Probably didn’t do the club much good either,” Creighton quipped. “Oh crap, look at that. Approaching from the street.” 
 
    They both watched as a delivery truck headed towards the brick wall, crossing over the last street, the driver rolling out, his legs narrowly missed by the rear tires. The truck hit the bricks, partially knocking that section of fence down, more fire coming from the commandos on the roofs.  
 
    “Molotov cocktails,” Langston said, pointing as several men ran towards the breach in the wall, all tossing their cocktails, one of them hit by fire through the broken wall, the others scurrying back to grab more bottles, lighting them on the way and tossing them. 
 
    Langston’s phone dinged again. He read it and laughed. 
 
    “What?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “You aren’t going to believe this.” 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “Russell,” Langston said. “He just ordered us to kill Charles Livingston if we get inside. Maggie too. Then we’re to sneak away.” 
 
    “I don’t work for Russell.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Langston said. “Are you with me?” 
 
    “You think this is a good idea?” 
 
    Langston looked him in the eye. “These people are responsible for countless millions of innocent deaths. Are you with me?” 
 
    Creighton sighed. “Yeah, mate, let’s do it. There goes another truck, see it? They’ll breach the wall. How far away is that military column?” 
 
    “More than an hour.” 
 
    They watched as the second truck made a quick K-turn, pulling forward, then backing up full speed, the driver staying in place this time as the big truck rammed the brick wall, busting an entire section down, citizens flooding in around it, somebody tossing a Molotov cocktail onto the roof where the commandos were, a few catching fire, the others racing towards the trap door, not getting inside as a second cocktail hit. 
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    Thumb Drive 
 
   F rank stared at his screen, feeling hopeless. 
 
    “You okay, honey?” Jane asked. 
 
    “None of the companies these folks own put anything on their systems of use to us,” Frank said. “I think they learned from what the Mertins Corporation did.” 
 
    “Mertins Electronics was an active player in the conflict,” General Hogan said. “They were even setting enemy strategy. I doubt if any of these folks were doing that in a similar way.” 
 
    “One of them might have,” Malcolm said, turning from his laptop screen. “Lance Evans. You know who he is, right?” 
 
    General Hogan gave him a blank stare. 
 
    “His family is part of the clan that Jason Beckler was in. I didn’t make the connection until I got the name of the guy who saved Lance at Tavern on the Green.” 
 
    “What’s that you say?” George asked, coming in the door with Heidi. 
 
    “Lance Evans,” Malcolm said. “I was gonna bring this up, but figured I’d sit on it until our little job in Dulzura was finished.” 
 
    “Is he related to Sadie?” George asked. Heidi’s face went white. 
 
    “He’s almost certainly related, but I don’t know how close,” Malcolm said. “He’s the guy who taught Jason how to hack.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Jane said. “How dangerous is he to us?” 
 
    “If we weren’t already being extra cautious, he’d be very dangerous,” Malcolm said. “He might have more links to useful data on his firm’s systems, but he’ll have layer upon layer of security. Hackers are good at security. They know the tricks.” 
 
    “We’re doing this wrong,” Frank said, leaning back in his chair, a smirk on his face. “Why didn’t I see it before?” 
 
    “What do you mean, honey?” Jane asked. 
 
    “We’re starting with the hardest targets first,” Frank said. “We’ve got names of the Mercs who got killed trying to take out Justin and Katie the first time, and I’ll bet we could get names of the folks who showed up at Steely’s store as well.” 
 
    General Hogan chuckled. “Now we’re talking. I’ll go get on the horn with the Dulzura PD and see what I can find out about the folks you killed there. We’ll figure out what mercenary firm they’ve been working with. Those are the folks we need to target.” 
 
    “I’ll get started on the folks involved in the Wrightwood attack,” Frank said, “I’ve got those names right here.” 
 
    Robbie and Morgan came back in the room, going quietly to their PCs. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Robbie,” Jane said. He looked back at her with red eyes, nodding. 
 
    “Thanks, mom. What are we doing?” 
 
    “You want to help me with this set of names, son?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Robbie said, rolling his chair next to his dad’s. They had a hushed conversation, Jane moving closer to join in. 
 
    “We should get everybody that’s good at hacking in here right now, and divide this up,” George said. 
 
    “On it,” Heidi said. “I’ll text Jasmine, Ben, and Dick. They’re all good.” 
 
    “They are,” Malcolm said. “We need the names of Mateo’s body guards also. You never know. Might lead us to something.” 
 
    The people Heidi texted began showing up after a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I think I’m almost through,” Jean said, pausing his hammering, pulling the knife free and looking closely. 
 
    “We might want to stop, and barricade that door,” Charles said, eyes glued to the TV. “They’ve got news choppers over the estate. The citizens broke through the wall and took out the main group of commandos guarding the grounds. It might be easy for them to find this location.” 
 
    Jean rushed over, sitting on the couch in front of the TV. “Dammit, we’re toast. Look at all those people.” 
 
    “The military’s coming,” Charles said. 
 
    Jean chuckled. “Yeah, but we don’t know if they’re coming to help us or to arrest us.” 
 
    Charles shrugged. “They might not know we’re here.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bet any money on that.” 
 
    The special bulletin graphic came across the screen. 
 
    “Oh great, what now?” Jean asked. 
 
    “A mob just broke through the outer wall at Buckingham Palace,” Charles said, his heart in his throat. 
 
    “Well you can probably scratch the military detail now,” Jean said, watching the action. “They’ll high-tail it back to London. They weren’t that far along.” 
 
    There was the sound of a key going into the door, Charles and Jean whirling their heads around as it opened, several armed men rushing in, guns pointed at them. 
 
    “Freeze,” the first one said. Then Sebastian stepped into the room. 
 
    “Stand down, Stacey. They’re on our side.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry sir,” the commando said. 
 
    “Help get Maggie in here.” 
 
    The two men rushed out, helping to wheel in a gurney, Maggie strapped onto it, her eyes closed. 
 
    “Maggie!” Charles yelled, rushing to her side, touching her hand. It was warm, but she didn’t move. “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “She’s in a coma,” Sebastian said. “The doctor left before the rabble got here, and now he can’t get back. This isn’t good.” 
 
    The commandos shut the door, locked it back up, then moved some heavy furniture in front of the door. 
 
    “This is just a wooden door,” one of the men said. “Won’t hardly slow people down.” 
 
    Sebastian looked at it, starting to chuckle as he looked at the surface, dug out by the knives. “You guys were trying to escape, I see. Oak is tough stuff.” 
 
    “We were getting there,” Jean said, “but decided maybe we wanted that door serviceable when we saw the commoners climbing over the wall.” 
 
    “They killed a dozen commandos out there,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Charles asked. “I’m still paying you, remember?” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m not taking orders from you anymore,” Sebastian said. “I’ll try to get you out of here in one piece, but how that will happen will be my choice, not yours.” 
 
    “On who’s authority?” Charles asked. 
 
    A quiet man who was off to the side raised his hand. “On my authority, and if you argue, I’ll have you very quickly shot. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    “And who might you be?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Maggie’s brother and only heir. Cedric Hines. This is a family matter now. I have no allegiance to you whatsoever. As far as I’m concerned, we can leave you down here for the rioters to dispatch.” 
 
    “Sebastian, if you get Jean and I out of here alive, there will be a big payday in it for you.” 
 
    “How big?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “Twenty million sound about right?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Make it fifty and we have a deal.” 
 
    Charles smiled. “It’s a deal.” 
 
    “I can have you shot too,” Cedric said. Sebastian drew his gun, pointing it at Cedric. The commandos eyed each other, but did nothing. “You’re gonna let him do that?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, but you folks are through,” one of the commandos said. “I’ll be looking for another job tomorrow, if I don’t get killed. If you try to throw your weight around in here, I’ll do you myself.” 
 
    “You’ll never work anywhere in this country again, Percy,” Cedrick spat. 
 
    Charles chuckled. 
 
     “Don’t you get cocky either, Livingston,” Percy said. “You’re several notches below Maggie and Cedric in my book. Maggie was a silly old woman, and you helped guide her into this mess. You’ve ruined our country. It would be a pleasure to stop your Yankee clock.” 
 
    “How do you feel about Frenchmen?” Jean quipped. Everybody stared at him, and he shrugged. “Well, I thought it was funny anyway.” 
 
    Cedric laughed. “You folks should be talking to me. Who’s the only conscious person who’s lived here most of their life?” 
 
    Sebastian walked over to him, gun still out, and put it right up to the side of his head, the barrel touching. “Talk now. Better have something, or I’ll spread your brains all over this room.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you move your toy,” Cedric said defiantly. “You’ll need me alive.” 
 
    Sebastian chuckled. “Okay. I’m listening.” He lowered his gun. 
 
    “There’s two other ways out of here. You know about the tunnel that leads from the front driveway to this bunker. There are two other tunnels. You didn’t notice that the road continued past the doors for this area?” 
 
    “It was dark down there, and I had other priorities at the time,” Sebastian said. “How far away do these tunnels dump out?” 
 
    “One dumps out two blocks to the north. The other dumps out further, to the east, but you can’t get a vehicle out there. We’d have to walk out.” 
 
    “That’s not happening, except as a last resort,” Sebastian said. “Who else knows about these tunnels?” 
 
    “Nobody who’s in Manchester at the moment,” Cedric said. 
 
    “That tunnel has openings inside the property too,” Percy said. “There’s a good chance that the rabble will find them if they’re allowed to look around enough.” 
 
    “Why would they wander around the flower beds when there’s a nice mansion to sack?” Cedric asked. “Those tunnel trap doors are locked too.” 
 
    “Padlocks on the outside. It’ll take less time to get through them than that wall took,” Percy said. “I’ve never seen where the tunnel goes beyond this property, either. You’re gonna show us. Now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black were eating room service, watching TV coverage of the riots in London and Manchester. 
 
    “Hey, these guys limit our earning potential,” Mr. White quipped. “They kill scumbags before we get chance, no?” 
 
    Mr. Black snickered. “Don’t worry, plenty low-lifes here. You know what I don’t understand?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Mr. Black said. “Why UN still here, after what they do in California?” 
 
    “Portland too, remember?” Mr. White added. “This city still influenced by enemy from top to bottom. I’ll bet they cover up Mateo killing massage girl.” 
 
    “Is that even true?” 
 
    Mr. White shrugged. “Not know. Passed to Ivan. He was interested.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Mr. Black said. “Look at screen. Lance Evans come up for air.” 
 
    They both focused on the screen as the announcer talked. 
 
      
 
    Lance Evans, who’s been missing since the attack in Central Park last week, has resurfaced, calling the NYPD to explain why he was in hiding. Sources say it was the obvious—the hit men didn’t succeed, and would love to have another chance. Arrangements will be made to pick up Mr. Evans and put him under police protection. 
 
      
 
    “I call boss,” Mr. Black said, picking up his phone and hitting the contact. “I put on speaker.” 
 
    “Ivan?” 
 
    “Hello. How are you two doing? Nothing wrong, I hope.” 
 
    “Lance Evans just contacted NYPD. Told them he feared for life, went into hiding after the attack.” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Well that’s good news. Any details?” 
 
    “They just say he go under police protection,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “He’ll do nothing of the sort,” Ivan said, “but I suspect he will get back to his headquarters, where all of his systems and people are.” 
 
    “You want we should start poking around Evans Enterprises, boss?” 
 
    “No, you guys have been all over Manhattan. I was getting ready to suggest you take a powder.” 
 
    “Powder where?” asked Mr. Black. 
 
    “Someplace close by. Philly, or DC, perhaps. You still have the Lincoln, right?” 
 
    “In parking garage. We do as you wish.” 
 
    “Don’t leave yet. I’ll get back to you. Relax and enjoy room service. Don’t go walking around Manhattan.” 
 
    “I got, boss. Will do. Let us know.” Mr. Black ended the call. 
 
    “This be over sooner than expected,” Mr. White said. “Maggie toast. If others in UK, they toast too. Country fall apart, nobody interested in making nice with globalist thugs now, even for money. Wait and see.” 
 
    “Livingston have powerful friends in UK. Don’t count chickens yet.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m in,” Frank said. 
 
    “In where?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “The Merc outfit that provided muscle for the Wrightwood and Dulzura operations,” Frank said. “They’ve got lousy security.” 
 
    Malcolm smiled. “We need to get some of the others here to help.” 
 
    “We’ve got enough hackers,” Ben said. 
 
    “No, not hackers. George, Sam, Ted, Sparky, Jules, Tex. Those guys have connections with the Merc community. They might recognize names and locations.” 
 
    “You’re right,” General Hogan said. “I’m texting them now.” 
 
    “What’s the name of the firm?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “Sheridan Services,” Frank said. 
 
    “Good, I’ll see what else I can find out about them, but I’ll stay out of their systems.” 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t want to tip anybody off,” Frank said. 
 
    “What’s up, partner?” Tex asked, walking in with Karen, the others showing up after a moment. 
 
    “You guys hit pay dirt already?” George asked. 
 
    “I got into the system at Sheridan Services,” Frank said. “They provided Mercs for the Wrightwood and Dulzura operations.” 
 
    Jules grinned. “I know many who worked there. Not all do now, but some probably.” 
 
    “You didn’t recognize any of the names we dug up earlier?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Jules said. “I tell Agent Williams and Ted Crowley to come too. They know community.” 
 
    “Lots of turnover in that business, and they might have subcontracted with other outfits too,” Ted said. “I know the names of other firms that might have been involved. Hell, they might still be involved.” 
 
    “Whoa, I just got onto their payroll system,” Frank said. “These guys are dumb. It’s got names, amounts, and dates of payment.” 
 
    “Does it list what jobs the payments were for?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    Frank turned towards him. “They’re dumb, but they’re not that dumb.” Several in the room chuckled. 
 
    “I’m surprised they don’t have better security,” Malcolm said. “Most of what they do is in the grey area of legality.” 
 
    “What they did on these two operations was completely illegal,” Ted said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Agent Williams asked, walking in with Ted Crowley. 
 
    “Do you guys have knowledge about Sheridan Services?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    Agent Williams laughed. “Small firm. Been in trouble more than once. Almost everything they’ve done that we know about has been highly illegal, but difficult to prove, let alone prosecute.” 
 
    “They were involved in the hits?” Ted Crowley asked. 
 
    “People who have worked for them were killed or captured in the engagements,” Frank said. “What other companies do this sort of thing?” 
 
    “Hamilton Services,” Ted said. “I actually worked for them a couple times before I got out of the game. Good leadership, sketchy clients. I figured working there was a good way to get dead or sent to prison. Helped me decide to try the restaurant business.” 
 
    “That cut-throat too,” Jules said. 
 
    Ted snickered. “Yes, that’s true, Jules, but we usually work out our differences without shooting at each other.” 
 
    Jules snickered. “What you have, Frank?” 
 
    “Names of Mercs who haven’t been killed or captured,” Frank said. “I’m working on the locations of them now.” 
 
    “We pick up, get info,” Jules said. 
 
    “Ten to one most of them have escaped into the woodwork, partner,” Tex said. 
 
    “Probably, but we’ll learn a lot just from getting into their world,” Ted said. 
 
    Malcolm nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    “Let’s put a matrix together,” Agent Williams said, pulling up a chair. 
 
    “FBI procedures, huh?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Damn straight.” 
 
    Tex smiled. “Let’s work it, gents. Let’s take control of the battlefield. We’ve drawn some blood, but we need to strike more quickly.” 
 
    “We need to capture some of these guys, and kill others for the world to see,” George said. “We need to expose the leadership to the public while we target them.” 
 
    “Speaking of that, anything on that story about Mateo killing a massage parlor girl?” 
 
    “Ivan’s working that with some other operatives,” Ben said. “That’s why he’s not here. He’s been on the phone for more than an hour.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Penko was at his laptop in the darkened room when Albena rushed in. 
 
    “About time you got back,” Penko said, turning towards her as she pulled up a chair next to him. 
 
    “I’ve got what we needed,” she said. 
 
    “You did? How?” 
 
    “The mamasan isn’t interested in prison or deportation,” Albena said. She pulled a thumb drive out of her shirt pocket and handed it to him. 
 
    Penko grinned. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “That establishment wasn’t just running whores. They were also gathering blackmail videos. There’s enough here to cause an uprising about the UN in Manhattan.” 
 
    “Is the murder on there?” 
 
    Albena nodded. “We’ve got Mateo dead to rights. I almost wish the creep was still alive so we could enjoy watching him get arrested.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t arrest him,” Penko said. “Diplomatic immunity, remember?” 
 
    Albena smirked. “Never did understand that bit of garbage, but no matter. We’ll just take out the trash ourselves. Should I contact Mr. Black and Mr. White?” 
 
    “They just left for Philly,” Penko said. “Been chatting with them already. They put me in contact with Ivan. Show me the video. If it’s good enough, we’ll pass it to Ivan, and he’ll schedule a TV appearance.” 
 
    “You mean like he was doing in California?” 
 
    Penko smiled, nodding. “We show Mateo first, and then watch for the others to disappear. If they see the video, they’ll know the jig is up. We could hit them as they try to escape.” 
 
    “We could just dox them all,” Albena said. 
 
    “We should do that either way,” Penko said, “but we’ll discuss it with Ivan first. He’s an expert at this sort of thing. Remember that California was even more in the pocket of the globalists than the Mid-Atlantic region.” 
 
    “Yes, I was very impressed,” Albena said. “I hope to meet him someday.” 
 
    “He’s dangerous.” 
 
    Albena laughed. “So am I. Play the video.” 
 
    Penko stuck the thumb drive into his USB port and accessed the files. “Which one?” 
 
    “Sort the files alphabetically, then select the third one from the top. Oh, and by the way, there’s more than one murder here. There’s fourteen total, spanning the last several years.” 
 
    Penko nodded, following her instructions. The video played. Mateo was on a young Asian girl, violently smacking her about the face as he used her, somebody in the background yelling quiet. Mateo’s hands went around her neck. “You heard the lady,” he said as he squeezed the life out of the girl. Then he got up, turning towards the chair in the corner of the room, a clear shot of his face on the screen. He dressed and left quickly. 
 
    “Wow,” Penko said, selecting the file and attaching it to an encrypted message.  
 
    “Where are you sending that?” 
 
    “Drop box,” Penko said. “Already set up with Ivan.” 
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    Sea Harriers 
 
   C harles and Jean followed Sebastian, Cedric, and what was left of the commandos, two of them pushing Maggie’s gurney through the dark tunnel. 
 
    “You have an ambulance waiting, I hope?” Charles asked, walking next to the gurney. 
 
    Sebastian shot him a glance. “Keep it down. We have a large work van, about a hundred meters ahead.” 
 
    “Why not just bring it to the bunker door?” Jean whispered. 
 
    “The bunker doors are right under the front of the mansion, and there are vents,” Cedric whispered. “The rabble will smell the diesel if we have the engine running under there. They might even hear it, although there’s a lot of noise up there.” 
 
    “I see it,” Charles said, nodding ahead at the large beige van, a few armed men standing by it. They opened the double doors of the rear, and waited for the gurney to make its way across the rough cobble-stones of the road. 
 
    “You know where the rendezvous point is, correct?” Cedric asked the men. 
 
    “Yes sir,” one of them said, watching as the commandos lifted the gurney into the back of the vehicle. 
 
    Charles started to climb in, but a commando grabbed him by the arm and yanked him back, almost landing him on the ground. “You aren’t going with us.” 
 
    “Like hell I’m not,” Charles said. The commando pointed his assault rifle at Charles, the other commandos covering Sebastian and Jean. 
 
    Cedric chuckled. “You’re lucky these guns aren’t silenced. You’ll be going out on foot. About two hundred meters ahead there’s a branch to the right. Take that, then walk another two kilometers. It gets a little tight at the end, but you can still stand upright. There’s an old-fashioned bolt on the inside of the door.” He got into the van, the commandos joining him, and they rolled slowly away. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Jean said. “Think there’s really another way out of here?” 
 
    “Perhaps, but we aren’t taking it,” Sebastian said. “No way in hell. We’re staying in the big tunnel.” 
 
    Charles nodded. “That would be my suggestion. Wish I had better shoes on.” 
 
    “It is what it is, boss,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Oh, it’s boss again, is it?” Charles asked. 
 
    “I knew this was going to happen. Too many vents to the grounds above, which is the only reason I didn’t waste those creeps before we came in the tunnel. We best get moving, because they’ll be through that oak door back there soon. They might have already gotten through.” 
 
    “Marvelous,” Jean said. 
 
    The trio walked fast, just under a trot. 
 
    “What if the van has been stopped at the exit?” Charles asked. 
 
    “I’ll open fire,” Sebastian said. 
 
    Charles shook his head. “You might hit Maggie.” 
 
    “I agreed to get you and Frenchy out of here,” Sebastian said. “I could care less about anybody else.” 
 
    “Then I’ll renegotiate and add her protection to the contract.” 
 
    Sebastian pointed his pistol at Charles. “Here’s my counter-negotiation. Now shut up and let’s save our skins.” 
 
    “He’s right, Charles,” Jean said. “Maggie may never come out of that coma. We need to protect number one.” 
 
    Charles eyed both of them, then nodded. “Okay, I’m convinced. Let’s go.” 
 
    They kept walking, passing by the branch to the walk-out tunnel. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ben was working at his laptop when he got a text. 
 
    “Who’s that, partner?” Tex asked. 
 
    Ben turned towards him, grinning. “Ivan. He wants me to help him with a TV appearance.” 
 
    Frank turned towards them. “He got proof of Mateo killing the hooker. Can’t be anything else.” 
 
    Ben nodded, getting up, walking quickly out of the intel room and joining Ivan in their makeshift studio. Ivan was already suited up in his gangster outfit. 
 
    “What’d you get, boss?” 
 
    Ivan smiled. “Mateo killing a young lady. Clean shot of his face. It’s even got his voice on there, so the experts will be able to confirm it was him. This isn’t the only murder on video, either.” 
 
    “Oh, crap. How many are we talking about?” 
 
    “Fourteen total, including the Mateo segment.” 
 
    “Where’d you get them?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Our underground friends in Manhattan,” Ivan said. “I think this is the start of a very good partnership. Let’s get busy. I’ve got a prime-time window on all Mid-Atlantic channels tonight.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lance was at his laptop, gathering data for his file of locations, bank accounts, and security connections. The TV was running, showing the rioting in London and Manchester, Lance using it as background noise. Victor came through the trap door. 
 
    “When are you going downtown?” he asked. 
 
    “I made a deal. I’ll show myself as soon as the person or persons responsible for the murder of Mateo have been captured and indicted. My status of being missing and presumed dead has been lifted, and I’ve been given the ability to run my company in the meantime.” 
 
    Victor chuckled. “You got your cake and get to eat it too, huh? Nice. You’re going to stay here for the time being?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Victor said. “Glad to have you here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The TV went silent. 
 
    “Ah, shit, what’s wrong?” Lance asked, turning towards it, seeing a black screen. “It’s busted already?” 
 
    The picture came back on, showing Ivan the Butcher in full gangster costume, sitting behind a big wooden desk, his fedora cocked to one side. He smiled. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Victor said. “You know who that is, right?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Lance said, eyes glued to the screen. 
 
      
 
    Greetings, citizens of New York. I’m Ivan the Butcher. You might remember me from my TV appearances in the great state of California. I come to you with some important news. The leadership of your city have been lying to you. They say Mateo, the Secretary General of the UN, was killed by a criminal, and there’s a huge, expensive manhunt happening throughout the region as we speak.  
 
    They aren’t telling you the whole story. Small wonder.  
 
    Your government is still riddled with the same traitors that perpetrated the war, killing millions. Their hive is UN Headquarters, which is still being allowed to exist on US soil, even after their heinous crimes against humanity. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve got something big,” Lance said under his breath, his face white as a sheet. 
 
    The screen changed to surveillance video, showing abuse and murder of a massage parlor girl, Mateo’s face and voice clearly evident. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Victor said under his breath. “This isn’t good.” 
 
    “No matter,” Lance said. “What’s done is done. Mateo is dead. I could care less about his legacy.” 
 
    Ivan was back on the screen. 
 
      
 
    Pretty disgusting, wasn’t it? I’m sure there are legions of you out there who will verify what I already know via voice-print analysis. Mateo and a number of UN thugs frequented this establishment, and no less than fourteen young women have died at their hands there. My question to all of you is this. Knowing what we do about the UN’s actions in California, Oregon, and other locations throughout the southwest, why do you still allow the UN to operate in your city? This is your city, your state, and your country. It’s time to take out the trash. It’s time to destroy the UN. Rise up. It’s your duty as citizens. 
 
      
 
    “Geez,” Victor said. “Why are they letting this jam our channels for so long?” 
 
    “Quiet, he’s about to say more.” 
 
      
 
    The UN hasn’t been working alone. I think you all know that. Their support is strong in the state and local governments, and sadly even in pockets of the federal government. This power base is funded by the following individuals, all of whom are in hiding at this time, leaving contracts behind to take out my associates, myself, and other resistance groups. I think it’s time for you to get to know their names and faces. 
 
      
 
    The screen went to a graphic showing pictures of all twenty of the globalist sponsors, with names under each. 
 
    “You’re on there,” Victor said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “We’re all on there,” Lance said. “Maggie, Charles, Jean, Rayan, Mateo, Justice Carleton, Jackie, Kurt… crap, all of us.” 
 
    Ivan got out from behind his desk, standing in front of it, the camera zooming tightly onto his face. 
 
      
 
    You know what to do. Overrun the UN. Kick them out of your country for good. Hunt down their funders and supporters and kill them if possible. Prison won’t hold them. They are the enemy, every bit as evil as the men who staged the Rape of Nanking or manned murder camps in Germany, the USSR, and Red China. Find them and dispatch them, or they’ll continue to work towards Globalist Tyranny. Thank you and good night. 
 
      
 
    The TV screen went back to the cable news station, the news readers shuffling papers nervously, having just watched the broadcast themselves. 
 
    “What now?” Victor asked. 
 
    “What do you mean what now? We’ll double down.” 
 
    “Won’t the authorities stop the deal they just made with you?” Victor asked. “Won’t they cut you off from your firms again?” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “I already did what I needed to do. These resistance idiots can run but they can’t hide. We’ll take them out one by one, and then go after their families.” 
 
    “Didn’t you already try that? Their response was to take down a sitting head of state.” 
 
    “Mateo was a moron,” Lance said. “The rest of us are not. They’ll figure out how screwed they are soon enough. I already know who the main resistance funder is. He won’t last long, nor will his stupid little company.” 
 
    “Which company?” 
 
    “Samson Corporation. Maybe we’ll stuff Jared Carlson into one of his rocket toys and launch him to the moon.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, then stood. “I hope you know what you’re doing, cousin. Carlson may be difficult to screw with. Rumor has it he cooked up those battle wagons and off-roaders that ruined your guys in Cali.” 
 
    “What’s he gonna do, shoot me with a ray gun?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Langston and Creighton were still on the balcony watching the events unfold at Maggie’s estate. 
 
    “Well, they’ve completely breached the mansion,” Creighton said. “I’m seeing them on the third-floor balcony now. What are you looking at, anyway?” 
 
    Langston grinned, not looking towards him, binoculars still to his eyes. “You folks in Scotland Yard don’t do much research, do you?” 
 
    Creighton snickered. “I wasn’t even supposed to be on this operation, remember? It’s not like I can get an intel work-up done on an operation that doesn’t exist to them.” 
 
    “Fair point. That estate was built in 1531. Drawings of the facility are available, but you have to know what you’re looking at to make sense of them.” 
 
    “Drawings? We already know what the bloody place looks like.” 
 
    Langston chuckled. “I’m not talking about those kinds of drawings, I’m talking about architect’s drawings.” 
 
    Creighton was silent for a moment, but then he chuckled. “There’s another way out. Probably a tunnel.” 
 
    “There’s hope for Scotland Yard yet.” 
 
    “Where does it dump out?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “Two blocks away, in the brick works. There’s a wall blocking view of the tunnel from the street. We’re high enough to see over it.” 
 
    “Blimey, that’s why we’re up here, huh? Why aren’t we waiting at the opening?” 
 
    “There’s another MI6 team down there. They’ll turn those folks around. Then we’ll go hunting.” 
 
    Creighton was silent for a moment, thinking. “What about RaSP? They might get in the way.” 
 
    Langston laughed. “The Royalty Protection Command? They’re just glorified body guards. They’re no match for MI6, mate.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” Creighton said. “I know a few of those chaps. They’re all top-shelf Special Forces veterans. You don’t want to tangle with those blokes. Trust me.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch, here they come. Big beige van, see it?” 
 
    Creighton squinted, nodding as he saw the van get out of the tunnel, heading towards a gate. 
 
    Langston pulled out his phone and hit a contact. “They’re out. All units converge. Shoot to kill. I repeat, shoot to kill. We have orders and clearance.” 
 
    Langston listened to his phone for a moment. 
 
    “Yes, you heard me right,” he said. “Direct order from Russell, which he got from the PM himself.” 
 
    “What now?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “Now we go down there. C’mon.” 
 
    They raced through the flat and down the stairs, rushing out the back door of the shop, getting to their vehicle. 
 
    “You mind driving so I can man the phone?” Langston asked. 
 
    “No problem,” Creighton said. “Not very far at least. Looked like just a few blocks from here.” 
 
    They took off, tires squealing, racing north a couple blocks away from the estate, which still had throngs of people surrounding it. 
 
    “Turn left two blocks down,” Langston said. He hit the contact on his phone. “Talk to me.” He had a hushed conversation, then put his phone down. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “They haven’t left the brick yard yet,” Langston said. “Something about this doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “RaSP,” Creighton said, shaking his head as he made the turn, racing up two blocks, the stone walls of the brickyard coming into view. “Geez, how old is that place?” 
 
    “The Hines family made their fortune in the brick business originally.” 
 
    Gunfire erupted ahead of them. 
 
    “Here we go,” Creighton said. 
 
    “Pull over there,” Langston said, pointing, his phone to his ear again. “Dammit, I don’t care who they are, they’re shooting at the police and MI6 agents. Don’t let them get out.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Creighton said as they sat in the car, the machine gun fire ramping up fast, sirens sounding now as police began the trip to the area. “It’s the bloody RaSP, isn’t it?” 
 
    Langston nodded. “Bloody well is. We’ve got them surrounded with superior forces, though, and there’s local cops on the way too.” 
 
    “You hope. What’s that sound?” 
 
    Langston heard it at that instant. The whine of jet engines. He put his phone back to his ear. “What is that?” 
 
    “Look there,” Creighton said, a smile on his face. “Sea Harriers, see them?” 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” 
 
    “They’re the good guys, right?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “Don’t count on it, RAF retired those years ago,” Langston said, his comment punctuated with fire from the Harriers, flying straight towards the area, several missiles hitting, pieces of cars and men flying into the air. 
 
    “I hope they’re hitting the right targets,” Creighton said. 
 
    “Hey, dammit, what’s going on?” Langston shouted into his phone, turning towards Creighton red-faced. 
 
    “Shit,” Creighton said. “They killed your guys, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah, and now they’re escorting Maggie’s van into the countryside.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    Langston’s brow furrowed. “Drive into that brickyard, and let’s see what we can find out in that tunnel.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure, so drive, dammit. Bloody hell.” 
 
    Creighton started the car and they drove to the battered front gate of the brickyard, broken cars and buildings here and there. “Go in?” 
 
    Langston nodded, so Creighton drove inside. “Where the hell is that tunnel?” 
 
    “I’ve seen pictures,” Langston said. “Park and let’s walk in. Grab your long gun.” 
 
    Creighton found a good place, behind one of the brick factory’s out-buildings, and they got out, grabbing their weapons out of the back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “They just left the tunnel,” Sebastian said. “Maybe we ought to slow down a tad. I’d rather come out after they’re gone.” 
 
    They continued on in the darkness, hearing the sound of machinegun fire as they neared the ramp. 
 
    “That’s why I didn’t want to hurry,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Shit, maybe we should go to that smaller tunnel, no?” 
 
    “No,” Charles said. “I might be able to save Maggie.” 
 
    Sebastian cracked up. “Give me a break. I want to go out there because I don’t believe Cedric about that other tunnel. The last thing he wanted was for us to get away.” 
 
    “I see your point,” Jean said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    All of them froze when they heard jet engines, with more rapid automatic fire followed by several explosions. 
 
    “Sounds like the military is here,” Sebastian said. “Know that sound anywhere. Those are Sea Harriers. I’m usually glad to hear that sound. Not so much at the moment.” 
 
    “You think they’re trying to stop Maggie and Cedric from escaping?” Charles asked. 
 
    Sebastian chuckled. “No, probably the other way around. They might have left some troops around to clean up, too.” 
 
    “Clean up what?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Us,” Sebastian said as he kept walking, Charles and Jean stopping in their tracks. 
 
    “Why do you want to go out there?” Charles asked. 
 
    “To know where we stand,” Sebastian said. “We’re probably not gonna live through this. We can’t go back, because the rabble has gotten into that bunker by now. None of us want to take Cedric’s advice. This is the best shot we’ve got.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to reconsider Cedric’s advice,” Charles said. 
 
    Sebastian shook his head. “You morons do what you want. I’m out of here. I’ll collect from your estate, Charles.” 
 
    “Not if you don’t help us,” Charles said. “My estate won’t give you dollar one if I’m gone.” 
 
    “I know where your son and grandkids are,” Sebastian said as he continued walking towards the ramp. 
 
    “Let him go,” Jean said. “Let’s go the other way.” 
 
    Charles thought about it for a moment. “No. We aren’t even armed. I’m going with Sebastian.” 
 
    “Smart choice,” Sebastian said. “Come on. Stay out of the way if I’ve got to fight. Comprende?” 
 
    “Yeah, we get it,” Charles said, moving forward, Jean reluctantly following. 
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    House Arrest 
 
   J ared Carlson came out onto the walkaround porch of his 1890s farm house, looking over the miles of Wyoming plains he owned. It was mid-day, and he was bored, squinting into the sun, pushing his long grey hair out of his eyes. His phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket, thin as a credit card, the satellite link icon showing. It was his son Alex, twenty-five and full of promise. 
 
    “Alex, what’s up?” 
 
    “Dad, how long are you gonna be there?” 
 
    Jared sighed. “That’s not the right question. Why aren’t you out here? I told you what the resistance leadership said. We’re targets.” 
 
    “I’m too busy,” he said. “Why are you spending so much time on this? The war’s over. I think your buddy Ivan and the others are just trying to milk us.” 
 
    “Yeah, the main part of the war is over, but it’s not helping us at the moment. We’ve got undivided attention of the worst sort. They could cruise into Missoula and nab you at any moment. This is much more secure than the plant.” 
 
    Alex chuckled. “I wouldn’t want to attack the plant. It’s a good way to get dead. I thought you were coming to Missoula anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be there in a few days, but I’m going to a secret location, and I’m not sticking around.” 
 
    “The robots, huh? You really want those out there? They’re more dangerous than my stuff.” 
 
    “We aren’t bringing them to market yet.” 
 
    “What if that resistance base gets overrun?” 
 
    “The robots will kill everybody who shows up,” Jared said. “Then they’ll self-destruct.” 
 
    “I still think you’re wasting too much time on this. Try to come by the plant after you’re done with those guys. I’ve got an idea we need to discuss.” 
 
    “You aren’t experimenting with that drive system again, are you?” 
 
    Alex chuckled. “Why wouldn’t I? It’s the wave of the future. Chemical rockets won’t get us out of the solar system. You know that.” 
 
    “Mankind isn’t ready for that capability, son,” Jared said. “This war is a case in point. If we’d have released any of this new technology we’re sitting on, things would be so much worse. You do know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I know that. I’m worried about you out there all alone. It’s too remote. If somebody does target you, how will you react?” 
 
    “I’ve got robots here, plus I’d see them more than a mile out. I could take the speeder out there and nail them, too.” 
 
    “Promise me you won’t do that,” Alex said. “Go in the bunker and call for help. Or better yet, just sink the house. You spent a lot of money on that technology.” 
 
    Jared chuckled. “That was for energy conservation and moon base testing, not protection, and I’ve got bugs to work out with that. Last time I tried it, there were several leaks. Plumbing and hydraulic. The water leak could’ve trapped me down there.” 
 
    “I thought you fixed that, Dad.” 
 
    “I did, but it has to be tested. That’s important. Never forget it.” 
 
    Alex chuckled. “Why do you think I keep testing the drive? It needs to be tested in a vehicle now.” 
 
    “I’m not letting you take one of the fusion reactors out of the plant,” Jared said. “Like I said, our people aren’t ready. Hell, the technology isn’t ready either. Not really.” 
 
    “It works. You just don’t want to release it until the world stabilizes. I actually don’t fault you for that.” 
 
    “Alex…” 
 
    “Will you at least think about coming? I’d like to see you too, you know. It’s been several months.” 
 
    There was silence on the line for a moment. 
 
    “You still there, dad?” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll make the time to meet you at the plant. Fair enough? See you in a few days. You’re still living there, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alex said. 
 
    “For now, don’t go outside. Please?” 
 
    “I promise,” Alex said. “See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Creighton and Langston crept towards the opening to the tunnel, which was in a work shed near the eastern boundary of the brick yard. 
 
    “Listen,” Creighton whispered. “Hammering on metal. I’ll bet somebody is trapped there.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be surprised,” Langston whispered. “Let’s go, but watch yourself.” 
 
    “You’re not going to call for backup?” 
 
    Langston shot him a grim look. “There isn’t anybody close by. All the local staff plus half a dozen from London were just killed here. How about the Yard?” 
 
    “We use local police most of the time,” Creighton said. “Looks like most of them got killed too.” 
 
    “Then it’s up to us,” Langston said. “Probably nobody left that’s of value anyway. Might even be some of the citizens trying to get through.” 
 
    “Might be,” Creighton whispered as they moved forward, assault rifles pointing ahead as they went. 
 
    “Look, there’s a button for the doors,” Langston whispered, rushing inside the shed, Creighton following. “Dammit, it’s got a keypad.” 
 
    “The banging stopped,” Creighton said. “They probably gave up.” 
 
    “There’s another way, but it’s nearly a kilometer away.” 
 
    Creighton shook his head. “Hell, they’ll get away if they can use that.” 
 
    “It’s not drivable. You can barely fit the final hundred meters or so. People were a little smaller back when that was built.” 
 
    “Whoa, you hear the voices?” Creighton asked. “Sounds like the rabble has gotten to the door now.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re wasting our time here. Let’s go to the other location.” 
 
    Creighton nodded and they ran to the vehicle, Creighton getting back behind the wheel. “So who do you think made it out of there?” 
 
    “If I had to guess, Maggie and her brother Cedric.” 
 
    “You don’t think Maggie would’ve taken the others?” 
 
    “We’re not even positive there were any others,” Langston said. 
 
    “C’mon, mate, Charles Livingston’s private jet arrived here, and there was that limo that crashed the gate at the airport. Who do you think that was?” 
 
    “All right, it looks bad, although one of Livingston’s firms does have a headquarters here, and they did arrest the CFO of the main firm. We might be jumping to conclusions a bit.” 
 
    “Nobody can raise Livingston, or any of the others. Doesn’t that bother you?” 
 
    Langston laughed. “Bloody hell, everything that’s happened during the last year bothers me. Take the next left turn.” His phone rang. He put it on speaker. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good, you’re still alive,” Russell said. “We’ve got a civil war coming. How many agents did we lose?” 
 
    “Everybody from the look of it, but send some medical help anyway. I didn’t go check bodies. Might be some alive. I’m still on the hunt.” 
 
    “You won’t get Maggie or Cedric,” Russell said. “We know where they’re going, and we won’t he able to catch them in time.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Liverpool, where there’s a submarine waiting.” 
 
    “So the Royals are in control of the military?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “So it would appear,” Russell quipped. “Don’t worry, not everybody is on their side. We’ve already got several ships heading in that direction. The Royal Navy knows we must stop this. There are standoffs at all the Royal residences. RaSP may have won in Manchester, but they’re a small force. The regular army is on our side, and they’ve got all the residences surrounded.” 
 
    “They were using Sea Harriers,” Creighton said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that,” Russell said. “Those are obsolete. They didn’t get them from the RAF. We’re trying to find out where they bought them.” 
 
    “They’re still potent,” Creighton said. 
 
    “Not so much,” Russell said. “I suspect those Harriers will be heading for the hills as soon as their escort job is done. If I were the pilots I’d eject, or land them in a field someplace and run away.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Langston asked. 
 
    “There are a dozen F-35s on the way,” Russell said. 
 
    “Oh,” Langston said. “Yeah, you’re right. They’ll be dead before they make visual contact with an F-35.” 
 
    “We’ll win this, gents, but I don’t want to lose more people. Watch out if you get to that tunnel in time. Charles has a very good operative working with him. A guy named Sebastian.” 
 
    “Sebastian who?” Creighton asked. 
 
    Russell laughed. “Just Sebastian. One of the servants from the estate said he was there helping against the citizen assault.” 
 
    “I know who he is,” Langston said. “I’m more than a match for him.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” Russell said. “I’ve got to go. Text me if you get anybody of note.” 
 
    The call ended. Creighton and Langston looked at each other and laughed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Slow the hell down,” Jean said, trying to keep up. 
 
    “Speed up,” Sebastian said. “Don’t you hear the voices? We’re lucky we left that door behind when we did, or we wouldn’t have made it to this tunnel. I’m surprised none of them came this way.” 
 
    “When they get to that metal door and try to get through, they probably will check out this tunnel,” Charles said, breath coming hard and fast. “Glad I spend time at the gym.” 
 
    “Don’t rub it in,” Jean said. 
 
    Sebastian shook his head. “Remember, there’s a good chance we won’t be able to get out this way.” 
 
    “What do we do, then?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Strip down to your undershirts and pretend to be commoners,” Sebastian said. “Rub a little dirt on your faces. Most of the citizens won’t recognize you.” 
 
    “This is getting smaller,” Jean said, his breath coming faster. “I get a little claustrophobic.” 
 
    “So do I,” Charles said. “Grow up. We can make it. That’s all in your head.” 
 
    Sebastian turned towards him. “If you’re a problem, I’ll just shoot you and be done with it.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Jean said, looking down, his heart hammering in his chest. 
 
    Charles snickered. “Lance will end up holding the bag.” 
 
    “I don’t care about those people anymore,” Jean said. “Wish I would’ve stayed there, though.” 
 
    “We’re gonna end up dead either way,” Charles said. “Only a matter of time.” 
 
    “Cut the chatter, it’s on my last nerve,” Sebastian said. “I might not fit through here. Maybe one of you little guys should go first.” 
 
    “Not me,” Jean said, the fear growing in him with every inch of space they lost. 
 
    Charles sighed. “No problem, I’ll go.” Sebastian let him get past, and he continued on, as the passage got thinner and thinner. 
 
    “Crap, this is as far as I can go,” Sebastian said. “Back up, Frenchy, you need to let me out.” 
 
    “No problem,” Jean said. “Where will you go?” 
 
    “I’ll try to blend in with the rabble,” he said. “Here, take this.” He shoved the gun at Jean, who moved back. “I don’t want it.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Charles said, reaching back and grabbing it. “Good luck, Sebastian. I know you tried.” 
 
    “No problem, boss. Good luck to you. You’re gonna need it.” 
 
    Charles and Jean watched as Sebastian walked back towards the main tunnel. 
 
    “He’ll make it,” Jean said. “Us? Not so sure.” 
 
    “Let’s just try to keep a positive attitude, shall we?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    They trudged on as the passageway continued to close in, Charles finally having to turn sideways, but they got to the door. He struggled to get his phone out, and shined it on the door. There was no lock, just the old-fashioned bolt. He pushed on it, and it didn’t give. 
 
    “Dammit, it’s stuck and I don’t have much leverage.” 
 
    “Get down and push it up with your shoulder,” Jean said, his breath heavy. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Charles said, getting down as best he could, not far enough to get his shoulder under the timber. He put is hand under it and pushed with all his might while standing up, and it gave, the door popping open. “Thank God.” 
 
    “What’s out there?” Jean asked. 
 
    “It’s dark. Maybe a sewer system.” He stepped out, the floor of the larger tunnel wet, water up to his ankle. “Watch your step out here, there’s water.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Jean said. He got into it behind Charles, and they walked through the cylindrical tunnel. 
 
    “I see light again, but it’s around a corner,” Charles said, speeding up. “I’m glad to be out of that skinny tunnel. That was getting to me.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Jean said, struggling to keep up again, every bone in his body aching. 
 
    They rounded a bend, and the light hit them full force, the sewer dumping into a wash basin. 
 
    “We’re in the middle of nowhere,” Charles said, looking around, then hearing a gun cock. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Jean asked, his eyes full of fear. 
 
    “Freeze. Drop weapon,” said a man in a Belgian accent. 
 
    Charles set down Sebastian’s pistol, and the man came over, frisking him and Jean. He was large with black hair and a beard.  
 
    “Let’s go. Car waiting.” 
 
    They walked up a path, which led out of the catch basin. There was a car and a van parked on the edge. 
 
    “Here are, boss, just like you expected,” the gruff Belgian said. 
 
    Rayan got out of the van, smiling at them. 
 
    “Rayan! Thank God,” Jean said. 
 
    “How did you know to come here?” Charles asked, eyeing him suspiciously. 
 
    “I studied the estate. The locations of these tunnels is common knowledge. That’s how MI6 knew to watch for Maggie’s vehicle.” 
 
    “Dammit, MI6 got her?” Charles asked. 
 
    Rayan shook his head. “They tried. RaSP stepped in.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Charles asked. 
 
    Jean chuckled. “That’s the Royal’s secret service, basically.” 
 
    Charles looked Rayan in the eyes. “So she got away?” 
 
    “So far,” Rayan said, “but the UK government has had enough. They’ve got the Royal residences surrounded as we speak. Maggie’s getaway might be short-lived, not that she’ll care. Rumor has it she’s still in a coma.” 
 
    “She is,” Charles said. “What now?” 
 
    “We smuggle you back to the states,” Rayan said. “Get in the van, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ivan ran into the intel room. Most of the team was in there, some working on PCs, others chatting. “Turn on the TV.” 
 
    “Uh oh, what now?” Ted asked. 
 
    “UN headquarters just got overrun. NYPD helped. Shot up the UN guards in a hurry. The governor is threatening to call in the National Guard, but the public obviously doesn’t want that.” 
 
    The TV was running news chopper video, showing a flood of people entering the UN complex from three sides. 
 
    “You know what’s disgusting?” Tex asked. 
 
    “I know,” Sparky said. “It’s disgusting that the dump wasn’t overrun until now.” 
 
    “You got it, partner,” Tex said, Karen rolling her eyes. 
 
    “There will be a lot of arrests,” Malcolm said. “For those who survive, that is.” 
 
    “The most important people got out of there before it was overrun,” Sam said. 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” Ted said. 
 
    “I wonder where Livingston ended up?” Ned asked. “They’ve searched Maggie’s estate from top to bottom. No sign of him or anybody else related.” 
 
    “Maggie got away, from the look of it,” Bryan said. 
 
    “She’s at death’s door, though,” Morgan said. “They had some of the servants on TV a little while ago. Saw the video on my laptop. She’s been in a coma ever since the attack in Heathrow. Oh, and her brother is missing too. Cedric.” 
 
    “Is he a player in this?” Clara asked. 
 
    “Not that we know of,” George said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if he is,” Jules said. “English nobility tight.” 
 
    “Why would the Royals want globalism?” Brianna asked. “Wouldn’t that hurt them?” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “They were globalist before, all the way up to late 19th and early 20th centuries. You know many European country’s royalty were related, no?” 
 
    “I’ve heard that,” Morgan said. “Kaiser Wilhelm, Czar Nicholas, and King George were cousins, as I remember.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “Stinky business if you ask me.” 
 
    “Glad America got away from that garbage,” Ivan said. “How’s the matrix of Merc connections coming?” 
 
    “We’ve got names, locations, bank account numbers, and other interesting things pulled together on most of them,” Agent Williams said. “This stuff is right up my alley.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Ivan said. “Hopefully we can crack into the inner sanctum with that info.” 
 
    A special bulletin came on the screen. 
 
    “Oh, geez, what now?” Erica asked. 
 
    The announcer came on, his backdrop the Parliament in London. 
 
      
 
    The Royal Family has surrendered to authorities, and are being held under house arrest at Winsor Castle, one of the few Royal residences not overrun by mobs of angry subjects over the last forty-eight hours. They cannot be formally charged, but members of the House of Commons and the House of Lords put out a statement that they are being questioned about the whereabouts of Margaret Hines, one of the co-conspirators who planned and funded the war. No further information is available at this time, and the Prime Minister is asking for calm as the government sorts this mess out. 
 
      
 
    “It’s falling apart for the enemy,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Ivan said, “but remember that a wounded animal is the most dangerous. They’ll try to strike us. Sam, it might be a good idea to send a message to our people at Dodge City, telling them to stay on that property and watch. General Hogan, might I suggest you do the same for the remainder of the Kansas team?” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” General Hogan said. “I agree.” 
 
    “Me too,” Sam said, looking at Erica. “We’re on it.” 
 
    “Isn’t all this going to drive the enemy further underground?” Ben whispered to Ivan. 
 
    “It will,” he replied quietly. “That’s why we need to hit the Merc angle. It’s our best chance at this point.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lance was typing like a maniac on his laptop. The trap door opened, Victor coming down. 
 
    “You okay?” Victor asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “You think I’m worried about the Royals or the UN?” he asked, not turning from his screen. “The Royals weren’t part of the plan, they’re just trying to protect family. All of the important assets at the UN were out of there before the place got overrun. It’s a tempest in a teapot, but I hope it makes our quarry feel nice and comfortable.” 
 
    “You’re awfully happy,” Victor said, pulling up a chair. 
 
    Lance stopped typing and looked at him. “I just found some important information.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I found out the hiding place of Jared Carlson.” 
 
    Victor looked at him, his face blank. “We know where the Samson Corporation plants are. He’s just at one of them, right?” 
 
    “Nope, he’s in the middle of nowhere, unprotected. We’re gonna nail his ass. That’ll be a big funding problem for General Hogan and Ivan.” 
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    The Stairwell 
 
   L angston and Creighton were almost to the opening of the secondary tunnel, turning onto the dirt road. 
 
    “Heads up,” Langston said from the passenger seat. “Two vehicles driving out of that catch basin.” 
 
    “That’s where the tunnel lets out?” 
 
    Langston nodded, getting onto his phone, hitting Russell’s contact, putting it on speaker. 
 
    “Hello, Langston. Find something?” 
 
    “Two vehicles just left the catch basin that the secondary tunnel from Maggie’s estate dumps into.” He read the license plate of the second vehicle, giving a description of the small van. “There’s a car in front of the van, but I haven’t been able to see it’s license plate number yet.” 
 
    “They’ve made us, mate,” Creighton said, swerving behind some bushes as a machine gun barrel showed out of the back door of the van. They fired, hitting the front of the vehicle in the engine compartment. Steam rose from the hood. 
 
    “Dammit, they just shot our radiator,” Langston shouted. “I’ll get back with you.” 
 
    Both men leapt out of the vehicle with their assault rifles, opening fire, peppering the back of the van with bullets, the van rolling into a bush, the other vehicle trying to speed up on the bumpy road, Langston reading the license number, his phone to his ear in an instant as Creighton fired at the second car, a few bullets hitting the rear end, the car swerving but continuing on. 
 
    “Put away the phone and let’s check out that van,” Creighton said. 
 
    Langston stuffed the phone back in his pocket. “I just let Russell know the license plate of the other vehicle.” They ran towards the van, the side door opening, two men out with machine guns, firing. Creighton dove behind some brush, Langston doing the same, bullets just missing him. They both opened fire, hitting the van, somebody inside crying out, one of the men with a machine gun hit in the chest and neck, the other breaking into a run, going for a stand of trees a few yards away. 
 
    “Try to wing him,” Creighton yelled, on his feet again as Langston fired, hitting the fleeing man in both upper thighs. He screamed in pain, hitting the ground, tossing his gun away while he waited to be nabbed. The sound of police sirens floated towards them. 
 
    “Let’s get to that van,” Langston said. “Don’t worry about the other guy, he’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Got it, mate,” Creighton said as they rushed to the door. There were two men in back, one shot in the side, a small older man, looking at them with terror in his eyes. The other man sat stoically, eyeing Langston as he approached. 
 
    “I’ll talk,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Recognize them?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “Charles Livingston and Jean Caron,” Langston said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Creighton said. “Are we taking them prisoner?” 
 
    Langston shot him a glance, then looked at Charles and Jean. “Who was in the other vehicle?” 
 
    “Rayan Mertins,” Jean said. 
 
    “He’ll kill us for that,” Charles said. 
 
    “Where’s Maggie being taken?” Langston asked, ignoring Charles. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Jean said.  “That’s the truth. They wouldn’t let us go with them. She’s still in a coma.” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t let you go with them?” 
 
    “Some commandos,” Charles said. “I’m willing to negotiate.” 
 
    Langston chuckled. “Where’s the rest of the twenty?” 
 
    Charles shrugged. “You already know about Mateo. The rest are in hiding. I can help you find them.” 
 
    “Sure you can,” Creighton said. “That’s why you tried to sneak over here, mate.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Jean asked as the sirens got closer. 
 
    “MI6 and Scotland Yard,” Creighton said, Langston shooting him a shut up look. 
 
    “Those commandos, as you call them, were RaSP. The Royals have been put under house arrest. It’s over. So are you.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “Following orders,” Langston said, firing his machine gun, killing both men. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Creighton said, watching Langston shoot pictures of the bodies with his cellphone. 
 
    “Russell said shoot to kill. These creeps have lawyers that cost about ten times your yearly salary per week. Let’s go see what that Merc has to say, before the local police muck it all up.” 
 
    They left the bloody van, trotting out into the field, standing over the man on the ground, Langston taking a moment to frisk him, pulling out a switchblade out of one pant leg and a pistol out of an ankle holster on the other. 
 
    “I want lawyer,” the man said. 
 
    “Belgian or French,” Creighton said. 
 
    Langston nodded. “Where’s your boss going?” 
 
    “I not talk without lawyer.” 
 
    Langston stepped on the wounds, grinding in his heels, the man gritting his teeth. 
 
    “I eat limeys for breakfast,” the man grunted. 
 
    “That’s why you’re lying here in your own blood,” Creighton quipped. 
 
    “You’re not gonna talk?” Langston asked. 
 
    “Yes, I talk. Get me lawyer.” 
 
    The sirens were almost to them. 
 
    “Time’s up,” Langston said, shooting the man in the head. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “These folks are animals, and they need to be put down,” Langston said. “All of them. Let’s see if the van still runs. I don’t think the engine got hit.” 
 
    “What about the bodies?” 
 
    Langston chuckled. “What, afraid to ride with them?” 
 
    “No. How about the keys?” 
 
    “I saw them in the ignition. Let’s go. I’ll drive. We’ll have to show ID to the local cops. They’ll be here before we can get off this dirt road.” 
 
    “All right,” Creighton said. They ran back to the van, slid the side door shut, then closed the back and got into the cab. Langston tried the ignition, the van starting. He backed away from the bushes and got back on the road. The police cars arrived, blocking them. 
 
    “Get out your badge and sit tight,” Langston said, pulling out his MI6 ID as several cops ran to the cab with their guns drawn. 
 
    “Hands on the wheel,” shouted the first officer there. Langston showed his ID. “Blimey, it’s MI6.” 
 
    “The other bloke is Scotland Yard,” said the second officer. 
 
    “Please move your vehicles,” Langston said. “We’ve got somebody to catch. I’ve already notified MI6 about this location. Everybody’s dead. Don’t touch anything. This investigation will be handled by Scotland Yard. Secure the area so nobody else can come in, please.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about this,” said the first officer. 
 
    “Knock it off, Rob,” said the second officer. “Let’s get out of their way. Now.” 
 
    The first officer was silent for a moment, then shrugged. “Okay, we’ll let you be on your way.” 
 
    They trotted back to their police cruisers and moved them, Langston driving past. 
 
    “Where do we start?” Creighton asked. “That car is kilometers away by now.” 
 
    Langston tossed his phone to Creighton. “Pin is 8264. Hit Russell’s contact and put it on speaker.” 
 
    Creighton did as he was told. 
 
    “Langston?” Russell asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “I just killed Charles Livingston and Jean Caron. They’re in the back of the van I’m driving. The local police are here. I told them to secure the area and wait for Scotland Yard.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll notify the Yard to get somebody there in a hurry. They say anything?” 
 
    “Yeah. Rayan Mertins is driving the car that got away.” 
 
    “I figured,” Russell said. “We knew he was in the country. I had two agents on him, but he slipped away in London during all of the excitement.” 
 
    “He’s related to Daan Mertins, isn’t he?” Creighton asked. 
 
    “Brother,” Russell said. “That car is new enough to have a transponder. We already see it. It’s on M62, half way to Birchwood.” 
 
    “He’s making for Liverpool, ten to one,” Creighton said. 
 
    “Yes,” Russell said. “Charles or Jean say anything else?” 
 
    “Charles said everybody was in hiding but he could help us find them. He wanted to negotiate.” 
 
    Russell laughed. “Of course, and he would’ve escaped from any place we tried to hold him. That’s why the PM ordered me to have them shot on sight. The UK government is riddled with traitors. You won’t believe what we’ve been finding out during the last several hours.” 
 
    “At this point, nothing would surprise me,” Creighton said. 
 
    Langston nodded. “I’ll be shocked if Rayan is still in that car. He knows about the transponders. Hell, his damn company supplied a lot of them to the auto industry.” 
 
    “I agree. We’ve got everybody and their brother watching, but he’ll probably escape.” 
 
    “Anything on that sub?” 
 
    “It’s already been captured,” Russell said. “Guess who wasn’t on it?” 
 
    “Expected that,” Langston said. “Anybody have an idea where she is?” 
 
    “Not yet, but we’re working it. Follow whatever leads you can on Rayan. Then come back here. This is far from over. Oh, and I’ll have one of our assault vehicles delivered for you at Birchwood. They’ll take the van and the bodies off your hands. How’s your ammo?” 
 
    “We could use some, and perhaps some of our other toys.” 
 
    “Very well, they’ll be waiting for you there. I’ll see to it.” 
 
    “Talk to you later, sir,” Langston said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to find him,” Creighton said. “I can feel it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got the same hunch,” Langston said. “We’re on the same wavelength. How happy are you at Scotland Yard?” 
 
    “It’s okay. Why?” 
 
    “I can probably get you hired by MI6. I could use a new partner.” 
 
    Creighton chuckled. “I’ll have to watch how I speak.” 
 
    “You’ve got the most important skills,” Langston said. “All kidding on the side.” 
 
    They headed for M62. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Penko and Albena were at UN headquarters, the mob still going room to room, destroying whatever they felt like. 
 
    “We need to find Mateo’s office,” Penko whispered. “You know there’s gonna be stuff there. It might help us to find the others.” 
 
    Albena laughed. “Yeah, he was stupid. Who knows what he left behind, although if the authorities are smart, they’ve already locked that down.” 
 
    “What authorities?” 
 
    Albena looked around her, watching the party atmosphere of destruction, then turned back to him. “You’ve got a point.” 
 
    “I was pleasantly surprised when the NYPD opened fire on the UN forces. Gives me goose bumps just thinking about it.” 
 
    “Me too. Do you know where to start looking for Mateo’s office?” 
 
    “Carl told me where it is, basically,” Penko said. “It’s in the big tower. Penthouse level.” 
 
    “Of course. Simply upper crust. There’s the building. Lots of broken windows on the first two floors. I can only imagine what the inside looks like.” 
 
    They pushed their way through the throng of people, getting to the doors, the first floor lobby even more tightly packed than the outside. 
 
    “I’ll bet the elevators don’t work,” Albena said. 
 
    “I’ll bet you’re right.” They walked past them, several with broken doors, one with a fire-axe stuck in it. Penko cracked up. “Wish I had time to take pictures of that.” 
 
    “There’s the stairs,” Albena said softly. “Hope it’s not full up with people.” They made for the door. A scruffy-looking young man standing by it caught their attention. 
 
    “The third-floor landing doors are locked with a big chain. One of my buddies went to get bolt-cutters.” 
 
    “That explains why the windows are only broken on the first two floors,” Penko cracked as he held the door open for Albena. The young man laughed, Penko laughing too as he closed the door behind himself. 
 
    “What a moron,” Albena said. “You see the black mask hanging around his neck? He’s one of those. They helped start this mess.” 
 
    Penko nodded as they climbed the stairs, rounding the corner, catching a young couple making love on the steps. The girl shrieked, and the couple hurried down the stairs. 
 
    “That looked like fun,” Penko said. 
 
    “No way in hell,” Albena quipped as they climbed. “There it is. Not such a big padlock.” 
 
    “Bigger than I can break with anything but this,” he said, taking out his handgun. He pulled his silencer out of another pocket and twisted it on, then turned towards her. “Stand back.” 
 
    Albena went back against the far wall, watching Penko shoot the lock, the gun making only a loud snap. The padlock moved violently but didn’t break. 
 
    “Tough lock,” Penko said, shaking his head. He changed the angle and tried again, the lock breaking open. Penko turned and smiled at Albena. She giggled, and came to help him un-wrap the long chain from the door handles. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Albena said, trying the door. It opened and they both slipped in, closing the door behind them. The inside of the door had push bars. “Tie them together with this chain. It’ll hold them for at least a little while.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Penko said, wrapping the long chain around a few times and tying it like a rope. “Good enough.” 
 
    They went up the stairs to the fourth flight, it’s doors blocked open by a file cabinet. 
 
    “This is gonna be easier than I thought,” Albena said. 
 
    Penko shot her a worried glance. “They did this so they could rush out a lot of stuff. Everything we’re looking for might be gone. Want to check out the floor?” 
 
    “No, we have limited time, and it’s a long climb to the top. Let’s go.” 
 
    The two continued on, seeing each door blocked open by furniture or file cabinets, until they got to the eight floor, where the doors were closed. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Albena said. 
 
    Penko tried the door, and it opened. “Not locked. Let’s go.” 
 
    They closed the doors behind them and kept going, the next several floors the same, doors closed but not locked. 
 
    “How many floors are there?” Albena asked, her breath coming hard. 
 
    “Don’t know. Might have to break into the top floor. That’s where the muckity-mucks had their offices.” 
 
    Albena laughed. “Yeah, we know about the muckity-mucks. Wonder how much booze and coke we’ll find up there?” 
 
    Penko shook his head, laughing. “I just hope we don’t find any dead women. You know how those creeps are. Maybe we should try to block another door, just to give ourselves more time.” 
 
    “Can you figure out a way to do that quickly?” 
 
    “Let’s try on the next floor,” Penko said. “I’ve got an idea. Might be able to take the wheels off one of these office chairs and jamb the legs into the push-bars.” 
 
    They got to the next door, Penko rushing ahead, rolling back an office chair. 
 
    “Oh, I see what you’re thinking,” Albena said. “Should’ve done this on more of them.” 
 
    Penko struggled to get the wheels off the chair legs, finally taking off his right shoe and hammering on the casters, getting them off. “That worked. Take an end.” 
 
    Albena grabbed one side of the chair, Penko the other, and they walked it to the door, sliding down the five legs, dropping it into place. It worked, the chair wedged in tight. 
 
    “That will hold better than the chain,” Penko said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Albena said as they went up to the next landing. 
 
    “This is the top floor. See, the landing ends.” 
 
    “Yep, thank God,” Albena said. “Won’t have to go to the gym tomorrow.” 
 
    Penko laughed. “Since when do you go to the gym?” 
 
    “Shut up.” She tried the door. It was locked. 
 
    “Shit,” Penko said. “Wonder if it’s the door lock or if it’s blocked up with something? If they did what we did, we’ll be stuck.” 
 
    “Shoot the lock.” 
 
    “Stand back,” Penko said, pulling his gun. He pointed it at the lock cylinder and fired, the front of it breaking apart.  
 
    “That wasn’t very strong,” Albena said. 
 
    “No, but it might not get us through.” He pulled out his cellphone and turned on the flashlight, looking at it. “I think we can get through, but I’ll have to use another bullet.” 
 
    “Do it,” she said, moving back. Penko aimed right into the cylinder and fired, the bullet pushing the rest of the mechanism out onto the floor beyond the doors.  
 
    Penko tried the door. It moved, but felt stuck, so he shook and pulled, the door moving more and more. 
 
    “Wish they opened inwards, so we could kick it,” Albena said. 
 
    Penko got back on the handles again, pulling out on each. “Give me a hand.” 
 
    “I’m not that strong,” Albena said as she approached. 
 
    “It’ll still help.” They each got on a handle, pulling and shaking, and Penko’s side popped free, causing him to land hard on his butt. “Ouch!” 
 
    Albena laughed. “Pick yourself up. You’re okay.” 
 
    “This is concrete,” he said, standing slowly, rubbing his backside. They entered the top floor, with it’s mahogany paneled walls and wooded furniture. 
 
    “My, isn’t this nice?” Albena said. 
 
    Penko grinned. “He’s got the corner office.” 
 
    They walked to the closest corner, which had an office belonging to somebody they didn’t recognize, then went to the next one, across the long span of the floor, with two fancy secretary’s desks and an ornate mahogany counter in front. 
 
    “Oh, this has to be it,” Albena said. “That looks like an antique.” They walked to the door and tried the knob, which was locked. 
 
    “That opens in,” Penko said, rearing back his right leg and kicking several times, the door flying open, slamming into a display case inside, breaking one of the glass panes. “Oops.” 
 
    “I don’t think that pig cares anymore. I’ll take the file cabinet. You take the desk.” 
 
    Penko went behind the desk, looking at the various drawers, pulling the file-cabinet-sized drawers open first. “Not even locked.” 
 
    “Neither are these,” Albena said, opening the top drawer and pulling out files, setting them on the table next to the cabinet. 
 
    “If we find something, we take pictures with our phones and send them out,” Penko said. “Right away.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There’s a good chance someone is coming here to secure this stuff,” Penko said, “and they might kill us before we can get away with it.” 
 
    “Shit,” Albena said. “You’re right. Err on the side of caution. Take pictures of anything that might be remotely valuable.” 
 
    Penko nodded, pulling files out of the top drawer and spreading them onto the desktop, shoving the little knick-knacks onto the floor to make room. 
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    Battering Ram 
 
   B en was in the intel room, eyes glued to his laptop, the others there working with him. The message board he was on came alive with stories from England. The more he read, the faster his heart was beating. “Something big just happened.” 
 
    “Something big has been happening over and over for the last five hours,” Morgan quipped. 
 
    “What you say?” Jules asked, leaving Shelly’s side. 
 
    “Look at this,” Ben said, turning his laptop so Jules could see the screen. 
 
    Jules read it, a grin spreading over his face. “I call boss.” 
 
    “What happened?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Charles Livingston and Jean Caron have been killed in Manchester.” 
 
    “England?” Robbie asked. “How reliable is the story?” 
 
    “There’s pictures of their bloody bodies,” Ben replied, just as Ivan rushed in. 
 
    “Let’s see,” he said, getting next to Ben. 
 
    “Do you know what they look like?” Morgan asked. “I can bring up pictures to compare.” 
 
    “That’s them all right,” Ivan said. “I’ve been studying these guys for a while now. Does it say who killed them?” 
 
    “MI6 and Scotland Yard agents,” Ben said. 
 
    George and Malcolm walked in, eating energy bars they got from the kitchen. 
 
    “Uh oh, what happened?” George asked. 
 
    Frank turned towards them. “Charles and Jean are taking a dirt nap.” 
 
    “Frank!” Jane said, shaking her head, Robbie and Morgan snickering. 
 
    “We sure about that?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “It appears to be true,” Ivan said. “There’s a picture of the bodies, but that’s easy enough to fake. There are reports saying that MI6 and Scotland Yard are responsible, and they come from a source I trust.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ben said. “They’re toast.” 
 
    “So where does that put us?” Jane asked. 
 
    “I’m reading a release from BBC now,” Jasmine said, Jerry next to her, reading over her shoulder. 
 
    “Says that Rayan Mertins got away,” Jerry said. “He’s probably the most dangerous of them to us.” 
 
    “He’s the hired help,” Ivan said. “Charles was the leader.” 
 
    “Does that mean their group will fall apart?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “Their group has already fallen apart,” George said. 
 
    Malcolm chuckled. “Well, it was bad enough that they fled this country. That falls into line with other stories I’ve been following. All of the principles have gone into hiding.” 
 
    Dick and Ned Branson walked in with General Hogan, all of them stopping in their tracks. 
 
    “What now?” Ned asked. Clara came to his side, putting her arm around his waist, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “It’s good news,” Ivan said. “MI6 and Scotland Yard killed Charles and Jean in Manchester.” 
 
    General Hogan smiled. “That’s a huge break. Who’s got the story up?” 
 
    “I’ve got the BBC report up,” Jasmine said. “Take a look.” 
 
    General Hogan got in front of her monitor and read, Ned and Dick reading over his shoulder. 
 
    “We can’t let our guard down,” George said. “They’ll regroup in a hurry, and there might be operations still running that were started and paid for by our buddy Chuck.” 
 
    Malcolm shook his head. “That’s possible, but Charles wasn’t the most dangerous of them.” 
 
    “Who do you think the most dangerous is?” Dick asked. 
 
    “Lance Evans.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Willard, Garrett, Clem, and Sid went down into the intel room. Ed was already there with Ji-Ho, Elmer, Susanne, Yvonne, and Sarah. Anna poked her head in the door, Mia with her.  
 
    “Everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, just a planning session, but don’t let anybody else know we’re down here, okay?” 
 
    “Are you in trouble?” Mia asked. 
 
    Garrett chuckled. “No, sweetie. We just don’t want any interruptions, that’s all.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll be in the next room if you need us,” Anna said. They left the intel room. 
 
    “Okay, we know we have a plant at Dodge City,” Garrett said. “How do we find them?” 
 
    “The recruits were pretty much gone before we floated the rumor,” Willard said. “A couple stragglers. They’re gone now.” 
 
    “Could’ve been one of them,” Ed said, “but I doubt it. Do you have a roster of the residents that we can check against, to know if anybody’s left? I can do that with the tribe.” 
 
    “I’ve been keeping records,” Willard said, a grim look on his face. “Been marking off the dead. Someday I’d like to do a memorial. Maybe place the cannon around it.” 
 
    “I like the memorial idea,” Garrett said. “I’ve got the ranch foreman and his assistant. They’ve worked with me for years. I trust them both. I want to have a chat with them. They’d know if anybody is gone from our core group, because they’ve been scheduling the patrols.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s something we can do to monitor cell traffic,” Clem said. “I’ll study up on it.” 
 
    “Yes, and I’ve got some ideas there too,” Elmer said. 
 
    “We should bring Seth and Kaitlyn into this,” Ed said. “They know how to hack. Maybe they could find out what the cell traffic was like before each of the events.” 
 
    “Yeah, why aren’t they here, anyway?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “They were on watch last night,” Garrett said. “In their battle wagon, up by the front of the property. Figured I’d let them sleep. Same with Angel and Megan.” 
 
    “Trevor and Kaylee too,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    Yvonne chuckled. “They’re the only young people we have left. They can handle the whip-sawing of their sleeping times better than us old-folk. 
 
    “Old folk?” Willard asked with a grin. “Speak for yourself.” 
 
     “I’ll get with them when they get up,” Clem said. “We’ll work the cellphone angle.” 
 
    “Nobody has any reason to leave town for the next couple weeks?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Not that I’ve heard,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Yeah, I haven’t heard about anybody planning to leave town either,” Willard said. “The saloon is grand central for news like that. I think the citizens are taking our warnings to heart.” 
 
    “We’re fully stocked,” Susanne said. “No reason to go tramping around outside of the property.” 
 
    “Kaitlyn and Seth want to get married,” Sarah said. “They were talking about it yesterday.” 
 
    “Tyler was going to do that,” Ed said, choking up for a moment. 
 
    “You could do it, right?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “I could if they want me to,” Ed said, “but they’d want to go through a civic service with a marriage license too.” 
 
    “Well, let’s discourage them from leaving the property until we sort this out,” Garrett said. “We don’t want to lose anybody else. Especially young people.” 
 
    “We’ve got enough tasks to do now,” Clem said. 
 
    Ed nodded. “Yep, we should get to it. A simple check of our lists against the current population may be enough. Might not have to get fancy.” 
 
    The team left the room to get busy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jared Carlson was in his basement lab, looking at a video display from his electron microscope. It showed a group of Nano bots trying to link together into a mesh. 
 
    “There you go, almost,” Jared whispered to himself, adjusting the power input slightly, causing them to connect more firmly, and then there was a flash and most of them dissolved. “Dammit, too much juice.” 
 
    “Sir, multiple trespassers coming from three directions,” said a robotic voice through his house speakers. 
 
    “Son of a bitch. Thanks, B6.” He rolled on his chair, getting in front of his video surveillance screen. “Put each group on screen, side by side, and enhance.” 
 
    We watched as the ultra-high-quality picture displayed. There were three vehicles coming. Two four-wheel drive trucks and a surplus army personnel carrier with a turret on top. 
 
    “Wonder where they got that beauty?” he muttered to himself. “Maybe I’ll capture it. B6, deploy robots.” 
 
    “All of them, sir?” B6 replied. 
 
    “We’ve got no choice, I’m afraid. Prepare the drone as well. We’re likely to have problems with that armored vehicle.” 
 
    “Robotic fighters deployed around the perimeter of the house,” B6 said. “Interior robots deployed on the ground floor.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jared said. “Let me know when that drone is ready to take off. Prepare the second one as well.” 
 
    “Sir, might I suggest the speeder for the armored vehicle? Its main gun will suffice, according to my calculations.” 
 
    Jared thought about it for a moment. “Prepare her, but we’ll use that as a last resort. How close are they?” 
 
    “Group one is six-hundred meters and closing. Group two is nine-hundred meters and closing. Group three has stopped at one kilometer.” 
 
    Jared looked at the surveillance screen, which now included the labels, groups one and two for the trucks, group three for the armored vehicle. 
 
    “Sir, the armored vehicle has aimed its turret at the residence.” 
 
    “Activate counter measures,” Jared said calmly. 
 
    “They might not have the velocity to successfully hit a chemically-powered projectile.” 
 
    Jared chuckled. “Call them cannon rounds, please.” 
 
    “Cannon rounds, sir. The counter measures were designed for missiles, which are slower.” 
 
    “Yes, B6, I know,” Jared said, getting up and walking to the wall, looking at the control panel for bunker mode. 
 
    “Sir, I suggest you activate bunker mode. If the counter-measures miss the projectile, the damage might prevent us from using that mode.” 
 
    Jared thought about it for a moment. His solution for the water leak problem was a large holding tank that disconnects from the main water source, instead of flexible lines that un-wound as the house sank below ground level. 
 
    There was a loud boom, and then the sizzle of a rocket launching from the roof. The ground shook with an impact. 
 
    “Sir, the counter measure did not hit the projectile, but the projectile was not targeted correctly, and hit the ground twelve meters in front of the residence.” 
 
    “Well, here goes nothing,” Jared said, pushing the big red button on the control panel. Another robotic voice said identify. Jared moved closer and looked into an eyepiece, his retina scanned. The robotic voice said approved. The house moved downwards quickly as another cannon shot went off. 
 
    “Countermeasure missed again,” B6 said. “Projectile flew over the house.” A second later Jared felt the concussion as it landed. 
 
    “How far?” he asked. 
 
    “Sir, the projectile was targeted for the second floor, and arrived after the residence had dropped below the point of impact. It landed on the ground sixty meters in back of the house. Deployment of bunker mode completed, top sealed. No leaks sir, and life support systems functioning perfectly. Would you like to deploy the periscope?” 
 
    “Please, and switch the output to the display screen. How close are the vehicles now?” 
 
    “Groups one and two stopped when they saw the house descend below ground level, sir. Group three remains in its position.” 
 
    “Good. Launch the drone.” 
 
    “Launched, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jared said, looking at his laptop screen, which switched to the drone video feed. “Think it’s time to try the new laser, B6?” 
 
    “It has not been tested in combat, sir. You always say never to scrimp on testing.” 
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement,” he said, typing on his laptop keyboard, bringing up a target reticle over the drone feed while charging up the laser. “I’ll target that rather large man standing in front of the first truck.” 
 
    “Group one, sir.” 
 
    “I stand corrected,” he said, aiming and firing the laser, the man clutching his chest, frozen, then slumping to the ground, the men around him firing their machine guns at the drone. 
 
    “It appears to have worked, sir.” 
 
    Jared chuckled. “Yes, but it’ll take too long without automated targeting. Firing missiles at both of the trucks.” 
 
    “Group one and Group two, sir.” 
 
    “Remind me to adjust your responses. You’re too literal.” Jared locked in the target vectors and clicked fire, two missiles flying, the men by the trucks attempting to run, large explosions going off at each, killing all the men. 
 
    “Why did you leave the most dangerous vehicle alone, sir?” 
 
    “I’m a collector. I want it to have as little damage as possible.” 
 
    Jared targeted the armored vehicle, which was turning to leave, hitting it with a sustained blast from the laser. 
 
    “You’ll overheat the element doing that,” B6 said. 
 
    “Again, I’ll take it under advisement.” He watched the screen, the temp warning bar for the drone showing up on the right side of the screen now. Jared turned off the laser. “It’ll continue to cook when it’s out of the oven, just like a turkey.” 
 
    “Was that humor, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, you should laugh.” 
 
    “Ha ha ha ha ha,” B6 said. 
 
    “We need to work on that. The hatch just opened, and men are climbing out.” He watched, waiting for four men to get out. They ran, trying to make it over the small hill to the north. “Guess I’ll go the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “Ha ha ha ha ha,” B6 said. 
 
    “That wasn’t a joke.” Jared brought up the machinegun target reticle and fired, killing all four men. “B6, scan that vehicle for biologicals.” 
 
    “It’s too hot, thanks to the sustained laser blast, sir. You might have damaged the unit.” 
 
    “I’ll check it. You can bring the drone back in, but send two robots to each location please.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir.” 
 
    Jared watched as the headless torsos of his robots moved out, their normal legs replaced with triangular tracks. While he waited for them to get to the locations, he pulled out his satellite phone and sent a text to Ivan. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ivan rushed through the open door to General Hogan’s quarters. “There was an attempted hit on Jared Carlson.” 
 
    General Hogan turned towards him. “Oh no. Did he survive?” 
 
    Ivan nodded yes. “He used his toys to take them all out.” 
 
    “He did, huh. Where’d it happen? Hopefully not the Missoula plant.” 
 
    “No, his private residence in Wyoming.” 
 
    General Hogan’s brow furrowed. “How’d they find out he was funding us, and how’d they find out the location?” 
 
    “That’s what he’d like to know.” 
 
    “Think it’ll scare him away? That would hurt us.” 
 
    “No, his blood is up,” Ivan said. “He’s still coming here day after tomorrow. Says he’s got some new toys for us.” 
 
    “I’ll just bet he does. We should talk to the rest of the group about this. I’ll send a text out to meet in the intel room. Most of them are already there.” 
 
    “Do that,” Ivan said. “What do you think about what happened in England?” 
 
    General Hogan sent the text, then looked at Ivan. “England has a world of hurt to go through after this mess. Doubt we have anything to worry about with Maggie now, if she’s even still alive. I suspect Rayan Mertins has already flown the coop.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking,” Ivan said. “We’ll see more fallout over the overrun of UN Headquarters, of course. Most countries are extremely upset with us.” 
 
    “Screw them. We’d better go.” 
 
    The two men went into the intel room, where the team was waiting. 
 
    “We have problem, boss?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Somebody tried to hit Jared Carlson at his residence in Wyoming.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Frank said.  
 
    Ivan told them the story. 
 
    “Well, partner, sounds like job one is to find out how they knew he was one of our funders,” Tex said. “He’s really coming here? Maybe he ought to stay put.” 
 
    “He says he’s coming,” Ivan said. “Could be that he changes his mind.” 
 
    “They know where he is now,” Ted said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jane said. “We all know what that’s like. He might be in for a continuing series of attacks now.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Erica said. 
 
    “Lance Evans figured it out,” Malcolm said. “This is the kind of thing I’m worried about. If he knows about Carlson, he might know about the others. Have we warned them yet?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll go do that right now,” General Hogan said. “You want to add a message, Ivan?” 
 
    “Let’s do it together, General,” he replied, then looked at the others. “You guys know what to work. Let us know if you need anything.” 
 
    Ivan got up and was walking to the door when several texts hit his phone at once. 
 
    “Uh oh,” General Hogan said. 
 
    Ivan looked at his phone, then grinned. “Those two resistance operatives in Manhattan are in Mateo’s office at UN Headquarters, taking pictures of documents. They’ll be sending each one out to us and their other resistance contacts, just in case they get nabbed there.” 
 
    “Oh, really now?” Ted asked. “That might just get us the break we need.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Penko had just finished taking photos of two files, and was pulling a third out of the desk drawer. “If we had to build a case on them aiding and abetting the enemy, everything we need is here.” 
 
    “We don’t care about that,” Albena said. “Other than for historical purposes. We need contact info for their team.” 
 
    “What are you finding in that file cabinet?” 
 
    “Useless garbage so far,” she said, “but I’m only on the second drawer. Three more to go.” 
 
    They continued looking, Penko taking more photos, Albena moving to the third file drawer. They heard banging from the stairwell. 
 
    “Shit, we’re liable to run out of time,” Penko said. “Our handiwork won’t hold forever.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” Albena said. She pushed the files she’d put on the table off onto the floor, and put another stack of folders down, spreading them out. She froze after she opened the first one. “These are numbered, but guess what’s inside?” 
 
    “What?” Penko asked, as the clanging from the stairwell got louder. 
 
    “These are dossiers. He was building blackmail cases against his co-conspirators.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we’re looking for.” 
 
    “It’s gonna take a while to get pictures of all of this, and somebody’s banging at the door.” 
 
    “You get busy with it, while I go put a chair into the door up here, like we did downstairs.” 
 
    “Do it, then help me with this.” 
 
    Penko ran out of the room, finding another chair like the one he used on the lower floor, knocking off the castors in a panic, then wrestling the chair up to hook onto the push bars. He was back in Mateo’s office in a flash. 
 
    “Here, take these,” Albena said, pushing several files towards him. “I can’t believe how much there is here.” 
 
    “What a moron this guy was. He should’ve put stuff like this in a safe.” 
 
    They raced through the pages, taking pictures on their cellphones, uploading them as quickly as they could. Then one of the windows cracked, a bullet flying into the room, hitting the far wall. 
 
    “Where’d that come from?” Albena asked in a panic as another bullet came through the same window. 
 
    “Across the street.” Penko dived for the floor, reaching up and yanking a cord, the window shade coming down. “Move that out into the cubicle area. Stay clear of the windows.” 
 
    Albena nodded, gathering up the files she hadn’t photographed yet, rushing them past the secretary’s counter, further away from the windows, Penko hot on her heels with his files as more bullets flew through the window. 
 
    “This ought to do,” Albena said, spreading the next file on the floor and kneeling over it with her phone, snapping pictures and sending them out in groups of ten to save time. Penko was making progress, finishing what he had, taking another file from Albena’s stack. Suddenly there was hammering on the door of their floor. 
 
    “They’ve gotten through the lower barricade,” Penko said, racing through the pages, his heart hammering in his chest. Albena looked cool as a cucumber as she went through the pages. 
 
    “I’m almost done,” she said. 
 
    “Me too. This will save us all.” 
 
    “We aren’t getting out of this alive,” Albena said. 
 
    “Don’t you give up yet,” Penko said. “We’ve been in worse spots.” 
 
    “Done and sent,” Albena said. 
 
    Penko smiled. “Me too. Let’s find a way out of here.” 
 
    “Wait, let’s get those files and put them someplace else, so they don’t know what we know,” Albena said. 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll get the ones in Mateo’s office. 
 
    “Don’t get shot,” Albena said, gathering hers up. She looked around for a file cabinet that wasn’t locked, finding several along a wall next to a cubicle full of desks. Penko arrived next to her with his files. They put them into several file drawers, towards the backs, then closed them up. The hammering on the door became slower and louder. 
 
    “Battering ram,” Penko said. 
 
    Albena nodded. “How much ammo do you have?” 
 
    “Two spare mags, and all but three rounds in the gun.” 
 
    “That’s about what I have,” Albena said. “We aren’t going down without a fight. Let’s find someplace to hide out.” 
 
    They scurried into the middle of the cubicle area, getting underneath desks as the stairwell doors broke open. 
 
      
 
    To be continued, in Bug Out! California Book 14, coming soon! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Cast of Characters 
 
    Note: some of these characters are not in the first book. They will show up later in the story.  
 
      
 
    Dulzura RV Park Group – Mostly retired people, but mixed. Full-timers. 
 
    John – Older man, drinking problem, but fighting it. Brave and strong. 
 
    Sarah – John’s wife. Doesn’t his like drinking, but loyal any-way. Good heart. 
 
    Clem – Old widower. Shrewd with sense of humor, and technically savvy. 
 
      
 
    Sid – Indian, capable, good man in fight, loyal, cunning. 
 
      
 
    Yvonne – Sid’s wife. Resourceful and brave. Younger than him by ten years 
 
      
 
    Harry – Older man, heavy, doesn’t move well, good negotiator and strategist. 
 
      
 
    Nancy – Harry’s wife, retired school teacher. Smart but has problems with stress. 
 
      
 
    Sam – Owner of RV Park. Middle aged, strong, wily, cautious. Former Navy Seal with some PTSD issues, which he has mostly under control. Good in a fight, knows modern military tactics and weapons systems. 
 
      
 
    Connie – Wife of Sam. Thinks one step ahead. Keeps park running. Deeply in love with Sam. 
 
      
 
    CHP Officer Ryan – Older officer. Brave, sense of humor, borderline redneck, good in fight, but has temper. 
 
      
 
    CHP Officer Patrick – Just past rookie status. Extremely good with guns. A little green. A little hapless. Good in fight. Brave to a fault. 
 
      
 
    Jack, aka One Eye – Barona Indian, friend of Sid’s who helps at the battle of Fernbrook. 
 
      
 
    Hank – police officer in the town of Julian. Older man, gray hair, feisty. Joins group after they destroy the enemy checkpoint in his town. Works with Jason. 
 
      
 
    Jason – police officer in town of Julian. Younger, fast with a gun, smart as a whip. Aggressive. Joins group after they destroy the enemy checkpoint in his town. Works with Hank. 
 
      
 
    Kaitlyn aka Still Pool – young woman in Barona Tribe. Curvy, pretty face, strong personality. Goes after what she wants, loyal and passionate, smart. Natural warrior, one of the best on the team, as good as most Special Forces veterans. 
 
      
 
    Megan aka Sage Flower – young woman in Barona Tribe. Tiny, delicate beauty, feisty, loud, aggressive, brave, smart. Wicked sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    Zac aka Sandy Creek - young Indian warrior. Brave and hand-some, cunning. 
 
      
 
    James aka Crossbow – young Indian warrior, expert with weapons, especially crossbows. Brave, funny sense of humor, loved by the tribe. 
 
      
 
    Ryan aka Touchdown – young Indian warrior, brave, fast, CIF MVP in High School, great in a fight.  
 
      
 
    Tyler aka Quiet Fox – young Indian Warrior, smart, thinks a couple levels deep, quiet, reserved, observes and thinks before acting, usually makes right choice. Future Chief. 
 
      
 
    Nurse Grace – Emergency room nurse, taking care of Sam and Connie at the hospital in La Quinta. Pretty middle-aged woman, tough as nails and smart as a whip.  
 
      
 
    Kenny – warrior with the Barona Tribe. 
 
      
 
    Bradley – warrior with the Barona Tribe. 
 
      
 
    Ed – aka Silver Wolf – overall chief of the Barona Tribe. Older man, medium build, looks younger than his years. Total tech nut, very talented and inventive. 
 
      
 
    Kerry aka Yellow Bird – young warrior. Fast, too emotional. Unpredictable. 
 
      
 
    Shane aka Red Snake – warrior, a little older, family man but also great fighter. 
 
      
 
    Will aka Swimming Bear – warrior, early thirties, negotiator, helps Silver Wolf with technology. 
 
      
 
    Mia – wife of Tyler. Strong, beautiful, smart. Delicate features, hair-trigger emotions. 
 
      
 
    Riley – wife of Ryan. Very small, below five feet tall. Beautiful face. Has Ryan wrapped around her finger. 
 
      
 
    Abby – wife of James – heavy set larger woman with an infectious smile and a gentle, kind way about her. Beautiful face. 
 
      
 
    Elmer – handy man and construction expert, part of the Dodge City group which merged with the Dulzura Group. Smart, inventive, funny. 
 
      
 
    Garrett – Leader of the Dodge City group. Old west buff, brave, great leader, strong tactician. Holds Dulzura Group together. 
 
      
 
    Anna – mother of Kaitlyn. Beautiful older woman, love interest of Garrett. 
 
      
 
    Willard – Proprietor of the Dodge City Saloon. Old west buff, leader of the cannon team, always making jokes, wanting people to drink. Looks like he walked off a Civil War battle. 
 
      
 
    Erica – member of Barona Tribe. In love with Sam. Cunning warrior, trained Kaitlyn and others. Brave, emotional, giving woman. 
 
      
 
    Young Mia – orphaned girl of six, rescued and adopted by Sam and Erica.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Redondo Condo group – Thirty-something 
 
      
 
    Robbie – Thirty-something son of Frank and Jane from original series. Brave, thoughtful, writer, shy, cynical 
 
      
 
    Morgan – neighbor of Robbie, love interest. Strong, more out-going and aggressive than Robbie, pretty, transplant from Utah, good with guns. 
 
      
 
    Gil – Robbie’s best friend from High School. Hispanic. Good with guns, brave, sense of humor, cautious, protective. 
 
      
 
    Steve – Robbie’s friend from college. Smart but not serious, surfer, scrappy, good in fight 
 
      
 
    Justin – Robbie’s friend from high school and college. Sparks with others, temper, suspicious nature but good heart 
 
      
 
    Killer – Pit Bull – from Justin’s family. Strong, protective, dangerous to evil-doers. 
 
      
 
    Colleen – girlfriend of Steve. Beautiful redhead. Flighty, aggressive, but loyal and loving. 
 
      
 
    Katie – Steve’s sister. Strong, rebellious, great in a fight, beautiful. Justin adores her. She brings out his courage. 
 
      
 
    Cody – neighbor who lives across the street from Frank and Jane’s Condo. Friends with them. Tough reserve police officer and early resistance fighter. Large muscular man in his early thirties with a military style haircut, light brown hair, and a goatee. 
 
      
 
    Sparky – Morgan’s boss at the card club. Big, dangerous man with a shady past but a good heart. Protects his employees to a fault. Has underworld connections. Not a good person to mess with. 
 
      
 
    Ivan the Butcher – mob boss. Most people assume he’s from Russia, but he’s actually an American who built his organization in Russia and Europe, before being hounded back home by the EU authorities. Dangerous and unpredictable, but a strategic thinker. Childhood friend of Sparky. 
 
      
 
    Jules – right hand man of Ivan the Butcher. Belgian national, good in a fight, a little crazy but very calculating. 
 
      
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black – Bulgarian assassins working for Ivan. Large, scary, ruthless men. 
 
      
 
    Ben Dover – campus radical and resistance leader, joined Ivan’s core team. Social media and internet research expert, important part of Ivan’s intel team. 
 
      
 
    Tex – Friend of Sparky and Jules. Crazy with wicked sense of humor, great in a fight, brave to a fault. 
 
      
 
    Ted – Robbie’s boss at the restaurant. Former Navy Seal, tricked into joining the battle by Sparky. Old friends with Ivan the Butcher. 
 
      
 
    Bryan – cook in Ted’s restaurant, acquaintance of Robbie’s. Heavy-set large man, good in a fight, not the brightest but loyal and brave to a fault. 
 
      
 
    Jordan – black man, former Army Ranger. Near genius tactical expert. Brave and cunning, trusts nobody until he’s sure, then as loyal as the day is long. Wicked sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    Dana – beautiful girl who was kidnapped by the UN to use as a sex slave. Rescued by Jules’s team after the battle at Torrance Civic Center. 
 
      
 
    Karen – beautiful redhead, daughter of Gil’s boss. Captured and held at the Torrance Police Station with the other girls. Not sure where she fits in the group. 
 
      
 
    Tisha – wild young woman, former captive. Small, tattooed and pierced, fiery, hard to handle, brave and loyal but prickly. Passionate. 
 
      
 
    Alexis - a brunette with a hauntingly beautiful face and a thin build. Tough and loyal but with a sadness in her that she battles constantly. Valuable member of the team. 
 
      
 
    Brooke - tall, dark haired beauty with a strong build and a defensive demeanor. Lesbian. Protective of her woman. Fierce, loyal fighter. Touchy but with a good heart. Smart. 
 
      
 
    Audrey – Doctor. Lesbian, close to Brooke. A small waif with ginger hair and freckles. 
 
      
 
    Lily – a small blonde, willowy, with a delicate face. Has emotional issues. Bipolar. Suicidal. Barely survived captivity. 
 
      
 
    Shelly – short, perky blonde with a beautiful face and a way with organization. Valuable member of the team.  
 
      
 
    Ashley - Curly-haired brunette with a dancer’s body and grace, with a quiet demeanor. Not sure she’s up to the fight, but feels it’s her duty. Likes Jordan, because they both have the theater bug. 
 
      
 
    Brianna - a young-looking girl with an innocent face and curly light brown hair. Not very confident. Frightened by the war. Bryan is pursuing her, and she’s okay with it, but not passionate. 
 
      
 
    Haley - an ice blond with a curvy figure and a lot of self-confidence. Good fighter. 
 
      
 
    Allison - a redhead of medium build. She has a country look to her, innocent but with a touch of mischief. Expert hunter and backpacker, champion level shooter. Ready for anything. Will become a principle in the group over time. 
 
      
 
    South Torrance Group – Ages from 19 to 24. Well-to-do parents. Some recently on their own, some live with parents. Gun hobbyists. Immature but with enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    Seth – defacto leader of group due to calm, easy going nature mixed with charisma. Gets along with everybody in group. Slightly more mature than the others. Has serious girlfriend, centers his life around her, in love. 
 
      
 
    Emma – Seth’s girlfriend. Beautiful, was popular in high school, aggressive, controlling, but nice, loyal. Needs Seth when she gets scared or upset. Doesn’t like Matt or Trevor much. Feeling is mutual. Likes Angel. 
 
      
 
    Trevor – talented, brilliant, great with guns, nutty, good sense of humor. Aggressive with temper. Likes to argue. Younger than the others by a year. Came into group as Seth’s friend, closest to him. 
 
      
 
    Angel – cynical sense of humor, honest and trustworthy. His-panic. Lives with family, but inching out. Good in fight. Seth’s best friend. Pivotal member of group, head for business and practicality. Slightly more mature than the others.  
 
      
 
    Matt – Angel’s oldest friend. Funny, problems with drinking, emotional, secondary leader who sparks with Seth sometimes, but they are close in ways the others aren’t. Good in fight, image is important to him, womanizer. Has serious girlfriend but cheats on her. 
 
      
 
    Kaylee – Matt’s girlfriend. Nice, talented, good friend of Em-ma, clueless about Matt’s infidelity, doesn’t like him drinking, get-ting tired of his childish behavior. Beautiful in an exotic way, Korean. 
 
      
 
    Ji-Ho – Kaylee’s rich uncle, lives in compound on north-west side of Palos Verdes, overlooking ocean. Brave and smart, loyal, understands what it’s like when government gets too much control. Can relate well to younger people, even though his English isn’t great. 
 
      
 
    Gus – combat tactics trainer, met group at gun range. Great organizer and leader. Serious. Destined for greatness if he lives long enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Government/Authorities 
 
      
 
    Governor Sable – fourth-term governor of California. Old-style liberal – coming to the conclusion that there really is something wrong with the Administration. Knows how to do the right thing, and usually does after fits and starts. Watch out when he gets angry. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer – Sable’s black secretary. They were lovers years ago, now friends, but Nancy keeps her distance because Sable still loves her. Competent and smart – Sable’s underground advisor. 
 
      
 
    Saladin – evil Islamic leader, trying to move the US towards martial law with terror attacks. Acting in collusion with the President and others. Kills without mercy or regard for innocent by-standers. Pretends to be pious, but only uses his religion to gain power. Human trash. 
 
      
 
    Commissioner Frawley – head of CHP for California. Currently in prison after going against the Governor and the Administration. Strong character, brave, will make difference. 
 
      
 
    Deputy Commissioner Katz – second in command at CHP – al-so in prison. Hates Jihadists. Dangerous man to his enemies. Near-genius intelligence. 
 
      
 
    Assistant Commissioner Cooley – third in command at CHP, in prison with other two commissioners. Black man. Brave, strong, emotional, smart. Always has your back. Wicked sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    Chief Smith – turncoat chief of CHP – helped capture the commissioners. No stomach for violence. A coward, only in his position because he’s related to Sable. Follows whoever he’s most scared of at any given time. Trusts nobody, in it for himself. 
 
      
 
    President Simpson – ineffective, corrupt leader of the United States. In league with the enemy. 
 
      
 
    Attorney General Blake – Simpson’s right-hand man. Corrupt and evil. 
 
      
 
    Others 
 
      
 
    Quincy – owner of a sport fishing boat, who joined the citizen armada in San Diego. Big man with lots of heart, trying his best for California and the USA. Marlin tournament fisherman. 
 
      
 
    Dusty – Quincy’s young friend and First Mate on the fishing boat. Brave and imaginative.  
 
      
 
    Sax – Teamster and musician, leader of the attack group in Lemon Grove and National City, participant in the citizen armada battle. Normal guy who rose to the needs of his people. Good fighter, patriotic. 
 
      
 
    Jesse – ex-Special Forces operative and leader of the commando team at the Lemon Grove and National City battles, also involved in the citizen armada battle. Strong, cunning, strong leader. 
 
      
 
    Gonzalez – Marine commander of a Bradley Fighting Vehicle operating in Mexico. Strong, effective leader, all around nice guy. 
 
      
 
    Officer Roberts – El Cajon Police Officer, participant in the Lemon Grove and El Cajon battles. Brave and smart, effective leader. 
 
      
 
    Officer Sanchez – El Cajon Police Officer, participant in Lemon Grove, El Cajon, and the Citizen Armada battles. Lots of heart, brave to a fault, kind, funny. 
 
      
 
    Doug – middle-aged volunteer on the border, joins the massive force there. Strong patriot, ready for action. 
 
      
 
    Jorge – middle-aged volunteer on the border, friends with Doug. Brave and talented, always joking, sensitive but strong. 
 
      
 
    Yuri – Employee of Ivan’s. He set up the base in Missoula and is the security chief for that facility. Russian, knew Ivan from his gangster days. Businesslike, ruthless, and cunning. Good to have on your side. 
 
      
 
    Penko – Bulgarian man, head of resistance in Manhattan. Young, brave, smart. 
 
      
 
    Albena – Young Bulgarian woman, member of resistance in Manhattan. Beautiful, good operations person, smarter than she realizes. 
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