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    Previously – in Bug Out! California Book 11 
 
    As book 11 opened, Mr. White and Mr. Black were casing the area around the big UN base in El Cajon. They went into a local bar and met Jesse, an ex-Special Forces fighter, and Sax, a Teamster. They struck up a conversation about the UN. Mr. White and Mr. Black recruited the two men to help with the assault on the base. 
 
    South of the border, Jorge, Doug, and Conrad joined a huge force of civilians and Marines. Jorge and Doug were assigned duty in a Bradley Fighting Vehicle. Conrad was in an L-ATV. The battle started quickly, a horde of enemy fighters attacking them while the vehicles tried to thread their way through IEDs and mortar fire. Enemy tanks rolled in and drew blood, blowing up a few BFVs, the situation for the patriots looking more and more dire. 
 
    At Dodge City, Ivan’s intel team was preparing to aid in the coming assault on the UN base in El Cajon. Mr. White and Mr. Black saw large numbers of UN vans leaving the base and called Ivan. At first it appeared that the enemy was heading towards Dodge City, so they went on alert, the core team getting to their battle wagons, the cavalry and off-roaders getting ready as well. When the UN vans passed the road to Dodge City, continuing southwest, Ivan sent the battle wagons after them. Sax’s Teamsters and Jesse’s Special Forces buddies mobilized immediately, getting into position to stop the enemy in their tracks. As the main teams prepared for battle, Ivan contacted Mr. White and Mr. Black, ordering them to Dana Point, where they’d found the UN troop transport boats at the end of Book 10. 
 
    In Mexico, M-1 tanks arrived to take out the enemy tanks which were pounding the patriots. Enemy choppers appeared, taking out a couple tanks and several other vehicles before the L-ATVs fired at them with Stinger missiles. 
 
    The battle between Sax and Jesse’s team and the UN started in Lemon Grove. Local police from all over San Diego County arrived, joining the fight, which was bloody as hell. The ex-Special Forces team was over five-hundred strong, backed up with several thousand big rigs driven by heavily armed Teamsters, and a multitude of armed citizens. Most of the UN forces fled, digging in at the Bonita Country Club. Drone video showed the movement to Ivan’s intel team, and they directed the battle wagons to that location. The enemy was setting up in the shopping center across the street from the country club to provide a defense, which the battle wagons attacked, destroying the enemy but almost losing Justin and Katie. 
 
    A huge armada of fishing boats left the harbor in Ensenada, Mexico, heading north along the coast. The intel team realized that the enemy fighters in the country club planned to go west into National City to help the enemy boats land and release their troops. 
 
    Ivan sent Sam, Erica, Sid, and Yvonne to Dana Point Harbor, to assist Mr. White, Mr. Black, and a commando team. A boat full of UN Peacekeepers was on the way, and Ivan wanted to take them out, sending cameramen in to document the entire attack for a TV broadcast. The team met and got into position as the enemy boat approached. 
 
    Sax and Jesse’s team hit a large group of enemy fighters fleeing northeast from the Lemon Grove battle, trying to get back to their base in El Cajon. As that battle raged, Ivan’s intel team saw drone video of UN forces coming out of the buildings at their base, pulling vehicles out of the huge warehouses there. The UN forces attacked local citizens in the residential areas surrounding the base, trying to take pressure off their forces staging at the Bonita Country Club. Sax and Jesse’s teams would not take the bait, but the surviving local police took off in that direction, calling fellow officers in the counties to the north for help. Ivan forced his way onto the local TV stations with a live feed asking for citizens to rise up and fight. The battle was horrendous, with most of the police from the Lemon Grove battle being killed before help could arrive. The patriots finally won, thanks to the police officers from further north and armed citizens in the area who flooded in after Ivan’s TV appearance. 
 
    In Mexico, the initial battle was over, the Islamist forces defeated. Central Command ordered the patriots to stay put, due to another large enemy force coming north. This new group didn’t have RFID. Intel teams saw them via drone video and satellite imagery.    
 
    Thanks to Seth’s RFID history program, Ivan’s intel team saw a large group of Islamist fighters disappearing into shielded semis, heading for Dodge City. Garrett got the Cavalry ready, while the off-roaders gathered and Willard’s cannon team got into place. The enemy arrived, revealed to the RFID apps as citizens along Highway 94 opened fire, poking holes in their lead-shielded semi-trailers. A wild battle ensued, the cavalry riding in with guns blazing, Willard slamming the trucks with cannon fire as soon as they appeared, the Islamists who survived the initial salvo escaping into the woods and fighting back. The patriots were getting into trouble until the off-roaders arrived, filling the air with lead from their small mini guns, moving so fast that the enemy couldn’t hit them. Dodge City won the battle quickly after that. 
 
    The intel team had a lot of action to monitor; the situation in Mexico, the enemy armada cruising up the coast, the battle in El Cajon, and the operation at Dana Point Harbor, which was just starting. Sam and his team were with Mr. Black and Mr. White as the enemy boat arrived, surprising them as they tried to dump a fresh load of UN Peacekeepers onto the dock. The battle only lasted a few minutes, and then the TV crew shot video as the dead enemy fighters were strung up all over the harbor by their ankles. Ivan went on TV with the video a short time later, warning people about the UN Peacekeepers flowing in and the coming enemy armada, expected to land on the beaches of San Diego shortly. 
 
    The UN Peacekeepers in the Bonita Country Club started to move, drawing a lot of attention, the battle wagons and other assets getting ready to attack. Then they stopped right at the edge of the property and hunkered down. The battle wagons moved to National City and parked in a shopping center, going into siege mode for the night, waiting. 
 
    In Mexico, the enemy started an artillery barrage, pounding the Marines and volunteers’ positions in the middle of the night, destroying some of the L-ATVs, trying to soften up the patriots for the battle that was coming the next morning. B-1 and B-52 bombers were sent in. They flattened the enemy artillery, then hit the harbor in Ensenada, which ensured the enemy armada could not return to safety.  
 
    General Hogan contacted Ivan, telling him that a WTO delegation had slipped into the United States and disappeared. Daan Mertins was reportedly with that group. The EU and the UN were threatening to make an all-out attack if the WTO team was not returned to them immediately. General Hogan put forth the theory that the WTO had escaped the EU, the middle class there rising up against Islamist violence after Saladin’s death. 
 
    Enemy snipers attacked the parked battle wagons in the early morning. They were killed quickly. During the break a TV van showed up, and they let the reporter in for an interview, thinking the worst was over. Then a phony TV van showed up, getting close and opening fire, killing everybody in the real TV van, trying to damage the battle wagons but not having any luck. Suddenly a much larger force of UN Peacekeepers attacked, caught on live video thanks to the reporter, the feed going out live. It was a vicious, bloody attack, the battle wagons in danger of being overrun as the Teamsters and the Special forces team from Lemon Grove raced to help. Armed citizens showed up, joining the battle, pouring fire on the enemy. The Teamsters and Special Forces teams arrived, destroying the enemy in short order. 
 
    In Mexico, the Central Command ordered the Marines and civilian forces west to intercept the armada, just in case they dumped their troops in Mexico instead of going across the border to San Diego.  As they left, more enemy artillery fired on them, ruining the road, forcing the patriots into areas the enemy had riddled with IEDs. 
 
    After the victory in National City, the battle wagons went back to the Bonita Country Club to help with the mop up there. They went back to Dodge City after that operation. Sam and Erica had to spend the night in Garrett’s ranch house, since their battle wagon’s generator was being used to power the mine, the entrance still blocked from the cave-in. Ivan contacted Garrett, asking if he could hold a sub-team meeting at his house. Garrett agreed. Ivan arrived with Ben, Jules, and Shelly. Before the meeting started, Ivan took Garrett and Anna into the study and told them what was going on. The Globalists who started the war planned to hunt down resistance fighters who had been in the Federal intel community, plus the top resistance leadership in Kansas and California. Ivan’s intel sources were telling him they had to clear out in a hurry. He told Garrett and Anna that they’d be trying to turn the tables on the people hunting them, but they couldn’t do it from Dodge City or the Kansas base. They would disappear, leaving the un-targeted people behind. The rest of the sub-team arrived for the meeting. Ivan told them, their reaction mixed at first, but all of them agreeing that they must band together with the targeted people in the Kansas team and go after the enemy. It was kill or be killed. 
 
    Ben noticed social media posts about a building armada of citizen boats heading south, whipped up by Ivan’s TV appearance about the enemy armada. The group was several hundred strong and growing fast. Most of these boats only had sporting weapons. Robbie suggested sending the Lemon Grove group to San Diego Bay, to get on the boats with their military weapons. Jules and Ivan loved the idea. They contacted the Lemon Grove group, still in National City, and got agreement. Ben contacted the leadership of the citizen armada and told them the plan, and they agreed, planning to link up with the citizen armada at the Navy wharfs in San Diego Harbor. 
 
    The Marines and civilian fighters in Mexico continued running into problems on the way west, the L-ATVs in the lead, rolling over IEDs every few miles. The BFVs were far behind them, and with good reason, since IEDs were much deadlier to that type of vehicle. It was slow going, and then the first of the BFVs ran over an IED, blowing it up, telling the Marines that there were enemy operatives placing the devices after the L-ATVs had gone by. The BFVs were forced to stop and hunker down. 
 
    The enemy armada passed Rosarito Beach, continuing north. This was a surprise to everyone. Ivan’s intel team met on the situation, all of them wondering why the enemy armada would try cruising into the San Diego area with the citizen armada gaining in strength by the hour. It seemed like a suicide mission. Ben floated the idea that an EU nuclear submarine might get involved. 
 
    Sax and Jesse’s teams began loading onto the citizen armada boats as quickly as they could, the boats then leaving San Diego Bay, heading towards the enemy armada which was off Imperial Beach and closing. The battle started, citizen armada boats struggling to sink the metal fishing boats of the enemy armada, even with M60s and M240s. The enemy sank several citizen boats right away, but many more citizen armada boats were flooding out of San Diego bay, racing to engage the enemy, and they had some success by running straight towards the much slower metal trawlers, tossing grenades and then turning away at the last minute. Then three Navy LCS boats raced out of the harbor, opening fire with deck cannons, sinking enemy boats easily, getting to speeds above forty knots, breaking up the enemy armada. It appeared the LCS ships and citizen armada were winning the battle, but then a French submarine surfaced in their midst, firing a missile, hitting one of the three LCS ships, blowing a hole in the side…   
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    { 1 } 
 
    Ocean Eruption 
 
    The submarine was on the surface now, it’s length dwarfing everything else nearby. 
 
    “It’s gonna fire another missile!” Jesse shouted from the flybridge. 
 
    “Look, that LCS isn’t sinking,” Sax yelled, pointing. “It’s turning around towards the sub. So are the others.” 
 
    “Think those ships can really take on that sub?” Dusty asked. 
 
    “What are those?” somebody yelled from the bow, watching as two turrets rose off the decks of all three LCS ships. 
 
    Jesse looked, Dusty nodding to the binoculars sitting in the dash bin. He grabbed them, putting them to his eyes. “Well, the ones with the white cylinders on top are Phalanx CIWS. I have no idea what the second ones are. Some kind of rocket launcher, maybe.” 
 
    The sub fired three missiles, the Phalanx guns firing, hitting all three before they could hit the targets. 
 
    “Yes!” Dusty shouted. 
 
    “Look, those enemy fishing boats are taking advantage, trying to slip by!” Sax yelled from the bow. “Let’s go get them! Try the same tactic you were using before.” 
 
    “You got it,” Dusty said, pushing the throttles forward, the big sport-fisher jumping onto a plane. “I’m going after that guy on the end. Get the grenades ready!” 
 
    He steered straight for the enemy trawler at full speed, the men on the deck pointing at them, fearing they’d be rammed, rushing to the far side of the boat as Dusty banked away fifteen yards before they hit, three grenades landing on the deck of the boat, blowing up big, damaging the side of the boat as the men shattered the bridge window with fire from M240s and M60s. 
 
    “That one’s done, let’s go get that guy,” Sax shouted, pointing to another trawler which had just sunk a small patriot fishing boat. 
 
    Dusty nodded, turning in that direction, still going top speed, an occasional bullet ripping into the fiberglass sides of the boat.  
 
    “Hey, look, the submarine is leaving,” Jesse shouted.  
 
    “Forget about them, we’re about to hit that boat!,” Dusty shouted, banking into the turn again as grenades were thrown, landing on the deck, this time in the midst of several enemy fighters, who scrambled at them, trying to pick them up, pieces of one man flying into the air as a grenade went off in his hand, the other two blowing up, starting a fire on the deck. 
 
    “That sub is under water now,” Sax shouted. “Think they submerged to use torpedoes?” 
 
    Jesse laughed. “No, they’re leaving because of whatever the second turrets are. Those turrets are moving. See them?” 
 
    They watched for a moment as the second turrets on all three LCS ships pointed skyward, long, skinny missiles rising onto them, and then they fired, straight into the air, the sound ear-shattering. 
 
    “They’re just going up,” Sax yelled. “What the hell?” 
 
    “No, look, they’re turning,” Dusty yelled, men on enemy and patriot boats pausing to watch as the missiles were now going straight towards the water at very high speed, all three going below the surface. 
 
    “Well that was a waste,” Sax yelled. Then there was a low rumble, the water bubbling, air rising to the surface. A huge explosion blew out of the water, debris flying into the air. 
 
    “They blew up that sub!” Dusty shouted, a huge grin on his face. Men on the patriot boats cheered. 
 
    “Look, those enemy boats are turning around!” Jesse shouted. 
 
    “The two un-damaged LCS boats are giving chase,” Jesse said. “Let’s go help them.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Dusty said, turning back towards them and cranking on the speed, the LCS boats ahead of them taking out boat after boat with their deck cannon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Clem and Elmer were wiring up the three new generators in the back storage room, as Tyler and Ed helped with the exhaust routing. 
 
    “What should we use as heat shielding for these pipes?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t have to be fancy, just enough to keep people from touching,” Ed said. “I’ll bet chicken wire or something similar will work.” 
 
    “I suggest you notch the side of the access hole too,” Elmer said, turning away from the electrical wiring for a moment. “It’d be easy to do with a small shovel. There’s barely enough room for large people to get out through that hole. We don’t want to make it worse.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was thinking about that,” Tyler said. “Wanted to see how thick the exhaust pipe would be.” 
 
    “We should notch the dirt enough so the exhaust pipes are flush, and then spike in some chicken wire over it,” Ed said. “Easy peasy.” 
 
    Cheers erupted from down the hall. 
 
    “Wonder what happened?” Ed asked. 
 
    “That sounds like it came from the intel room,” Clem said. “Let’s take five and go see.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe it’ll make this job moot,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Doubt it,” Ed said, “but we’ve got time. C’mon.” 
 
    All four men left the storage room, walking down the corridor to the intel room. The intel team was gathered around the largest monitor, Ivan and Jules just arriving. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Elmer asked. 
 
    “We’ve got the enemy armada on the run,” Seth said, turning towards them for a moment, then looking back at the screen, showing drone video of the action just south of San Diego Bay. 
 
    “That’s what the whooping and hollering was about?” Clem asked. 
 
    “That was for the submarine,” Robbie said. “Those LCS ships destroyed it with some missile I’ve never seen before.” 
 
    “General Hogan told me there was a new classified weapon system on these boats,” Ivan said. “What’d they look like?” 
 
    “Long, skinny rockets,” Kaitlyn said. “They shot almost straight up in the air, then turned and flew right into the water where the submarine had been.” 
 
    “It submerged?” Jules asked. 
 
    Robbie nodded. “It was on the surface, and fired missiles at the LCS boats. Hit the first one, but then all three deployed Phalanx guns and knocked the next round of missiles right out of the air. The sub decided it was time to go after that, and submerged.” 
 
    “They run, but they can’t hide, no?” Jules said with a wicked grin. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Seth said. 
 
    “How do we know the sub was destroyed?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “The water bubbled up big,” Morgan said. “Air rushed to the surface, and then pieces of the submarine.” 
 
    “That was a nuclear sub,” Kaitlyn said. “Think San Diego is gonna be contaminated with radiation?” 
 
    Morgan shot her a worried glance. “Hope not.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look on the web, maybe there’s an article about it,” Ben said. 
 
    “Is the battle over?” Ivan asked. “Looks like they’re still fighting.” 
 
    “The enemy armada started to flee, but they’re way too slow to get away from the LCS boats or the faster fishing boats in the citizen armada,” Robbie said. “They decided to turn and fight, but they’re losing big. The big sport fishers figured out what tactics to use, and those LCS boats are sinking most of the larger enemy trawlers with one shot from those cannons they have on deck.” 
 
    “So battle over,” Jules said. “We lose citizens?” 
 
    Morgan nodded with a grim expression. “We lost twenty to thirty citizen boats, from what I saw. Hard to keep track, there were so many and the action was so fast. One of the LCS boats was damaged, but it went back to port with no problem. The other two LCS boats didn’t get a scratch.” 
 
    Ben turned to the group. “Probably nothing to worry about with the sub’s reactor. Most of the time we don’t attempt to do clean up, because the seawater dilutes the danger. This is closer to shore and a populated area than any I’ve seen mention of, though.” 
 
    “I’m sure the experts will figure out what to do,” Elmer said. “We should get back to work, men.”  
 
    “What’re you guys doing?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Wiring up the three new generators,” Clem replied. 
 
    “Is there really still a chance we’ll get attacked?” 
 
    “We still have all those semis coming up Highway 1D,” Kaitlyn said. “They haven’t slowed down.” 
 
    “Where’s the Marines now?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “The L-ATVs and semis with the infantry are still on Highway 201, heading for the coast,” Kaitlyn said. “They’re getting close now, but they had to deal with IEDs on the road again.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just send in Navy jets to blow those damn semis?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Good question,” Ivan said. “We don’t know who they are. They might not be enemy fighters.” 
 
    Kaitlyn nodded. “He’s right, we really don’t know yet.” 
 
    “C’mon, guys, let’s get back on the generators,” Elmer said. 
 
    “In a hurry to be with somebody?” Ed cracked. Tyler and Clem chuckled. 
 
    “Okay, you found me out,” he said. “Ready?” 
 
    “He’s a slave driver,” Tyler quipped. 
 
    Elmer grinned, turning to leave, the others following him out into the corridor. 
 
    “What’s the hurry, really?” Clem asked. 
 
    “What Willard said earlier,” he replied in a hushed tone. “When Willard has feelings we’re in danger, he’s usually right.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” Ed said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Doug and Jorge were at their stations in the BFV, waiting for instructions after the IEDs had blown up the first two vehicles in their column. Gonzalez was outside with Jenkins and Sessions, the rest of the Marines sitting in the back end of the vehicle. It was dark now, Doug scanning the area with his FLIR sight. 
 
    “Seeing anything?” Jorge asked. 
 
    “No humans. The rodents are out now that it’s dark. I’m seeing kangaroo rats coming out of the ground.” 
 
    Gonzalez and the others came in the rear door of the vehicle. 
 
    “Well?” Doug asked. 
 
    Gonzalez got on his CIV right away, looking through the eyepieces. “The brass agrees that there are forces nearby, but until we have that advanced drone overhead, we won’t know for sure.” 
 
    “What else could it be, dude?” Jorge asked. 
 
    “I’ll take this,” Jenkins said, “You keep your eyes focused on that CIV.” He turned towards the driver’s seat. “Might have been a team of three of four guys that set this up. If so, they’re probably long gone by now. If there was a large force around, why wouldn’t they have taken out the L-ATVs and those semi-trucks full of infantry?” 
 
    “I’m seeing nothing but rodents so far,” Doug said. “Jenkins might be right.” 
 
    “Keep at the sight anyway,” Gonzalez said. “We could have enemy fighters just past those mounds of dirt over there, and we won’t see them until they rush in.” 
 
    “Close the back door,” Sessions said. 
 
    Jenkins shook his head. “Maybe we should be ready to get out of this tin bucket.”  
 
    “Yeah, leave it open for now,” Doug said. 
 
    Gonzalez’s phone dinged. “Shit. Hey, Sessions, take a look so I can stay on the CIV.” He unlocked the phone without taking his eyes away from his viewer, Sessions reaching over to take it. 
 
     “Says the advanced drone should be above us within the next ten minutes.” 
 
    “Good,” Gonzalez said. “Keep it. You remember the pin?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. No problem.” 
 
    Jenkins cracked up. 
 
    “What?” Gonzalez asked. 
 
    “We beat the crap out of that enemy armada. Reading about it on social media.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Jorge asked. “Great.” 
 
    “There was a French submarine involved,” Sessions said. “Geez, says here that our LCS ships blew it up with some new-fangled missile.” 
 
    “The globalists are getting desperate, then,” Doug said. “This might cause some repercussions.” 
 
    “That’s what worries me a little bit,” Sessions said. 
 
    “Why, we blasted those EU Navy ships in Ecuador, remember?” Jenkins asked. 
 
    “That’s right, we did,” Doug said. “I read that the President warned the EU we’d attack with nukes if they used a nuclear sub against us.” 
 
    “Hope cooler heads prevail,” Gonzalez said. “We don’t want to start flinging ICBMs around, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Jorge said. 
 
    Doug’s phone rang. “Dammit.” He reached into his pocket without taking his eyes away from the sight, tossing the phone at Jorge, who barely caught it. 
 
    “Damn, dude, good way to break your phone.” 
 
    “Who is it?” Doug asked. 
 
    “Conrad. I’ll put it on speaker.” 
 
    “Yeah, do that,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “Hey, Conrad, it’s Jorge. What’s up?” 
 
    “Doug’s okay, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s got his head buried in the FLIR sight. Somebody put IEDs in the road after you guys went by.” 
 
    “Lose anybody?” 
 
    “Two vehicles and crews. We’re sitting here waiting for an advanced drone with night vision to get over us.” 
 
    “That’s not so good.” 
 
    “How about you guys? Run into anymore IEDs?” 
 
    “Yeah, about every five miles there’s a few more. Maybe you guys ought to just stay put, now that we know the armada isn’t landing around here.” 
 
    “What about those semi-trucks that were coming up Highway 1D?” 
 
    “They pulled over for the night,” Conrad said. “That’s why I’m able to break for a minute and chat. We’re not sure they’re enemy fighters at this point. Might be normal commerce, or might be folks on our side.” 
 
    “You heard that the enemy armada got beat, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Not sure what we’re gonna do next. We’re still rolling, but like I said, you guys ought to hang out rather than risk it, at least until morning. Then you can get on foot and find the devices.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jorge said. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let you go. Take care. See you soon, hopefully.” 
 
    “Later, man.” Jorge ended the call. “Want this back, or you want me to hold onto it?” 
 
    “Hold onto it for now,” Doug said. 
 
    Gonzalez’s phone dinged. 
 
    “I got it,” Sessions said. “It’s the CO. The drone is overhead now.” 
 
    “They letting us look?” 
 
    “Not right away, the CO has guys watching it, and Ivan’s intel team has access too.” 
 
    “Good,” Gonzalez said. “Hopefully it’s like everybody thinks. Small teams who aren’t here now.” 
 
    The men sat silently for a few moments, one of the Marines in the back starting to snore. Jorge snickered. 
 
    “Glad somebody is relaxed.” 
 
    Gonzalez’s phone dinged again. 
 
    “Shit,” Sessions said. 
 
    “Uh oh, what?” Gonzalez asked. 
 
    “Several thousand bad guys. They’re only about a hundred yards from us, on the south side of the highway, but we’ve got that mound between us and them.” 
 
    “Should we drive up there where the FLIR sights can see and let them have it?” Jorge asked. 
 
    “There might be IEDs between the road and the top of the mound,” Jenkins said. “It’s pitch-black out there. They’ll see if we use flashlights to look at the ground.” 
 
    “FLIR won’t help us?” Jorge asked. 
 
    “Not if the explosives are the same temperature as the ground,” Jenkins said. “This sucks.” 
 
    “Why can’t we just lob some rounds over there?” Doug asked. “If we know how far away they are, we should be able to get close.” 
 
    “Can’t waste ammo,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “What about the mortars?” Sessions asked. “We can sight those in if we know how far they are.” 
 
    An engine started ahead of them. 
 
    “Dammit, one of the lead vehicles is moving off the road, towards the mound,” Doug said. “Those guys are nuts.”  
 
    “Maybe not,” Gonzalez said. “Most of the crew got out. I can see them standing on the road, sticking out like a sore frigging thumb.” 
 
    There was a muffled explosion ahead. 
 
    “Dammit, it rolled over an IED all right,” Doug said, watching through his sight. “Shit, there’s fire coming out the back.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that thing is still rolling,” Gonzalez said. “Shit, they’re ghost riding that sucker.” 
 
    Doug laughed. “You’re right, it’s going over the mound, still moving even though the back end is fully engulfed.” 
 
    “Yeah, and now the vehicle behind them is moving behind it.” 
 
    Jorge laughed. “It’s going on the ground already traveled. 
 
    The sound of the vehicle’s main gun went off full auto, to the screams and yells of enemy fighters below. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like there’s any IEDs on the other side of that mound,” Doug said as the main gun continued to fire, enemy machine gun fire pinging it as it continued forward, the next vehicle in line approaching the mound now at higher speed, its gun starting up too. Gonzalez’s phone dinged. 
 
    “The CO?” Doug asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sessions said, looking at the screen. “We’re all going out that way. Get ready.” 
 
    “Bitchen,” Jorge said, starting their engine as the units in front of them moved forward, gunfire ramping up. 
 
    “These FLIR sights are gonna be the undoing of those cretins,” Doug said. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Jenkins said. “When we get over that mound, maybe we ought to get out and set up our mortars.” 
 
    “Depends on the volume of enemy fire, man,” Sessions said. “Don’t want to get tagged.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t be in a rush, men,” Gonzalez said. “We’re following orders. The CO will see if that’s a good idea from the drone feed.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Ivan asked as he breezed into the intel room. 
 
    “Those Bradley Fighting Vehicles that were hung up due to IEDs are engaging a force of several thousand men,” Seth said. 
 
    “Islamists?” 
 
    Seth shook his head. “No RFID, and they’re on open dirt, so no shielding. UN or someone else.” 
 
    “Maybe Venezuelans,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Does it look like they’re going to lose?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “It’s hard to tell from this drone video. It’s pitch black out there, so we’re looking at FLIR output.” 
 
    Ivan was silent for a moment, thinking. “What about that group of semi-trucks heading north on Highway 1D?” 
 
    “They stopped for the night,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    Ben nodded. “I’ve been on social media, trying to find out who those folks are.” 
 
    “Why?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Because they stopped, mainly.” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Maybe they’re not in a hurry after what happened to the armada off San Diego.” 
 
    “Some folks on the message boards are saying it’s not enemy fighters.” 
 
    Ivan eyed Ben. “Do they say what’s telling them that?” 
 
    “They aren’t trying to hide themselves,” Ben said. “This is all anecdotal, of course. Sounds like the drivers have been peacefully mixing with the locals at every stop.” 
 
    “Watch them,” Ivan said. “Something about this doesn’t smell right. Anything else going on?” 
 
    “With the armada gone and the UN base in El Cajon destroyed, things are quieting down,” Robbie said. “I’m not seeing any hints that there’s enemy activity anywhere, either. Not even rumors at this point, and that’s not what we’ve seen over the last several weeks.” 
 
    “Maybe the war really is almost over,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Let’s hope that, but keep our eyes open,” Ivan said. 
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    Communications 
 
    Jorge moved forward, now next in line to make the left turn off the highway, towards the mound. Gunfire was still wailing, the line of BFVs firing into the enemy ranks. 
 
    “Well, doesn’t sound like they’ve got anything but AKs over there,” Doug said. 
 
    “We’ll see, man,” Jorge said. “Here we go.” He drove over the mound, turning to the right, getting to the end of the line of BFVs and positioning for the guns, Doug starting up with the M242, using it in semi-auto, picking targets carefully. 
 
    “Hey, man, when are you gonna open up with that thing?” Jenkins shouted, voice barely getting above the noise. 
 
    “Leave him be,” Gonzalez said. “He’s doing exactly the right thing. We’ve got limited ammo and nobody coming to help us.” 
 
    “Let’s get behind the unit and set the mortars up,” Sessions yelled. “We should be spewing some willie peter on their asses.” 
 
    “We don’t have that much willie peter left,” Jenkins shouted. 
 
    “No willie peter yet,” Gonzalez shouted. “The FLIR systems are a big advantage. We’ll be switching the lights back on if we start hitting them with willie peter. Use the mortars, but normal rounds. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Sessions said, “even though you aren’t our CO.” 
 
    Gonzalez chuckled. “Follow me anyway. You know I’m right.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Sessions replied. “Open the door on this sucker.” 
 
    Gonzalez hit the button, the rear door opening as other BFVs came over the mound. 
 
    “Dude, there’s at least thirty of us hitting them now,” Jorge said. “We killing enough of them?”  
 
    “No,” Doug said. “Not by a longshot.” 
 
    “We’re doing enough damage,” Gonzalez said. “Don’t lose your nerve, guys. Watch the FLIR for anybody moving up mortars or other dangerous weapons. Got it?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m doing,” Doug said. 
 
    “We’re out,” Sessions said over the intercom. “Setting up mortars now. The other units are letting their guys out too. We’re gonna nail these losers big-time.” 
 
    “Don’t get cocky,” Jenkins said. “They’ve got us outnumbered.” 
 
    “Group trying to rush us,” Gonzalez said. “See them?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Doug said, turning the M242 in that direction and opening fire. 
 
    “Go full auto for a moment,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “You got it.” Doug flipped the switch, sending a salvo of rounds into the rushing men, stopping their advance. “Maybe I should be using the machine guns a little more. The M242 is overkill for men on foot.” 
 
    “Do it, but if you aren’t taking out enough fighters, switch back,” Gonzalez said. “With as many men as they have all bunched up, you’re getting a lot of rows deep with each of the M242 rounds.” 
 
    Doug switched, and strafed the front of the enemy line with machinegun fire from the M240, enemy fighters falling dead, more coming up behind them and hitting the dirt. 
 
    “Why are they doing this, dude?” Jorge asked. “They’re acting like this is a frigging suicide mission or something. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “They probably thought they’d destroy a lot more of these vehicles with the IEDs,” Doug said. 
 
    “Still doesn’t make sense, man.” 
 
    “Watch it,” Gonzalez said. “Mortar team coming. See them?” 
 
    “Yeah, I see them,” Doug said, strafing them with the machine gun, then switching to the M242 and nailing the mortar and the crate of rounds, destroying both. Then there was a pop from behind them, a mortar round flying over the BFV and landing amidst the enemy fighters, causing them to break rank and spread out. More mortar rounds flew, from their team and others behind BFVs on either side of them, as new vehicles moved off the road, traveling to either side of the line of vehicles. 
 
    “I’m worried about what’s gonna happen when all of our guys are in front of the mound,” Jorge said. “Maybe they’re allowing this to draw us into a trap.” 
 
    “Expensive tactic,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “Hail Mary, but we’d better watch for that,” Doug said. “How many more we still got on the road?” 
 
    “Jorge, text the CO and ask how many of us are off the highway,” Gonzalez said. “Now you’ve got me nervous. You’re right, this is not making sense.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “That mortar fire is causing enemy fighters to retreat,” Doug shouted, the noise nearly ear-splitting as more and more mortars got on line. 
 
    “Already got an answer,” Jorge said. “There’s still twenty on the road.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to leave them there,” Doug said. 
 
    “Yeah, suggest that, and ask them if they see any military vehicles behind the enemy line.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jorge said. 
 
    “Another enemy mortar team coming in on the right,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “I see them,” Doug said, firing off a volley with the M242. “Why aren’t they firing those from behind their lines?” 
 
    “Well, they were using those cheap Chinese mortars. Maybe they’re afraid they’ll misfire and kill their own people.” 
 
    “Hey, dude, the CO is getting nervous about this too,” Jorge said. “They’re checking further behind the enemy lines.” 
 
    “If we need to leave, how do we do it?” Doug asked. “It’s not like we can just get back on the highway. Probably full up with IEDs.” 
 
    “Hey, how are we doing with the mortar rounds?” Jenkins asked over the intercom. 
 
    “Slow down a tad, we’re checking with the CO,” Gonzalez said. “Something doesn’t smell right.” 
 
    Jenkins chuckled. “Thought it was just me. These guys aren’t that stupid.” 
 
    Jorge’s phone dinged. “That was a broadcast text.” 
 
    “What’d it say?” Gonzalez asked. 
 
    “The L-ATVs are turning around, heading back here at top speed. No more of the BFVs are leaving the highway. We’re sending the crews out to walk the highway looking for IEDs. Oh, and they’re seeing a glow, but can’t make out what it is. Line behind the main body of enemy fighters.” 
 
    “Shit, they’ve got Gaz Tigrs or worse under some cover, warming up,” Doug said. 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Jorge said, “and it’s behind another mound, so we can’t hit them from here with the FLIR-sighted weapons.” 
 
    “Heard that,” Jenkins said. “Can they give us coordinates? We could probably hit them with the mortars.” 
 
    “Negative,” Gonzalez said. “If we do that, they’ll attack right away. We’ll have more of a chance to survive if the enemy holds off until our guys get back here.” 
 
    “How long is it gonna take?” Sessions asked. 
 
    “They can go seventy miles per hour,” Gonzalez said, “so not as long as you think. Less than an hour. Conserve ammo. Hit them enough to keep them from advancing.” 
 
    “They’ll figure that out,” Doug said. 
 
    “True, they might,” Gonzalez said, “and if they’ve got tanks or something back there, we can use our TOW missiles. Remember how many we’ve got. They had plenty of those for us at Tecate, so we’re full up.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m switching to the machine gun, then,” Doug said. “If they’ve got Gaz Tigrs instead of tanks, the M242 will waste them.” 
 
    “Good suggestion. Jorge, text the CO with that idea, and let’s see what he thinks.” 
 
    “How about the mortars?” Sessions asked. 
 
    “Cut the fire way down,” Gonzalez said, “but be ready to ramp up in a hurry.” 
 
    Doug’s phone rang, Jorge picking it up. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Conrad here. We’re on our way back to you guys. Hold on.” 
 
    “How long is it gonna take?” Jorge asked. 
 
    “Less time than you think. We turned around after our phone call, to pick you guys up and escort you through any IEDs. Figured why not. We’ll be there in less than twenty minutes, unless we run into another artillery attack or something.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Jorge said, ending the call. “Hey, man, they’re only about twenty minutes away.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Gonzalez asked. 
 
    “They decided to come back here after we talked to them,” Jorge said. 
 
    “What about the infantry?” Sessions asked. 
 
    “Conrad didn’t mention them.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ivan’s phone dinged, waking him out of sleep. He picked it up, seeing that it was General Hogan, checking the time. Just after midnight. He sat up on his cot, against the earthen wall of a room in the mine, and hit General Hogan’s contact. 
 
    “Oh, you’re still up?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “Dozing. What’s up?” 
 
    “We’re going into the new phase already.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “We finished off the enemy at Carlsbad Caverns, and killed Daan Mertins as he and some WTO creeps were trying to escape on a chopper. It was expensive. We lost one of our best civilians getting Daan, and lots of men during the Carlsbad Caverns battle.” 
 
    Ivan sat up straighter, the sleep leaving him in an instant. “The war is over?” 
 
    “The enemy’s command and control is a mess, so we’ll still have skirmishes, but the EU just sued for peace.” 
 
    “We should tell them to stuff it,” Ivan said. 
 
    “I agree, but we won’t. There will be harsh conditions.” 
 
    “They’re afraid we’ll nuke France for that crap they pulled with their submarine today,” Ivan said, glee in his voice. 
 
    General Hogan chuckled. “Well, there is that. They paid for it already, though.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They lost a multi-billion dollar piece of hardware and a lot of sailors,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “So what now?” 
 
    General Hogan was silent for a moment, talking to somebody in the background. “Sorry. Lot going on here. Didn’t expect you to be up.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, but lots of questions. Nobody knows how this peace is gonna be. Our society needs some serious healing, and we’ve got a lot of enemy operatives in country.” 
 
    “What about the militia?” 
 
    “They are no longer a threat. Quite to the contrary, actually. We allied with them to finish this off.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. I’ll bet that was interesting.” 
 
    “We are more like them than different from them,” General Hogan said. “We’ll have plenty of time to discuss this. The biggest problem we have right now is Mexico.” 
 
    “There’s still action going on down there. We were watching a battle right before I turned in. Maybe it will end.” 
 
    “The forces that are nearest the US border were completely cut off from their command and control,” General Hogan said. “We’ll still have some fighting going on there. I’m working that issue, but nobody seems to know who’s in command down there.” 
 
    “I figured. We still talking about annexing Mexico?” 
 
    “I’ll let the governments of both countries figure that one out,” General Hogan said. “Got to go, somebody’s here to tell me something.” 
 
    “Thanks for telling me. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    The call ended. Ivan sent out a broadcast text, telling the rest of the team that the main part of the war was over. His phone dinged with replies right off the bat. 
 
    “Crap, I won’t get back to sleep now.” He got up. Ben met him in the hall right outside of his room. 
 
    “Thought I heard you talking. What’s up?” 
 
    “You didn’t get my text?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “No, my phone only had about 2% battery, so I plugged it in. No outlet next to my cot. It’s plugged into my laptop in the intel room.” 
 
    “You aren’t ready to turn in again?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Won’t get to sleep for a while.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go into the intel room. Anybody still there?” 
 
    “Seth and Robbie. The women are sleeping, but they’re supposed to take over in about three hours.” 
 
    “Watching that battle in Mexico,” Ivan said. “The war ended.” 
 
    “What?” Ben asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “General Hogan sent me a text about it, not expecting me to be awake. I called him right back.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “His team won at Carlsbad Caverns, and nailed Daan Mertins as he and some WTO thugs were trying to make their escape in a chopper.” 
 
    “Does that mean the battle in Mexico is gonna end?” 
 
    They rounded the corner and walked into the intel room. Robbie turned towards them and grinned. 
 
    “It’s really over?” 
 
    “Close,” Ivan said. “General Hogan said the group that is fighting us near the border is cut off from their command and control, so that might not end right away.” 
 
    “How do we get to those folks?” Seth asked, turning around with sleepy eyes. “I see a potential blood bath there for both sides if we don’t do something.” 
 
    “They’re not Islamists,” Robbie said. “Who’s running the Venezuelans and the UN Peacekeepers now?” 
 
    “We aren’t sure that’s who it is,” Ivan said. “Could be from another South American country. Remember what they were trying to do. Force the US Army to leave the Mexico City area and save our people.” 
 
    Ben eyed Ivan for a moment. “Don’t you have any contacts in the EU anymore?” 
 
    “You want me to engage in diplomacy? I’m not sure that would be appreciated.” 
 
    Robbie chuckled. “Very little of what you’ve done has been appreciated by those guys.” 
 
    Seth snickered, waking up a little more. “There have been some developments down there.” 
 
    “What?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “The L-ATVs are high-tailing it to the stuck BFVs right now. They’re only about fifteen minutes away. Our forces will still be outnumbered, though, and we think they have a bunch of tanks hidden behind their troops.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Ben said. “Wish it were closer to light. It’s gonna be a long night for them.” 
 
    “Do you have any contact numbers for our side down there?” Robbie asked. 
 
    Ben smiled. “Yeah, some guy named Conrad, and the CO of the Marine forces. We’ve fed them intel more than once.” 
 
    “Try to get ahold of them now,” Ivan said. “Maybe we can get them to cease fire and raise a white flag or something.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Ben said, turning back to his laptop. 
 
    Morgan and Kaitlyn came into the room. 
 
    “You two were supposed to be sleeping,” Seth said. 
 
    Morgan smiled. “We got Ivan’s text. The war’s over, right?” 
 
    “It is, but we’ve got a problem in Mexico.” 
 
    “That battle is still going?” Kaitlyn asked. “Hasn’t anybody told them?” 
 
    “We’re working on that now,” Seth said. 
 
    “The CO isn’t available,” Ben said. “Trying Conrad. I’ve got a cell number for him.” 
 
    “You don’t for the CO?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Been getting him via messenger,” Ben said, unplugging his phone from his laptop. “Good, got 50% battery. That’s enough.” He hit Conrad’s contact and put it on speaker. 
 
    “Yeah,” Conrad said, lots of road noise in the background. “This is Ben Dover?” 
 
    “Hello again,” Ben said. “Have you guys heard that the war is over?” 
 
    “Say again?” 
 
    “The war ended. General Hogan’s forces won, and nailed Daan Mertins. The EU has sued for peace.” 
 
    “Hey, guys, keep it down,” Conrad said. “Pull over to the side so I can hear this.” 
 
    “Who is it, the CO?” somebody asked. 
 
    “Ben Dover, intel guy from Ivan’s team.” 
 
    A couple men snickered. 
 
    “I’ll pull over,” somebody said in the background. There was a clunking noise, and then relative silence. 
 
    “We’re stopped,” Conrad said. “Putting you on speaker. Still hear me?” 
 
    “Yep, loud and clear,” Ben said. 
 
    Ivan moved closer to the phone. “This is Ivan. The war ended tonight. Daan Mertins was killed as he tried to escape. The last large enemy base was destroyed earlier.” 
 
    “Yes!” somebody said from the background. 
 
    “We still have a battle raging,” Conrad said. “On our way there now. We can hear the gunfire. How do we get word out that the war is over?” 
 
    “That’s why we’re calling you,” Ivan said. “We need to convince the enemy troops that the war is done. Apparently they’re cut off from their leadership.” 
 
    “Understood,” Conrad said. 
 
    “We’ll work this,” said somebody else. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Who was that?” Ben asked. 
 
    “The commander of the vehicle,” Conrad said. “Thanks. Talk to you later.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    Ivan turned to Ben. “Keep trying that CO, and I’ll work it from my end. I need to get a call out to stop the Sacramento operation as well.” 
 
    Ivan left the intel room. Morgan sat next to Robbie. 
 
    “You can tell your parents now,” she said. 
 
    Robbie shot her a nervous glance. “I know, I’ve got to tell them I’ve been lying to them.” 
 
    “It was a cover story, not exactly a lie,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Oh, I guess that’s true, but I hated having to do that.” 
 
    “Maybe you should call them now.” 
 
    “No, in the morning,” Robbie said. 
 
    Seth’s eyes got wide as he saw a flash on his screen. “Whoa.” 
 
    “What?” Kaitlyn asked, moving closer to see his screen. 
 
    “The L-ATVs are only about five hundred yards from the front, but the first one hit an IED on the road.” 
 
    “Still moving?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “I see people getting out to check underneath now,” Seth said. “More are coming out now, walking slowly up the road. They’ve stopped about ten yards up. Looking at something. Several of them are crouching.” 
 
    “Those BFVs really were stuck there, weren’t they?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Looks that way. I’ll bet they mined the shoulders on either side of the road too.” 
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    Is it Peace? 
 
    Jorge’s phone dinged, the buzz that went along with it tipping him off in the noise of battle. His eyes got wide when he read it. 
 
    “Hey, man, I just got at text saying that the war ended.” 
 
    “Say what?” Gonzalez asked, his eyes still looking through the CIV. 
 
    “Who’s that from?” Doug said. “Oh, crap.” He opened fire. “Another damn mortar team. These guys don’t have that message.” 
 
    “Conrad sent the message. His guys are almost here. The enemy force doesn’t know. The CO is trying to figure out a way to convince the enemy to cease fire.” 
 
    Gonzalez laughed. “Of course. Wonder if we can trust this? Anything come through my phone from the CO?” 
 
    Jorge picked up his phone. “Nope. Want me to send a text?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Jorge nodded, typing a quick message and sending it. 
 
    There was an explosion to the west. “Shit, what was that?” 
 
    “Probably the L-ATVs setting off the IEDs the enemy had waiting for us,” Doug said. 
 
    “Anything from the CO?” Gonzalez asked. 
 
    “Hasn’t responded yet.” 
 
    “It’s probably true, and he’s working it,” Gonzalez said. “We should cease fire and put up a white flag.” 
 
    “If we can’t convince them, we’ll stand a good chance of being killed here,” Doug said. “Hate to be one of those folks who die after the war is over.” 
 
    Gonzalez chuckled. “Yeah, that would really suck, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t let the guard down yet,” Jorge said. 
 
    Doug fired the M242 again. “Another mortar. I’m not letting the enemy set those up. I’ll just concentrate on them instead of the troops.” 
 
    “You guys see that flash on the road?” Jenkins asked over the intercom. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jorge said. “L-ATVs probably hit some of the IEDs the enemy put there for us.” 
 
    “Guys, we just got a message saying the war is over,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “Say again?” Sessions asked. 
 
    “They’re saying the war is over,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “Somebody gonna tell the enemy?” Jenkins asked. 
 
    “They’re working on it,” Gonzalez said.  
 
    “You want us to cease fire?” Sessions asked. 
 
    “Reduce but don’t quit yet. There’s too many of those guys—if they don’t get the message and we let them rush in, we’ll all get killed.” 
 
    “Shit, this sucks,” Jenkins said. 
 
    “The war being over most definitely does not suck,” Jorge said. 
 
    “We’ll be just as dead if they rush us,” Jenkins said. “War being over or not.” 
 
    Gonzalez’s phone dinged, Jorge looking at it. “Hey, dude, the CO just confirmed that the war is over. They said to cease fire right now. The L-ATV guys are rushing up here to rig a white flag, and the CO’s L-ATV is gonna get right behind us.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” Doug asked. 
 
    “It’s got a PA system on it,” Gonzalez said. “Not sure it’ll be heard above the enemy fire, though.” 
 
    The guns of the patriots stopped. The enemy continued to fire, more mortar teams rushing up. 
 
    “Shit, they’re gonna fire at us.” 
 
    There was a huge blast, coming from behind the enemy troops. A BFV on the east side of the line blew apart. 
 
    “Dammit!” shouted Gonzalez. “They’ve got tanks back there, like we suspected.” 
 
    “The CO is here,” Jenkins said. “We’re gonna help him.” 
 
    “Do it, but watch yourselves. The enemy will shoot you if they see you.” 
 
    Another cannon blast went off. 
 
    “Who else bought it?” Doug asked. 
 
    “Nobody, man,” Sessions said. “Landed between a couple of vehicles.” 
 
    The loudspeaker came on. 
 
    “Attention! The war is over. We will cease fire right now!” 
 
    “Well, that was certainly loud enough,” Jorge quipped, as the message was repeated in Spanish. 
 
    Another cannon shot fired, hitting the edge of a BFV, spinning it, the men rushing out before it caught fire. The loudspeaker messages went out again in both languages. 
 
    “Hey, one of their guys is walking forward,” Doug said. “See him?” 
 
    “They quit shooting!” Sessions said. 
 
    “Stay down,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    The enemy fighter continued forward cautiously, then yelled something in Spanish. 
 
    “What’s he saying?” Doug asked. 
 
    “He wants to talk to the CO,” Gonzalez said. “Look! There goes the CO. Wish it wasn’t so damn dark out here.” 
 
    It was silent as the two men approached each other, barely visible to the naked eye, but seen by hundreds of men through their FLIR sights. 
 
    “They made contact,” Doug said. “They’re talking.” 
 
    “What’s that glow between them?” Jorge said. 
 
    “The CO is showing the enemy leader something on his phone,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “The enemy guy just took the phone and put it to his ear,” Doug said. “I’ll bet the enemy leadership is talking to him.” 
 
    “They shook hands!” Gonzalez said. 
 
    The enemy leader turned and yelled something in Spanish to his troops. A cheer rose from their ranks, men getting off the dirt and standing. 
 
    “Yes! It’s over!” Gonzalez yelled. 
 
    “Look, our guys are going out there,” Doug said. 
 
    “Let’s go, men,” Gonzalez said. “Time to make friends.” 
 
    “You sure, man?” Jorge asked. 
 
    “Never been more sure in my life,” Gonzalez said, tears streaming down his cheeks. 
 
    Both sides were walking towards each other now, talking and laughing. The two sides met, shaking hands and hugging.  
 
    Doug looked at the scene in awe. “Thank God.” 
 
    Jorge was along side him, beaming, as they neared their ex-enemy, shaking hands with them, laughing and crying. Jorge talked to several men in Spanish, then turned to Doug. “They’re mostly from Argentina. Dragged here against their will. None of them wanted to be here.” 
 
    “Neither did we,” Sessions quipped. 
 
    “So what now?” Jorge asked. 
 
    “Now we go home,” Gonzalez said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was barely light at Dodge City. Robbie and Morgan walked out of the mine, hand in hand. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s over,” Morgan said. “Are you scared?” 
 
    “About what Ivan told us?” 
 
    “Of course, what did you think?” 
 
    “I still have to talk to my parents.” 
 
    Morgan laughed. “Oh, please, they’re not going to be mad at you. It’s the least of our problems.” 
 
    “You don’t look worried.” 
 
    Morgan smiled at him. “I’m taking a day to enjoy not being at war. We can do that, can’t we?” 
 
    Robbie turned towards her, staring into her eyes. “Yes, we can do that.” He kissed her, standing in the middle of the Dodge City main street. “We have something else to do, you know.” 
 
    She smiled. “And what might that be, sir?” 
 
    “Go see a preacher,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Oh, we’re going to stay together now that this is over?” 
 
    “Stop,” Robbie said as she giggled. 
 
    She kissed him tenderly. “I love you, Robbie Johnson.” 
 
    “And I love you,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Hey, want a drink?” Willard asked from the door of the saloon. 
 
    Robbie chuckled. “Yes, but we’ve got some things to take care of first. Anybody else there yet?”  
 
    “Nope, but this place will be packed within the hour. Come back and we’ll toast our victory.” 
 
    “We’ll be back,” Morgan said. “C’mon, let’s go to our rig.” 
 
    Robbie grinned at her. “Yes, let’s go.” 
 
    “No hanky-panky until you talk to your parents,” she said. 
 
    “How about after?” 
 
    “Oh, I think there may be some hanky-panky afterwards. We’ll see.” 
 
    Robbie laughed as they got to their coach. He pulled the door open and they entered. 
 
    “Little chilly,” Morgan said. 
 
    “I’ll fire up the furnace.” Robbie did that, then poured water in the coffee maker. “Shoot, we don’t have our power hook-up.” 
 
    “We’ll run the generator. I’ll handle the coffee, you get on the phone.” 
 
    Robbie’s brow furrowed. He nodded, and sat at the dinette, pulling out his phone. 
 
    “I can leave or go in the bedroom,” Morgan said, “if you want privacy.” 
 
    “No, I’m putting it on speaker. I’ll introduce you.” 
 
    “Fine, but tell them first, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Robbie said, pulling his phone out of his pocket. He hit his dad’s contact. It rang several times, going to voicemail. He shot a glance at Morgan, then turned back towards his phone. “Hi, Mom and Dad, it’s Robbie. Call me back at this number, and save it—it’s my new cellphone.” He ended the call as Morgan fired up the generator. 
 
    “Figures,” Morgan quipped as she went to the kitchen counter and turned on the coffee maker. 
 
    “Hope everything’s okay.” 
 
    Morgan smiled at him. “They just won a huge battle yesterday. They might be resting, you know. They probably partied a little, for one thing.” She made the first cup of coffee and gave it to Robbie, then made one for herself and sat at the dinette across from him. 
 
    They each had a sip, and the phone rang. 
 
    “There they are,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Yep.” He answered it. 
 
    “Robbie?” asked Jane. 
 
    “Hi, Mom.” 
 
    “Hi,” she said. 
 
    “Great to hear from you, son,” Frank said. “Where are you?” 
 
    Robbie sighed. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “The army isn’t sending you someplace else now that the war is over, I hope,” Jane said. 
 
    “I’m not in the army,” Robbie said. 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “What’s that you’re telling us?” Frank asked. 
 
    “That was a cover story. I’ve been working for Ivan the Butcher ever since martial law started up.” 
 
    There was laughter on the line. “Ivan the Butcher, huh?” 
 
    “Why are you laughing, Frank?” 
 
    “You were part of the California resistance?” Frank asked. “We were working together the whole time and we didn’t even know it.” 
 
    “Yes, we were,” Robbie said, glancing at Morgan. She nodded at him. “You aren’t mad, I hope.” 
 
    “Mad that you were part of the resistance?” Frank asked. “I can’t remember a time when I was more proud of you than right this minute.” 
 
    “Me too, honey,” Jane said. “Your sister and her husband are with us, by the way.” 
 
    “They are? Where are you?” 
 
    “We’re in an RV park in New Mexico at the moment, but we’ll be going back to our base in Kansas later this morning.” 
 
    “Where are you?” Frank asked. 
 
    “We’re at a place called Dodge City, just outside of Dulzura,” Robbie said. 
 
    “I’ve heard of that base,” Frank said. 
 
    Robbie looked at Morgan and smiled. “We’ve got something else to talk about.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Jane said. 
 
    “I’m with somebody, and we’re getting married soon,” he said. “Her name is Morgan. She’s sitting right across the dinette from me.” 
 
    Frank chuckled. “Really? You met during the war?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Robbie said. “Say hello, honey.” 
 
    “Hi,” she said. “Nice to talk to you.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Jane said. “Can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    Robbie glanced at Morgan, then looked back down at his phone. “Did General Hogan tell you anything about our post-war situation?” 
 
    There was another pause on the line. 
 
    “The General said he wanted to talk to us about something important,” Frank said.  
 
    “I don’t like that look, Frank. What do you know about this?” 
 
    “Nothing except for the meeting, but it’s strange.” 
 
    “Why?” Jane asked. 
 
    “He only wants to talk to some of us.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Robbie said. “Anybody who was in special forces or the CIA, plus Malcolm Davis.” 
 
    “You knew that Malcolm Davis was with us?” Jane asked. 
 
    “We knew,” Robbie said. “General Hogan and Ivan talked.” 
 
    “What were you doing for Ivan?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Robbie and Ivan’s team saved me and a bunch of other women from the UN,” Morgan said. “We were being held captive.” 
 
    “Oh my God, I saw you testify on TV,” Jane said with a horrified tone. 
 
    “Yes, I was one of that group of women,” Morgan said.  
 
    “I remember,” Frank said. “Robbie was part of that operation?” 
 
    “He was,” Morgan said. “You’ve got a lot to be proud of. Your son was a hero more than once.” 
 
    “Let’s not exaggerate,” Robbie said. “You’re a hero as well. We’ve all fought. Some of us have died.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, as Robbie choked up. 
 
    “It’s okay, honey,” Morgan said, taking his hand across the table. 
 
    “What’s the matter, son?” 
 
    “Gil. He got killed in one of the battles.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Jane said. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “We lost others too, but he was the hardest,” Robbie said. “Anyway, dad, about the jobs I was doing for Ivan. At first I was just another resistance fighter, working for a sub-team run by a Belgian man named Jules. Later he created an intel team and I became part of that. Morgan too.” 
 
    “Ivan told us that you created those RFID apps,” Morgan said. “Robbie was so proud.” 
 
    “It was hard not being able to talk to you guys during this mess,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Why couldn’t you?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Jules required us to have cover stories for everybody we were close with, to protect both us and them. The need for that started to wane, but then Jules found out whose son I was. They made sure I didn’t try to contact you guys.” 
 
    “Geez,” Jane said. 
 
    “What’s General Hogan going to tell us?” Frank asked. 
 
    “The globalists who were behind this whole thing aren’t done. They’ll try to hunt us down. General Hogan’s contacts told us about some intel they got. Anybody who was in the community or close to the community has a big target on their backs. The Feds, before we cleared them of traitors, shared data with the California Globalist operation about us.” 
 
    “What’s the community?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Military, plus the Federal Intel and Law Enforcement agencies,” Frank said. “George, the Branson brothers, probably even Jerry.” 
 
    “We’re not part of that,” Jane said. 
 
    Robbie took a deep breath. “You messed up the globalist’s plans real good. So did Ivan and General Hogan. We’re still in this.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Jane said, her voice trembling. 
 
    “Are we going into witness protection or something?” Frank asked. 
 
    “A few probably will,” Robbie said. “I’m going to stay on with Ivan’s team and kill these creeps before they can kill us. The people on your team and ours will get together for the operation.” 
 
    “This isn’t anything to smile about, Frank,” Jane said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Would you like George and Malcolm after you? Or Ned and Dick Branson?” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Jane said. 
 
    “I know, honey, and I doubt we’ll be involved directly. We’re getting a little old for this sort of thing.” 
 
    “If you are involved, it’ll probably be similar to what Morgan and I will be doing. Intel. Computer hacking. Battle direction.” 
 
    “I know how to do that,” Jane said. “Won’t be the same without Jasmine.” 
 
    “Who’s Jasmine?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Probably my best friend at this point,” Jane said. 
 
    “Who’s she married to?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “Jerry,” Frank said. 
 
    “He was mentioned,” Morgan said. “I remember.” 
 
    “Military service,” Frank said. “Wonder how they’ll take it?” 
 
    The sound of door knocking came through the phone. “Speak of the devil, that’s probably Jerry right now, telling us it’s time for General Hogan’s meeting. They heard movement, and the door opening. “Jerry, come in and say hello to my son.” 
 
    They heard more movement. 
 
    “Jasmine, come in here,” Jane said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked a younger woman. 
 
    “We’re having a very interesting chat with Robbie,” Frank said. “He wasn’t in the army. He was fighting with Ivan the Butcher, on his resistance team.” 
 
    There was laughter. “How the hell did that happen? I’m Jerry, by the way.” 
 
    “Robbie, and I have my fiancé Morgan with me. Good to meet you.” 
 
    “Should we tell them?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Why don’t we let General Hogan do it,” Frank said. “My head is spinning too much at this point.” 
 
    “We’d better get going,” Jasmine said. “Almost everybody is there now.” 
 
    “You guys go ahead,” Robbie said. “We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    “Okay, son. Thanks so much for letting us know about all this.” 
 
    “Sorry I had to keep it a secret.” 
 
    “Robbie, you were being responsible, and your father and I are so proud of you,” Jane said. “We’ll talk to you soon. Good bye.” 
 
    “Bye,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, at least on the phone,” Morgan said. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll meet sooner than we all think,” Jane said. 
 
    The call ended. Robbie leaned back in his seat, looking exhausted. 
 
    “Dump the rest of that coffee,” Morgan said. “We’re going to bed right now.” 
 
    He nodded, and they both got up, pouring their coffees into the sink and walking into the bedroom. They were fast asleep in no time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Clem and Elmer walked into the hotel lobby. Susanne and Sarah were there. 
 
    “You done, finally?” Susanne snapped. 
 
    “Generators are up and running,” Elmer said, “not that it’ll matter anymore.” 
 
    “What time is the celebration?” Chet asked. 
 
    “Not until four,” Sarah said. “Willard was just in here. He said Garrett is bringing whole bunch of prime rib from his place, and bringing his barbeques over here.” 
 
    “Saw all the tables being lined up in the street,” Elmer said. “Looks like the makings of a big block party.” 
 
    Susanne shook her head. “I can see it now. People so drunk they’re falling all over each other.” 
 
    “Come on, sugar lips, you’re gonna have fun. All of us will. All of us deserve it.” 
 
    “Stop, or you’ll make me cry, you big oaf,” Susanne said. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Elmer asked, seeing how upset she was. 
 
    “Our friends are gonna leave,” she said, breaking down. Sarah looked at her and started to cry too. 
 
    “Hey, now, you’ll have me balling if you don’t stop that,” Clem said softly. 
 
    “This war was the worst and the best time of my life,” Sarah said. 
 
    Clem put his arms around her, trying not to break down, patting her on the back. “We won’t lose our friends. Now we get to enjoy each other without having to pull out guns and defend ourselves all the time.” 
 
    “You don’t think we’ll all scatter?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Oh, some will, I’m sure, but we’ll be in contact, and we’ll see each other often,” Clem said. “Don’t you worry about that, honey.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. Black was driving, Mr. White in the passenger seat. They pulled into a hotel parking lot, on 4th Street, a few blocks from the Capitol Mall in Sacramento. 
 
    “Text boss, tell we here,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “Not hungry?” 
 
    “Talk first, then eat,” he said, turning off the engine. 
 
    Mr. White shrugged and pulled out his phone, sending a text to Ivan. His phone rang a moment later. 
 
    “Ivan, we here. In hotel parking lot.” 
 
    “Perfect, thank you,” Ivan said. “Settle in and wait for instructions. Feel free to order room service, whatever you want, just stay sober. I don’t know how long it will take on the intel side.” 
 
    “WTO guys gone, right?” 
 
    “Half of them got killed with Daan,” Ivan said. “We found that out about an hour ago. The others are still at large, but not there. We’re going after their contacts with the globalist scum in the state government.” 
 
    “We kill?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    “Not right away,” Ivan said. “They have information we need. Might take a little convincing to get it.” 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “This sound like fun.” 
 
    “Don’t let your guard down with these guys. They have men like you. Good men. Remember that.” 
 
    “We do, boss, don’t worry,” Mr. White said. “Call us when you ready. We go have dinner.” 
 
    “Enjoy. I suggest ordering in.” 
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    The Cold Country 
 
    Ivan was in the intel room. The team had left, getting some shut-eye before the celebration on Dodge City’s main street. His phone rang. It was General Hogan. 
 
    “Ivan, how are you?” 
 
    “Great, General. How’d your team take the news?” 
 
    “None of them were surprised. Hell, I think Malcolm and George were happy about it. The worst part will be telling the others. This group is like a family now.” 
 
    “We will have the same problem,” Ivan said. “What should we tell the others?” 
 
    “Tell them the truth, but don’t give them details, and make clear that they shouldn’t try to contact the sub team.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Ivan said. “We’ll portray it as for their own good, and for the protection of the sub-team.” 
 
    “Yes. What we don’t know is how soon the globalists will be on our tail.” 
 
    “Where are we gonna hook up?” 
 
    “Someplace neither of our teams have been before,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “Not much choice there, unfortunately. Both of us have good bases, but if we’re anywhere near either of them, the larger team will be in danger.” 
 
    “I heard that the mine is re-opened.” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Not only re-opened, but we’ve hardened the power capabilities down there, and reinforced the structure too. It would be perfect, but the enemy operatives know about it.” 
 
     “Figures,” General Hogan said. “We’ve got to leave some protection there for the greater team. It’ll still be worth having that structure, just in case.” 
 
    “I’m planning to leave half of the battle wagons here,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Wonder how long the California Government will allow that?” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “They have to openly celebrate this team, at least for now. I’ll make sure they know we need assets in Dodge City for protection. Eventually we won’t be able to back that up with facts, but for now it shouldn’t be difficult.” 
 
    “Good to chat about that with them. Maybe you can use that opportunity to tell them that the leadership of your group is leaving the base.” 
 
    “That’s what I had in mind,” Ivan said. “It’ll be the first leak to that effect.” 
 
    “Good, we understand each other. There’s less danger here in Kansas. We don’t have enemy operatives close to the government, for one thing.” 
 
    “Can we trust the Feds now?” 
 
    General Hogan laughed. “As much as we can trust any politicians.” 
 
    “It’s not the elected officials that worry me. It’s the people we’ve never heard of who are in or near those circles.” 
 
    “You’re wise beyond your years, my friend,” General Hogan said. “Enjoy your celebration for now. We’re getting ready to have a big blow-out in Kansas tonight, too. The team is still arriving from New Mexico.” 
 
    “You enjoy as well, and we’ll chat tomorrow,” Ivan said. “Take care.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon.”  
 
    The call ended. Ivan stood up, looking at the laptops, still showing drone and satellite feeds, the history program still humming away on Kaitlyn’s machine. A sense of melancholy hit him. Pull yourself together. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jorge drove the BFV, in the middle of a massive convoy, heading north on Highway 2 towards Tijuana. “Where are we crossing over the border?” 
 
    “We’re going to San Ysidro,” Gonzalez said. “Damn, my head still hurts. What the hell were we drinking with those guys?” 
 
    Jenkins cracked up. “Something called a Doppelganger. Can’t believe they had that stuff with them.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Sessions said. “I liked those guys. Exchanged info with a few so we can stay in touch.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Doug said. “I get too sloppy with I drink that much.” 
 
    “You’re good, man,” Jorge said. “How are we getting home?” 
 
    “I’m sure Uncle Sam will help us out there,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “We aren’t driving these all the way back to Pendleton, I hope,” Doug said. 
 
    Gonzalez chuckled. “No, way too much wear and tear for us to do that. There will be transport trucks, I’m sure. Maybe they’ll take them by train, like they sent them. The tracks run right by the section of the border we’re going through.” 
 
    “Traffic is slowing down ahead,” Jorge said. “Maybe I should open the front hatch. It’s not that hot outside.” 
 
    “You don’t think the locals in TJ will mess with us?” Jenkins asked. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Gonzalez said. “Trust me, these folks like us at this point. Hope we use what happened here to bolster our relationships with our southern neighbors.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Doug said. “I’d like living on the border to be a charming thing again. The rancor has been too bad over the last twenty years.” 
 
    “It’s been bad for longer than that,” Sessions said. “I’d welcome the change. Hell, I’d like it to be safe enough for us to cruise down the Pan American Highway for vacations, the way it used to be.” 
 
    “Yes, we need closer bonds, so this crap never happens again,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    Fresh air flowed into the vehicle as Jorge opened the driver’s hatch. “Whoa, the streets are lined with people ahead. That’s why we’re slowing down.” 
 
    “We can ride in the open hatches, right?” Doug asked. 
 
    “You and I can,” Gonzalez said. 
 
    “Wish we could ride with the rear door open,” Sessions said. 
 
    One of the Marines laughed. “We’d be dragging it on the road, dummy.” 
 
    “You guys want to ride on top?” Gonzalez asked. “Some of the others are doing that up ahead. Beautiful morning.” 
 
    “Dude, you guys could walk along side if you want,” Jorge said. “I see some men getting kisses from the women up ahead.” 
 
    “Stop this thing right now,” Jenkins said, the others cracking up. 
 
    “Okay, stop and we’ll let them out,” Gonzalez said, shooting a grin at Doug. 
 
    Jorge stopped the vehicle, as Gonzalez hit the rear-door button. 
 
    Doug opened his hatch and climbed up, sitting in the morning sun, Gonzalez opening his hatch and climbing out too, as the Marines in the back piled out. The BFV behind them tooted their horn. 
 
    “Hey, move it,” shouted the commander of that vehicle. 
 
    “You keeping your men inside?” Sessions shouted. “Look at the women up there, and they’re handing out cerveza. Have a heart.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Hell, I guess the war is over, ain’t it? Okay you guys, you can get out and join the parade.” Happy whoops and hollers filtered out of the vehicle. 
 
    Jorge pulled forward, the Marines choosing to walk alongside as they got to the crowd, slowing to about two miles per hour, beaming women rushing to them, planting kisses, smiling men handing out bottles of cerveza to everybody they could reach. Jenkins got three bottles, climbing onto the vehicle with them, handing them to Gonzalez, Doug, and Jorge. 
 
    “I’m driving,” Jorge quipped. 
 
    “Drink up, dammit,” Jenkins said with a wide grin. “Screw regulations.” 
 
    “We aren’t part of the military, anyway,” Doug said, taking a sip.  
 
    Gonzalez looked over at him with tears in his eyes. “Yes you are, brother.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Willard walked out onto the wooden sidewalk in front of the saloon, joining Garrett, Anna, and others a few yards to the left of the swinging doors. There were five barbeques of the homemade 55-gallon drum style lined up against the wall. 
 
    “Just about ready, I see,” Willard said. 
 
    “Hope we have enough meat,” Anna said. 
 
    Garrett smiled. “We’ll have plenty, trust me.” 
 
    “Susanne is making the fixins?” Willard asked. “Been smelling some good things from the hotel kitchen. 
 
    “Yes, she’s in there with Sarah, Clem, Haley, Allison, Erica, Karen, and several others.” 
 
    “Running things, I’m sure,” Willard quipped. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Ed said, walking up with Tyler. “Gonna smell good here pretty soon, I’ll bet.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Garrett said, smiling. “Glad you’re sticking around to join us.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have it any other way, although some of the tribe is anxious to get back to the reservation.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Afraid of what you’ll find?” Anna asked. 
 
    “A little,” he said.  
 
    “Well, we’re all in the same boat there,” Anna said, “but I think it’s good for us to wait. I wouldn’t show up there any sooner than a week from now.” 
 
    “Why?” Willard asked. 
 
    “To make sure everybody got the message that the war is over,” Anna said. “Look what almost happened in Mexico.” 
 
    Garrett nodded. “There’s been other problems too, but not here. Texas. New Mexico.” 
 
    “We’ll be seeing sleeper cells after a while, I suspect,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think the next few years will be a little tough,” Garrett said, pausing for a moment to move some coals around, backing away from the heat. “Like after the Civil War. We had the desperados back then, remember?” 
 
    “The James gang, and the Youngers,” Ed said. “Loved to read about them back in the day. They were mad because they lost the war, and they didn’t have enough to occupy themselves. The North treated the South badly after the war too, which made things even more desperate.” 
 
    “This won’t be the same,” Anna said. “That was a civil war. This was an invasion. Big difference.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, what about that militia?” Willard asked. 
 
    “Ivan said General Hogan joined forces with them for the final battle,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Heard the same,” Sam said. “That’s good, actually. I’m a little worried about what happens with the Muslim community.” 
 
    “Me too,” Anna said. “We need to make sure they don’t get discouraged and mistreated. Otherwise we’ll see more violence down the road.” 
 
    “The tribes should be talking to them,” Ed said. “There’s a lot we could teach them, you know.” 
 
    “I think that’s wise,” Garrett said. “Very wise.” 
 
    “I hope we’re nicer to them than we were to your people, Ed,” Willard said. “We should’ve known better.” 
 
    “You’re only responsible for that you can control,” Tyler said. “Your group are our brothers. It’ll be that way for as long as we’re still alive.” 
 
    “And beyond,” Ed said. “This will be in the history books.” 
 
    “There will be rancor over it,” Garrett said. “This society needs a lot of healing. Especially in California and the upper half of the Atlantic seaboard.” 
 
    “Well, for today, let’s try not to worry about it,” Anna said. “We’ll let tomorrow take care of itself.” 
 
    “Here here,” Willard said. “I expect to tie one on today, and help as many others to do the same as I can.” 
 
    Garrett snickered. “We all know you’re the perfect man for that job.” 
 
    “Get out of here, dammit,” shouted Susanne from the hotel. Elmer rushed out the door. “You can’t piece all day while we’re trying to cook.” 
 
    Garrett and Willard cracked up as Elmer walked over with a sheepish grin on his face. 
 
    “Got her going again, did you?” Willard asked. 
 
    “All I did was take a pinch of some cornbread that’d just come out of the oven,” he said. “I’m gonna have to learn how to keep that woman happy one of these days.” 
 
    Garrett shot him a glance as he stirred coals in one of the barbeques. “What you just saw is her being happy.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Elmer said. He pulled a little black box out of his pocket. “I want to get her into a good enough mood so I can spring this on her and have half a chance.” 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Anna asked. 
 
    “You are a brave man, my friend,” Willard said. 
 
    “Seriously,” Tyler said, smiling. 
 
    Garrett looked over at Elmer with a serious face. “She’ll say yes.” 
 
    Ed laughed. “You really think so?” 
 
    Anna nodded. “I agree with Garrett. Don’t tell her I said this, Elmer, but that woman worships the ground you walk on. She won’t show it, but I can tell.” 
 
    “Speaking of wedding rings,” Ed said, looking at Anna with a grin. “How about ya’ll?” 
 
    “I’m working on her,” Garrett said with a pained expression. 
 
    “Oh, stop it, I told you I’d marry you, remember?” 
 
    Garrett snickered. “Wanted it to come from you. These guys would never believe me.” 
 
    “I would’ve,” Ed said.  
 
    “Yeah, don’t play us for stupid, man,” Willard said. “We’ve seen you together, after all.” 
 
    “Shit, what’s going on with those guys?” Ed asked, watching as Tex, Ted, Sparky, Sam, and Jules headed into the mine. “This is the second time they’re having a secret meeting.” 
 
    Anna and Garrett shot each other a glance. 
 
    “You two know,” Tyler said. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “No comment,” Garrett said. “At least not yet.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ivan, Ben, Shelly, Robbie, and Morgan were waiting for the others down in the intel room. They heard their team approaching, chatting and laughing through the mine shaft. 
 
    “Hey, partner,” Tex said as he appeared in the doorway, the others following him in. 
 
    “The other women aren’t coming?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We’ll fill them in,” Shelly said. “They’re working the celebration. I talked to all of them, and frankly they’d rather be there than here.” 
 
    “Especially Erica,” Sam said. “She’s teaching Mia how to cook. It’s a great time for them to do some bonding.” 
 
    Shelly laughed. “She’s already completely bonded to you guys. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I second that,” Morgan said. “Picked up on it in the nursery when you guys were gone.” 
 
    “Well let’s just call it making happy memories, no?” Jules said. 
 
    “When are you gonna come clean, partner?” Tex asked him. 
 
    “Come clean?” Jules asked. 
 
    Shelly giggled. “They know I’m pregnant, honey. Told you. I can barely squeeze into my clothes now.” 
 
    “Yeah, you aren’t fooling anybody,” Ted said. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Great, another Jules running around,” Ivan quipped, half a smile on his face. 
 
    “Might be another Shelly, you know,” she said. 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Tex cracked. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Ivan said. “We’ve got everybody. Let’s chat.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get this over with so we can go out and party,” Sparky said. 
 
    “This is going to be a short meeting, don’t worry,” Ivan said. “I chatted with General Hogan. He had the talk with his affected team members a little while ago.” 
 
    “How’d they take it?” Ted asked. 
 
    “About the same way you guys did,” Ivan said, “except George and Malcolm.” 
 
    Ted snickered. “How did those two psychopaths take it?” 
 
    “With glee, apparently,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Do we really want to work with those guys?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “All kidding on the side, yes,” Ted said. “The Branson brothers interested?” 
 
    “Dick was a little more enthusiastic than Ned, from what the General said. 
 
    “Really?” Tex asked. “Doesn’t sound like Ned.” 
 
    “He’s got a girlfriend,” Ivan said. “She’s insisting on being with him. Not sure he likes it. She’s seen some action, but not on the level of our women.” 
 
    “When are we getting together?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Their team will filter out of the Kansas base over the next week. I suggest we do something similar.” 
 
    “The enemy won’t come here and hurt our friends after we’re gone?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “We’ll leak that we’ve left the group,” Ivan said.  
 
    “Yes, we all they care about,” Jules said. “Location set up yet?” 
 
    “We aren’t making it easy for the enemy to move quickly against us,” Ivan said. “Things will get a little chilly as a result.” 
 
    “Where are we going, partner? Alaska?” 
 
    “Close,” Ivan said. “Missoula, Montana.” 
 
    “Isn’t that kind of out-of-the-way?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “That’s the beauty of this location,” Ivan said. “Hear me out. We’ve got the perfect place.” 
 
    “What kind of place is it?” 
 
    “We’ll be in an abandoned shopping mall right next to the Bitterroot River. It’s really a nice place. One story of shopping above ground, one below, with delivery bays and parking a level below that.” 
 
    “Abandoned, huh?” Sam asked. “Why abandoned?” 
 
    “The underground portion of the facility flooded out a few years ago. They put massive pumps down there to get rid of the water, but it took so long that the retail establishments went elsewhere.” 
 
    “I know Missoula pretty well,” Tex said. “What’s it near?” 
 
    “The old fort,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Near the country club, or on the other side of the fort?” 
 
    “It’s south of the fort,” Ivan said. “We’ll get more detailed information on it soon. There’s a team working it now, getting it ready to live in and run operations from as well.” 
 
    “How will we get to the enemy?” Sparky asked. “They’ll mostly be in California, won’t they?” 
 
    “Many of them not even in country yet,” Jules said. “Right?” 
 
    “Yes, Jules, that’s true,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Why pick an abandoned mall?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Our battle wagons will fit into the underground parking. We can pull them right up to the loading docks and keep the batteries charged.” 
 
    “You really think we’ll use them?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Possibly,” Ivan said. 
 
    “I think these operations will be a little more covert than that, personally,” Ted said, “but who knows?” 
 
    “We’ll have a small jet at our disposal,” Ivan said, “for times when we need to get from one part of the country to another.” 
 
    “Yours?” Tex asked. 
 
    “It belongs to one of our funders,” Ivan said. “I had to give up my aircraft after I was booted out of Russia.” 
 
    “What about this place?” Sam asked. “What if it gets attacked, even though we aren’t here?” 
 
    “There’s always a risk, but I’d be surprised if our friends get hit.” 
 
    “Why?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “I know why,” Ben said. “The Feds are gonna be watching for these folks. If they show up at any of our old bases, they’ll be seen, and that’s the last thing they want. They won’t live through it, more than likely.” 
 
    “You are exactly right,” Ivan said. “We have people on General Hogan’s team who will act as liaisons with the FBI and other Federal agencies. General Hogan himself will act in that capacity at times, as well. He’s already been doing that for quite some time.” 
 
    “Anybody from the Texas team joining us?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Ivan said. “They aren’t in the same danger that we are.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Various reasons, probably the most important being that they were a sovereign nation recently, and still have the apparatus in place to keep people out of their state. The Feds are letting them leave that structure in place until things settle down.” 
 
    Tex snickered. “I was wondering why we weren’t going to use Texas as a base. It’s a lot more centrally located than Montana.” 
 
    “We’re close enough to where most of the action will be,” Ted said. “I expect the most problems where the Globalists have become the most intrenched. Coastal California, Oregon, and Washington.” 
 
    “What about the east coast?” Sparky asked. “We aren’t close to them. Has martial law been eliminated there yet?” 
 
    “That’s another area like Texas,” Ivan said. “Isolated, more self-contained. Since martial law was in place at least on the surface, very little real news about resistance operations got out. The nuke attacks didn’t help, of course. They had a resistance movement as large as those in Texas and California, and they killed a lot of UN Peacekeepers. Same with the Islamists, although there were more citizens involved on the enemy side there than on the west coast.” 
 
    “The people coming after us might be staging there,” Sam said. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Most of the domestic backers of the war still live there. They think we don’t know who they are.” 
 
    Jules snickered. “They find out we know soon enough, no?” 
 
    “They will, but we aren’t going there to get them,” Ivan said. “We’ll draw them out.” 
 
    “What else?” Tex asked. “I’m ready for some drinking, and I miss my little lady.” 
 
    “I think we’re done for now,” Ivan said. 
 
    “We need to figure out a cover story for our friends, so they don’t decide to join us,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll discuss that in the next meeting, and I want all of the sub-team to be there for that one,” Ivan said. 
 
    “I agree with that one hundred percent,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s break now, and chat later,” Ivan said. “Enjoy yourselves tonight. You’ve all earned it.” 
 
    “Oh, and one other thing,” Ted said. “Don’t be spreading our new location around. Got it?” 
 
    “Did I forget to say that?” Ivan asked. “Sorry. Ted’s right. Don’t tell those who aren’t on the sub-team, for their sakes and for ours.” 
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    Exodus 
 
    Sam, Tex, and Ted walked onto the wood sidewalk, heading for the hotel lobby. 
 
    “Hey, drinks are already flowing,” Willard said from in front of the saloon, still standing next to Garrett and the others as the meat went on the grills. 
 
    “Need to check with our women,” Sam yelled back.  
 
    Tex smiled. “Don’t worry, we’ll be tipping them back in a few minutes, you old bushwhacker.” 
 
    Willard grinned as they entered the hotel. 
 
    “Daddy!” Mia shouted as Sam walked into the kitchen. He picked her up, kissing her cheek. “Learning how to cook?” 
 
    “I helped with the mashed potatoes and the corn,” she said proudly. “Are you staying with us now?” 
 
    “We’ll be going out to eat with the others in a few minutes,” Sam said as Erica walked up, throwing her arms around both of them. 
 
    “How’d it go?” Erica whispered. 
 
    “Hope you like the snow,” he whispered back. 
 
    She shot him a worried glance, but nodded yes. “We’ve got about twenty minutes of work left. Why don’t you go out and have a couple rounds with your buddies.” 
 
    “What about Mia?” 
 
    “I’m helping,” Mia said. “Right mommy?” 
 
    “That’s right, sweetie,” Erica said. “C’mon.” 
 
    Sam set Mia down and she scampered after Erica.  
 
    “Shall we, gentlemen?” Sam asked. 
 
    Ted and Tex nodded, walking out with him. 
 
    “About time,” Willard said, “I’ve been holding off for you guys.” 
 
    They walked into the saloon. The long bar was already more than three-quarters full. Ed was there with Tyler. Seth, Trevor, and Angel sat together, Kaylee, Megan, and Kaitlyn on a round table right behind them, chatting and drinking. Justin was at the bar with Katie, Bryan, and Brianna, his eyes lighting up as Robbie and Morgan came in, taking seats next to them. 
 
    “Bar or table?” Sam asked. 
 
    “How about that big table?” Ted asked, nodding near the front windows. “It’s got enough room for the girls when they’re done in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Looks perfect to me,” Tex said. “Hey, Willard, bring us a bottle and glasses, to that table by the front window.” 
 
    “You got it,” Willard said as the men sat down. He was there in a flash with a bottle of the old stuff and a bunch of shot glasses, lining them up and pouring. “Hey, Garrett, get your ass in here for a toast,” he shouted out the window. 
 
    Garrett and Anna rushed in. 
 
    “Hey, we want in on this,” Ed said, rushing over with Tyler, their glasses already in hand. 
 
    “Yeah, get over here,” Sparky said. 
 
    They all raised their glasses.  
 
    “To Dodge City, and California!” Willard said. They all tossed back their drinks, Willard pouring another round right off the bat. Jules and Shelly walked in. 
 
    “Hey, get over here,” Ted said. 
 
    “Maybe I should call him the Belgian Bushwhacker again,” Tex quipped. 
 
    “You aren’t drinking, are you?” Willard asked Shelly.  
 
    She smiled back at him. “Got anything without a kick?” 
 
    “Saw soft drinks in back, I get one,” Jules said. 
 
    “Cola if they have any,” Shelly said. “Diet?” 
 
    “I get,” Jules said as Shelly sat. 
 
    “Got him wrapped around your little finger, I see,” Tex said. 
 
    “Like Karen doesn’t have you completely house-broken,” Shelly said, touching off a roar of laughter at the table. 
 
    “You found me out,” Tex said. “I just love my Karen to death.” 
 
    Sparky grinned. “Gee, partner, we didn’t notice.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t talk too much,” Tex said. “You and Dana seem to be pretty close. Same with Ted and Haley.” 
 
    Ted tossed back another drink, his eyes getting glassy. “Haley made it all worth it to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, wouldn’t trade Dana for anything either, my friend,” Sparky said, putting his arm around Ted’s shoulder. “I felt a little guilty about showing up at your restaurant.” 
 
    Ted looked at him with a grin on his face. “I wasn’t nearly as upset as I made out. I was mainly worried about the kid. Well, actually both of the kids.” 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Robbie and Bryan,” Ted said. “Sparky here told Robbie to meet him at the restaurant, knowing exactly what was gonna happen.” 
 
    “Don’t know if I ever heard this story,” Ed said. 
 
    Tyler nodded. “Me neither.” 
 
    “Well, here’s the long and short of it,” Sparky said. “Morgan was Robbie’s girlfriend, and she worked for me at one of Ivan’s card clubs in Gardena.” 
 
    “Small frigging world,” Tex said. “Remember the night that we shot up those UN creeps at your club? That’s how I joined.” 
 
    “Yes, that happen first,” Jules said. “Remember like yesterday.” 
 
    “Anyway, next morning after card club incident and attack on the checkpoints, Morgan got snatched by the UN for questioning. Morgan was smart, made sure Robbie would find her cell with my number. He called me. I knew he worked for Ted, and we were trying to recruit him. I arranged for the pickup at Ted’s restaurant, knowing that the UN would be arriving too.” 
 
    “You scoundrel, you,” Ted quipped, tossing back another drink. “At that point I had no choice but to join, and what we did to the UN Peacekeepers forced us to bring both Robbie and Bryan with us.” 
 
    “Damn good thing, as it turned out,” Tex said. “Both of them are valued members of the team. Hell, we might not have won if not for some of the stuff Robbie came up with.” 
 
    “Damn I’m gonna miss this,” Sparky said. 
 
    Ji-Ho walked in the door. “Hi, all.” 
 
    “There you are,” Jules said, standing up. “How feel, old friend?” 
 
    “Better than yesterday, but not well enough to drink heavy. Maybe a beer.” 
 
    “I’ll go draw you one,” Willard said, going to the bar as Ji-Ho pulled up a chair. 
 
    “We were just talking about how Ted was pushed into joining up,” Sparky said, already a little pie-eyed. 
 
    “I hear story,” Ji-Ho said. “Somebody need to write this all down. We need resistance historian.” 
 
    Jules laughed. “You know, he right about that.” 
 
    “You were with Ivan from the beginning, weren’t you Ji-Ho?” Tex asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Start out bad for me. Kaylee’s parents involved too, got caught early on, killed by Saladin.” 
 
    “I remember,” Sparky said. “Sorry that happened.” 
 
    “Life hard,” Ji-Ho said. Willard put a big mug of beer in front of him, and he took a small sip. “This good. Local?” 
 
    “Some of Garrett’s men are into brewing,” Willard said. “They’ve kept us supplied pretty well. They’re better than they used to be, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “We’d better get back out there, honey,” Anna said. “That meat’s gonna be ready to turn.” 
 
    “Yeah, thinking the same thing,” Garrett said. “We’ll talk to you a little later. Hope you have a big appetite.” 
 
    “I’ll need it to soak up some of this whiskey,” Sparky said. 
 
    Haley, Karen, and Dana walked in. 
 
    “You guys done?” Sparky asked, standing and pulling Dana into a hug. She looked at him, then at the others. “How much has he had?” 
 
    “It’s not just him,” Haley said, eyeing Ted. “Four or five?” 
 
    He shot her a sheepish grin. “Just four. Want one?” 
 
    “Line up four like Nora Charles,” Jules said. “She catch up.” 
 
    Haley laughed, her blonde hair swaying. “Sorry, saw that movie. Nora had an ice pack on her head in the next scene.” 
 
    “I was just gonna bring that up,” Dana said. 
 
    “And how much have you had?” Karen asked Tex. 
 
    “I’d rather not say, little lady. Want to catch up?” 
 
    She sat next to him, Willard sliding a shot glass in front of her, bottle in his hand. She nodded and he poured. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Karen said, taking a sip. 
 
    “That’s a shot, little lady. Toss it back.” 
 
    She shrugged at him and did that, putting down the glass as she shuddered. “Whoa. Always whacks me good.” 
 
    “Wow, Garrett’s cavalry has arrived,” Ted said, watching them out the window. “Love those guys.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said. “I was not impressed here at first. I was so wrong. They save us.” 
 
    “They did, more than once,” Sparky said. 
 
    The team partied hard, well into the night, happy and sad at the same time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    General Hogan sat on a chair in his room, below ground at the Kansas RV Park that had been his headquarters for the last part of the war. It was late. His team mates had left the bar section of the bunker, just down the hall from where he was, after a long night of celebration. The phone dinged with a text. He unplugged it from the charger on the table next to his chair and looked at it, his heart beating faster as he read. It was from one of his best intel sources. The message was short. 
 
    They are coming faster than expected. Disappear. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he said as he stood up, sending a broadcast text to his sub-team. “Hope they’re not too drunk.” 
 
    He walked out into the lounge, the room lit by a small lamp sitting on the ancient bar. His phone began dinging with replies. 
 
    Malcolm arrived first, a lanky black man. He smiled at General Hogan as he came in, taking a stool at the bar. 
 
    “I suspect we aren’t gonna be drinking.” 
 
    General Hogan chuckled. “I haven’t had anything all night.” He poured himself a shot of Irish Whiskey and tossed it back. “Wish I could have more.” 
 
    “Bad?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “Early,” he said, watching as Dick Branson walked down the steps into the lounge, his large frame looking huge as he approached. 
 
    “You don’t look like you drank much,” Malcolm said. 
 
    “Hit it early, then sobered up over the evening,” Dick said, leaning against the end of the bar eyeing Malcolm. “You don’t look like you’ve had much of anything.” 
 
    “I know we’re in more danger now than we were before that last battle,” Malcolm said. 
 
    “Great minds think alike.” 
 
    Ned Branson arrived next, another large man, looking like a slightly taller, slightly younger version of his brother Dick. Clara was next to him, a pretty middle-aged woman with dark hair, looking bewildered. 
 
    George arrived a moment later, a man of normal build with a predatory look about him. Heidi followed him down the steps, a beautiful blonde about ten years his junior. 
 
    FBI Special Agent Williams came down the stairs, a middle-aged, dangerous looking man, followed by Ted Crowley, lighter of build and younger, an LAPD Detective and leader of the Serial Killer Task force. Jerry followed with his wife Jasmine. Jerry looked military, with a medium build and sharp features. Jasmine was a beautiful Korean woman, her figure just starting to show her pregnancy. 
 
    A moment later, Frank Johnson and his wife Jane came down the steps. Frank was in his mid-sixties, looking like an executive, with a warm smile. Jane was about the same age, with a trim figure and graying hair, her face still beautiful. 
 
    “That’s everybody,” General Hogan said. “Sorry to call you so late.” 
 
    “We know you wouldn’t have if you didn’t have to,” Frank said. 
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” Jerry said. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I got a text from one of my best sources,” he said. 
 
    “What’d it say?” George asked. 
 
    “It said They are coming faster than expected. Disappear.” 
 
    Jane shot a worried glance at Frank. “Does the California team know?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I’ll get with them after this. Judging by what Ivan told me, most of that team really tied one on today. We did most of our partying the day before, thank God.” 
 
    “Are we in immediate danger of attack?” Ned asked. 
 
    “No, but we need to get out of here before they can set up their surveillance,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “We got a place yet?” Dick asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Missoula, Montana.” 
 
    “Little cold up there, ain’t it?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “It’ll be perfect. It’s an abandoned shopping mall that we’ve taken over, thanks mainly to Ivan and some of his funders.” 
 
    “Shopping mall?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “It’s a lot better than it sounds,” General Hogan said. “It’s one story of stores on the surface, another below ground, and a huge parking structure and loading dock below that. Perfect for lousy weather.” 
 
    Malcolm grinned. “If there’s a loading dock underground, that means our rigs will fit down there.” 
 
    “Exactly,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “When are we leaving?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “I think we need to leave this base right now,” General Hogan said. “Once we’re away from here, we can slow down a little. There’s still construction going on at our base.” 
 
    Jake walked down the stairs, looking half asleep. He was in his mid-fifties, with long gray hair, looking like an old hippy. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad you’re here,” General Hogan said. “We need to chat for a moment.” 
 
    “Wait for me,” Frankie said, following Jake in. She was Jake’s woman, looking like she just walked out of the same scene from about 1968. 
 
    “You already know,” Jake said. “They’re leaving.” 
 
    “They have to, and it’ll be up to you and I to make sure the others don’t try to follow,” Frankie said. She looked General Hogan in the eye. “I don’t envy you guys. Some won’t survive.” 
 
    “Are you gonna tell us where you’re going?” Jake asked. 
 
    “They can’t, honey,” Frankie said. 
 
    “She’s right, I’m afraid,” General Hogan said. “For your sake and for ours.” 
 
    Jake looked like he was about to cry, Frankie putting her arms around him. “You knew this day would come.” 
 
    “Yes, I knew,” Jake said. “Don’t make it no easier.” 
 
    “You’ll have to be careful how you handle some of the group,” Malcolm said. “Especially Jeb, Jackson, and Earl. They’ll want to come help us.” 
 
    “Probably good that Dobie is in the hospital,” Frankie said. “After losing Gabe, he’ll be wanting to hold the group together.” 
 
    “He’s got that little blonde,” George said. “He’ll focus on her, more than likely.” 
 
    “What do we tell the others?” Jake asked. 
 
    “The truth,” General Hogan said. “The Globalists who started the war are angry, and they’re coming after anybody who was in the community.” 
 
    “Meaning Government intel organizations?” Jake asked. 
 
    “That and military,” George said. “Special Forces.” 
 
    “Why just you guys?” Jake asked. “The others killed a lot of enemy fighters too.” 
 
    “These folks don’t view most of the group as a threat,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “Won’t they come after the rest of the team to get to us?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “They won’t,” Frankie said, “because we’re already under government surveillance.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “She’s psychic,” Heidi said. 
 
    “Oh, please,” Dick said. 
 
    Heidi shook her head. “No, really.”  
 
    Frankie looked Dick in the eye. “You told Jeb you killed two UN Peacekeepers with your bare hands, after you were dumped into the cell with him and Rosie.” 
 
    Dick’s mouth dropped open, but then he shook his head. “You could’ve heard that from Jeb or Rosie. They were both there.” 
 
    “True. Ask them if they told anybody about it.” 
 
    “Let’s not go there now,” General Hogan said. “We’ll be gone before Dick gets a chance to discuss it with Jeb anyway. I don’t know if I believe in psychics, but Frankie is right–the best defense our larger team has at the moment is to stick around here for a couple months while the Government is paying attention, then quietly head home. It will be leaked that all of us on the target list have left the area and cut off contact.” 
 
    “I say we don’t wait around,” George said. “Let’s get out of here now.” 
 
    “We’ll have to be quiet,” Ned said. 
 
    “Some might wake up,” Jake said. “I’ll watch for that, and sideline anybody who asks questions while you get ready to go. Then we’ll have a chat in the morning.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jake,” General Hogan said. “Everybody ready? Anybody who isn’t in a good condition to drive?” 
 
    “A few hours ago I was in bad shape,” Ned said. “I’m fine now.” 
 
    “I could drive too, you know,” Clara said, “assuming we take my trailer. What about the kids?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll handle that,” Frankie said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get moving,” Dick said. 
 
    “Here here,” Agent Williams said. 
 
    The team dispersed, heading quietly to their rigs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ivan woke with his head pounding, the memory of last night’s celebration dull in his head. Why did I drink so much? He went out to the intel room and pulled his phone off the charger, bringing it back to his cot. There was a text from General Hogan. 
 
    They’re coming early. Leave as soon as possible. We left very early this morning. 
 
    “Dammit,” Ivan said, pulling on his pants and shoes, changing his shirt. He typed a broadcast text to the sub-team, and gathered his belongings. He was getting text replies as he walked out of the mine shaft. 
 
    The street showed the aftermath of the party, a few cowboys sleeping on the ground or the wooden sidewalks, empty bottles here and there, the row of barbeques sitting outside the saloon with the tops still open. 
 
    “Up already?” Willard asked from inside the saloon as Ivan walked by. 
 
    “Afraid so,” he said. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “I’ve felt better,” he quipped. “You?” 
 
    “My head is pounding pretty good, but it was a great party.” 
 
    “You guys are leaving already?” 
 
    “We are,” Ivan said, stopping a moment, eyeing him. “Who told you?” 
 
    Willard laughed. “Nobody told me. Secret meetings? Lots of hush-hush stuff? C’mon, we know. If it weren’t for the better you wouldn’t be doing it.” 
 
    “You’re right about that, my friend,” Ivan said, reaching out to shake his hand. “It’s been an honor.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Willard said. “Hopefully we’ll see you guys again when it’s over.” 
 
    “You will,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Good morning, partner,” Tex said, walking over with Karen. “Our rig is ready to go. Need a ride?” 
 
    “Ben came up with a matrix. Ben and I share a rig, and we’re giving each couple their own.” 
 
    “I thought we wanted four per unit,” Karen said. 
 
    “That was for battle. We’ll use these for transit, and to live in. We’ll take 9 rigs, leaving eight here for the rest of the group.” 
 
    “That’ll work,” Willard said. “Don’t need the three for power generation anymore.” 
 
    “That’s true, partner,” Tex said. “Here come the others. We’re leaving right away? Don’t we want to stock up on some food?” 
 
    “No time,” Ivan said. “We’ll do that on the road. Some of you guys have Jeeps to tow, right?” 
 
    “Take Jeep for each,” Ji-Ho said, walking out of the hotel lobby. “I bought all for resistance. There plenty. All Jeeps and rigs set up.” 
 
    “Yeah, we all want to tow Jeeps,” Ted said, walking up with Haley, Bryan, and Brianna. 
 
    “We really get our own rig?” Brianna asked. 
 
    “Yes, it’ll be your home,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Suits us fine too,” Sparky said, holding hands with Dana. “Not that I minded bunking with old Jules there.” 
 
    “We be together plenty,” Jules said. 
 
    “Anybody need help hitching up their Jeeps?” Tex asked. 
 
    “I know how,” Robbie said. “If anybody needs help.” 
 
    “Let’s get busy,” Ted said. “We’re already late leaving, judging by when the Kansas team left.” 
 
    “Yes, enough talking,” Ben said. “Let’s get ready.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Anna, Garrett, and Susanne walked to Sam and Erica’s rig. 
 
    “They might hate us for even suggesting this,” Anna whispered. 
 
    “They’ll know it’s the right choice,” Garrett said. “It won’t be forever, unless they get themselves killed, and then they wouldn’t want her with them anyway.” He rapped on the door softly. Sam opened the door, Erica standing behind him. 
 
    “Hey, guys, what’s up?” Sam asked. 
 
    “We need to chat,” Anna said. 
 
    “I’ll take Mia over to the hotel for a few minutes,” Susanne said. Mia heard her and scampered over. 
 
    “Want some waffles, Mia?” Susanne asked. “I need somebody to help me make them.” 
 
    “Can I, mom?” 
 
    Erica shot a glance at Sam, who shook his head yes. Susanne took Mia’s hand and they walked away, chatting happily. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Sam asked. 
 
    “You guys are leaving right away?” Garrett asked. 
 
    Sam nodded, Erica grabbing his arm, pulling him closer. 
 
    “You need to leave Mia with us,” Anna said. 
 
    “No!” Erica said. “That’ll kill her.” 
 
    “We can’t do that,” Sam said, his eyes tearing up, Erica crying now. 
 
    “You can’t take her,” Garrett said. “Think about it. You’ll be on the run, fighting. Who’s going to take care of her during that?” 
 
    “What if you don’t survive?” Anna asked. “If you don’t, you’ll be taking Mia with you to the grave.” 
 
    Erica turned towards Sam, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Honey, they’re right. We can’t take her.” 
 
    Sam broke down crying. “Our little girl. Oh God.” 
 
    “She’ll be safe here, waiting for you when you get back,” Anna said. “You know it’s the only choice.” 
 
    “We need to talk about this for a moment,” Erica said, calming down now, trying to comfort Sam, who was still crying. 
 
    “We’ll step outside,” Garrett said. “Come on, honey.” 
 
    Erica watched them leave, and then looked at Sam. “Listen, honey, I don’t like this either, but we can’t take her. We just can’t.” 
 
    “I know,” Sam said, trying to calm down. “I knew they were right the second they said it, but it’s so hard. How do you fall in love with children so fast?” 
 
    “Let’s go tell them,” Erica said. 
 
    “You want to slip away without saying goodbye?” 
 
    “As harsh as it sounds, yes,” Erica said. “It’ll be easier on her. Trust me.” 
 
    Sam opened the door and motioned them back over. 
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    Mahogany Row 
 
    Elegantly-dressed people entered the room, a big mahogany table taking up the center of the space, an ornate credenza against the wall next to the door. A tray of water in crystal goblets was bought in. Several took glasses, heading for the plate glass window that overlooked Manhattan, sixty floors below them. 
 
    “What a waste,” said a man in his late 60s, looking down at the hustle and bustle. “We almost had this society protected against itself. Now we have to start all over again. It’ll hold the world back for much too long.” 
 
    The woman next to him, looking about his age, nodded in agreement. “Yes, Charles, it’s so sick, really,” she said in an English accent. “This attitude has spread throughout the EU and the unconnected countries.” 
 
    “Unconnected countries?” asked another man, in a French accent. He was middle-aged with a dashing look to him. “Let’s be honest, Maggie. The populations of those countries only think they’re no longer part of the global community. We’re still firmly in control where it counts.” 
 
    Charles shook his head. “Oh, give it a rest, Jean. Most of them have stopped using the Euro. The UK never used it. Now France is going back to the Franc, Germany back to the Mark. It’s happening everywhere. Face it. We failed.” 
 
    “And yet we still govern,” Jean said. 
 
    There was murmuring near the door, two distinguished looking men walking in. 
 
    “Let’s get started, shall we?” said the larger of the two men. 
 
    “Justice Carleton, you’re here in person?” Jean asked. “Isn’t that a little risky? And what’s the UN Secretary General doing here?” 
 
    “The UN is still relevant,” Mateo said. “We’re still the focal point of the movement.” 
 
    “You couldn’t make your damn Peacekeepers keep it in their trousers,” Maggie said. “You helped sink us. Then the forces from your home country just gave up in that last battle.” 
 
    “Those weren’t forces from my home country, as you call it. Yes, I am also from Argentina, but national sovereignty means nothing now. We are all citizens of the world.” 
 
    “Somebody had better get the memo about national sovereignty to the US Government,” Jean quipped. “I don’t think they got it.” 
 
    The man who came in with Justice Carleton shook his head. “We won’t get anywhere by bickering. Find your seats, and let’s talk this through.” 
 
    “Sorry, Lance, but you aren’t running things here,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’ll remember you said that,” Lance said, staring at Jean until he looked away. 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “Lance Evans being Lance Evans. He thinks that he runs everything. Getting a little old.” 
 
    “Do we need to have a private conversation, Margret?” Lance asked. 
 
    “How dare you call me that?” 
 
    Justice Carleton snickered. “Maybe we should set up a cage and let them fight it out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be here all day,” Mateo said. “Let’s have a brief meeting, decide how to start the operation, and then get back to our jobs. We’ve got a tiger by the tail now, and somebody has to hold the world together.” 
 
    “Anything we do now will be counter-productive, as long as the traitors are alive,” Lance said. “Let’s take our seats.” 
 
    Several of the group of twenty grumbled as they found seats, taking their water goblets with them. 
 
    Mateo stood at the head of the table. “As you all know, everything said in this room carries the highest classification. Nobody will utter the names of our targets openly. We’ll use their first names in this room, and none of our electronic or printed material will have any last names.” 
 
    “That’ll only matter in some cases,” Jean said. 
 
    “True, but we need to develop the process and stick with it,” Justice Carleton said. “It goes without saying that the general public not be able to tie us together. Nobody is to speak of this group outside of a closed facility. Unless you’re known publicly to associate with each other already, do not be seen together, and do not communicate with each other electronically. Does everybody understand?” 
 
    Everybody around the table nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Will we get SCIFs set up in our offices?” Jean asked. 
 
    “We will work on your Sensitive Compartmented Information Facilities,” said a younger man from the corner of the room, leaning against the credenza, looking over those at the table. 
 
    “Who is this guy again?” Lance asked. 
 
    “My name is Rayan Mertins,” he said. “I’ll be handling information security.” 
 
    “What? Another Mertins?” asked Lance. “Hasn’t your family screwed things up enough?” 
 
    “I’ll remember you said that,” Rayan said. “Should I start staring you down now?” 
 
    Maggie snickered. 
 
    “Stop this right now,” Mateo said. “Why isn’t that already in place? It will be difficult to work the operation without being able to communicate.” 
 
    “Remember who we have on the target list,” Rayan said. “Frank broke through encryption we didn’t think was hackable. Don’t you remember why we lost the war?” 
 
    “We haven’t lost the war,” Mateo said. “We’re still controlling most of the commerce around the globe.” 
 
    “Your control will be dismantled,” Rayan said, “and much quicker than you expect, too. If we can neutralize the targets, we can start taking control back, but it will be long and difficult.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “You over-estimate the impact of leadership and under-estimate the impact of the rank and file,” Rayan said. “Typical Socialist nonsense. The collective is not a living, breathing organism. It’s only an attempt to put controls on the real living, breathing organism of the world.” 
 
    “And what do you think is the real living breathing organism of the world?”  
 
    “The minds of intelligent individual humans, of course.” 
 
    Mateo shook his head. “Why are you even here, if you don’t believe in our philosophy?” 
 
    “Our philosophy is only in place to control the weak-minded in our society. I only care about two things. Power and Money.” 
 
    “Sanctimonious claptrap,” Maggie said. “You’re here to make sure somebody avenges your brother Daan.” 
 
    “If I find out that’s the case, and you ruin the operation, I’ll have you gutted,” Lance said. 
 
    “And the true Lance comes out again,” Jean said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get on with it, please?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “He’s taking control of this meeting as well as the UN takes control of most things,” Jean quipped. 
 
    “Stuff it,” Mateo said, his face turning red. 
 
    Justice Carlton stood up. “Stop. Let’s put the chart on the board. We need to familiarize ourselves with the targets. Then we’ll have a basis to start planning for the pooling of our resources.” 
 
    “No problem,” Rayan said. He walked over to the PC on a desk next to the credenza, casting the image from the PC screen onto a large flat-screen attached to the wall over the head of the table. Then he reached around the back of the PC and yanked out the ethernet cable. 
 
    “That’s going to raise some alarms,” Charles said. “My IT team will see it.” 
 
    “Goody for them,” Rayan said. “I’m not putting this data onto any computer attached to a network I don’t control.” He pulled out a thumb drive and slipped it into the PC’s USB port. An org chart with pictures showed up on the screen. 
 
    “Thank you,” Charles said. “He stood next to the screen with a pointer in his hand. 
 
    “Kind of old school, isn’t that?” Jean asked. 
 
    “It’ll do,” Charles said. 
 
    “He probably got it from CIA headquarters,” Maggie quipped. 
 
    “I haven’t been at headquarters for ten years,” Charles said, “even though I’m still basically running the place.” 
 
    Rayan laughed. 
 
    “Do you have something to say?” Charles asked calmly. 
 
    “No Federal agency is under our control anymore. At least not for the moment.” 
 
    “Yes, it appears that way,” Charles said, “but appearances can be deceiving. The leader of our adversaries is too much of a boy scout to think differently, which will be his undoing.” 
 
    “He’s already been our undoing once, and he will again if you guys make the same stupid mistakes,” Rayan said 
 
    “Are you going to let me talk?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Be my guest,” Rayan said, sitting at the chair in front of the PC. 
 
    Charles pointed to the top of the org chart. “So, we all know the man at the top of the food chain. General Hogan. He hasn’t been a true general for quite a while. He’s been part of the resistance, with his now dead partner General Walker.” 
 
    “Since his side won, I’d call him a general now,” Justice Carleton said. 
 
    “There is some truth to that,” Charles said. “From there we have two branches.” 
 
    “I’ll take issue with what you have there, but go ahead,” Lance said. 
 
    “This presentation is designed to stimulate discussion,” Charles said, Rayan snickering again as quietly as he could. 
 
    “The first branch, on your right side of the chart, is the leader of the Kansas group.” 
 
    “George is not the leader of that group,” Jean said. 
 
    “He will be General Hogan’s right-hand man,” Charles said. “Under him are Frank, Ned and Dick, Malcolm, Jerry, Special Agent Williams, and Ted Crowley.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good enough for a starting point at least,” Mateo said. 
 
    “On your left side of the chart is Ivan the Butcher.” 
 
    “I thought we weren’t using last names,” Jean said. A few people in the room chuckled. Charles ignored him. 
 
    “Below him is Jules. The rest of the team under him are basically equal. Ted, Sparky, Tex, Robbie, Ben, Sam, Cody, and Bryan. Oh, and their various women—which is true of both sides of the chart.” 
 
    “Some of those people shouldn’t even be targeted,” Mateo said. “Bryan is a nobody. Cody as well, even though he was a lower-level person in special forces. And why is Robbie there?” 
 
    “Robbie is Frank’s son,” Rayan said. “From my research, he’s got an intellect like his father’s. I would’ve included another young man named Seth as well. He developed that history application that foiled Saladin’s plans with the shielded vehicles.” 
 
    “We need to categorize these people by their functions and strengths,” Mateo said. 
 
    “Ah yes, everybody in their place, and a place for everybody,” Jean said. 
 
    “Actually, he’s right,” Rayan said. We have intel people, tactical people, and leadership people. There are two men missing, though. They’re in Sacramento right now, looking for a couple of the people in this room.” 
 
    “They’ll be in lime before the day is out,” Lance said. “Those two Bulgarian monsters won’t be players. Trust me.” 
 
    Rayan laughed. “Those two Bulgarian monsters took out the top UN leadership in California, virtually all by themselves. Hope you’ve got somebody strong going against them. Your mob thugs won’t do the job.” 
 
    “I don’t have to listen to this,” Lance said, his face turning red. 
 
    “Yes you do, so shut the hell up,” Charles said in a flash of anger. “If you want to survive this, listen up and participate in a constructive way. If not, leave now. You’ll die alone.” 
 
    “Remember who the hunters are,” Lance said. “It’s us, not them.” 
 
    Justice Carleton chuckled. “They are working a plan to kill us right now. If you don’t realize it, you don’t have the brains to be in this outfit. We’ll probably kill you ourselves before you can ruin the operation.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true jurist,” Maggie said. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the categorization, because unlike most of this conversation it’s actually important,” Rayan said. “The intel team is key. If we can take them out early, the rest of the team will be without a rudder.” 
 
    “Yes,” Charles said. “That would be Frank and his wife, Jerry’s wife Jasmine, Robbie and his wife Morgan, George’s wife Heidi, Agent Williams, and Ted Crowley.” 
 
    “Let me color code these,” Rayan said. 
 
    “I thought we were discussing this,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’m putting a straw man up here. Poke holes in it. If you have a better view of this, I’ll be delighted, because it will enhance our chances for survival.” He took a few moments to apply colors to the diagram. He used yellow for intel, blue for leadership, and red for tactical. “There, tell me where I got it wrong.” 
 
    Charles looked at it, his brow furrowed, but then sighed. “I almost hate to admit it, but I couldn’t have done better myself.” 
 
    “Let’s go over it before we lock this down,” Mateo said. “Leadership consists of General Hogan, Ivan, and Jules. I notice you left George off that list. Why?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to suggest he’s a leader,” Rayan said. “Prove me wrong with a solid argument and I’ll change it.” 
 
    “Some of these people are really in more than one category,” Jean said. “Malcolm is good at intel–probably as good as anybody you’ve got pegged as intel on that chart.” 
 
    “Fair point, maybe we should change it,” Rayan said. 
 
    “I’d say Dick falls into that as well,”  
 
    “Dick is a gorilla,” Mateo said with a distasteful look on his face. “He killed several of my people with his bare hands.” 
 
    “We’re splitting hairs too much here,” Charles said. “What we have up there is accurate enough. We’ll have to keep in mind that some of these people have multiple talents and act accordingly. Anybody object? Say so and back it up, and we’ll change it.” 
 
    Mateo sighed. “Leave it, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    Everybody nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Rayan, add those two men in Sacramento to the list please,” Charles said. “Mr. White and Mr. Black, correct?” 
 
    Rayan chuckled. “Yep, that’s them, and I agree with that call.” 
 
    “You guys don’t believe me?” Lance asked. 
 
    “For the most part, yes,” Charles said, “we’ll remove those two as soon as they are disposed of. Fair enough?” 
 
    “What do I care?” Lance asked. “Fine.” 
 
    Rayan added their names under Ivan’s team. 
 
    “This information will go out to our commando teams, then,” Charles said. “They’ll provide feedback after their own investigations. Anybody object?” 
 
    Nobody objected. 
 
    “There is one other thing we need to discuss,” Maggie said, “but we’re out of time. I have a meeting with the Secretary of State in half an hour, and I’ll barely make it if I leave now. Can we put it at the top of the agenda for our next meeting?” 
 
    “I have no objection,” Charles said. “I’ll document it. What is the topic?” 
 
    “How do we stay alive with these folks hunting us?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, we got off faster than I expected,” Morgan said, behind the wheel of the battle wagon.  
 
    Robbie was in the passenger seat, looking at his phone. “We take I-15 all the way up. Pretty simple, actually.” 
 
    “You ever been to Montana?” 
 
    Robbie turned towards her. “Yes, years ago with my parents. We took their first RV up there.” 
 
    “What was it? A smaller motor home?” 
 
    “Travel trailer. Pulled it with a Suburban. I remember fighting with my sister in the car and getting into trouble.” 
 
    Morgan chuckled. “Wonder if we’ll see them?” 
 
    “They were on the target list,” Robbie said. “Hope they can just go to a safe place and hide out. I’m really worried about the others. Don’t really buy that the enemy will leave them alone. They’ll make an attempt to grab somebody and draw us in.” 
 
    “We can’t worry about that,” Morgan said. “I know it sounds harsh, but look at it realistically. We could choose to stick around, which would guarantee that they would be targeted, or we can leave, which gives us a better chance they won’t be targeted. Neither choice is great, but we’ve got to go with the one that has the best possibly of low body count and success.” 
 
    Robbie shrugged. “Can’t argue with that. Still scares me that my parents are involved.” 
 
    “I suspect they’ll be alongside us in the intel room,” Morgan said. “At least you’ll know where they are. At least we have a good chance of protecting them.” 
 
    “I’ll never get the look of Garrett and Willard crying like that out of my head.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, starting to choke up. “The worst for me was Susanne. Her exterior is so rough, but she loved all of us. That’s pretty obvious.” 
 
    “Elmer showed us a ring he bought.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” Morgan shot him a smile. “Wonder how she’ll react?” 
 
    “Garrett said she’ll say yes. I agree.” 
 
    Robbie’s phone rang. “It’s my dad.” He put it on speaker. “Hi, dad. You’re on speaker. Morgan’s driving the rig at the moment.” 
 
    “Good, more than one driver helps,” Frank said. “Your mother drives now.” 
 
    “And I’m pretty good at it too,” Jane said. 
 
    “Sounds kinda noisy,” Morgan said. 
 
    “We’re in a gas RV,” Frank said. “When the engine works hard, it makes a lot of noise in the cockpit. What are you guys in?” 
 
    Robbie laughed. “Can’t wait to show it to you. It’s a Prevost chassis diesel pusher.” 
 
    “Geez, you know how expensive those are?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the rig itself is expensive to start with,” Robbie said. “The weapons systems cost a lot more, though, and it’s armored, too.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re in one of those,” Jane said. “Heard about them. They’re based on something Malcolm and George saw when they were going against that white slaver. Belonged to a cousin of Red Dagger.”  
 
    “Really?” Morgan asked. “Don’t remember hearing about that.” 
 
    “I do,” Robbie said. “I think Ted mentioned it. He and George were close.” 
 
    “Will we be in that kind of fight?” Jane asked. “Where we’ll need vehicles like that?” 
 
    Robbie shook his head. “Probably not, but this is our home, at least for now.” 
 
    “What route are you taking?” Morgan asked. “Oh wait, don’t say it over the phone.” 
 
    “Yeah, and don’t tell us your route either,” Frank said. “My first task when we get settled will be to secure our communications. I suggest we don’t use our cellphones within three or four hundred miles of our destination, either. The creeps might already be listening in.” 
 
    “Is sis safe?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s all I’ll say at the moment,” Frank said. “We’re coming to a grade. Have to get off the phone. It’ll be too noisy to talk in a couple minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” Robbie said. “Can’t wait to see you guys. Seems like it’s been forever.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon,” Jane said as the noise level in the background ramped up. The call ended. 
 
    “Gas motor homes are that noisy?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “When they’re working hard they are, from what I’ve heard. Hope dad can come up with a good layer of security for us.” 
 
    “There’s I-15,” Morgan said. She took the transition and they settled into the drive. 
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    Room Service 
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black were up, getting dressed in their hotel room. The land line in the room rang. They glanced at each other. 
 
    “Probably boss,” Mr. Black said, picking up the phone receiver. “Hello.” 
 
    “Good, you sound awake,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Getting dressed,” Mr. Black said. “We were tailed. Enemy knows where we are. Expected hit attempt by now.” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “They tailed so badly that you saw them? Maybe this will be easier than I expected.” 
 
    “Well, to be fair, we good at this,” Mr. Black said. “Just about to go have breakfast. What then?” 
 
    “If they tailed you, they’re probably at the hotel, trying to figure out how to get to you. Maybe you should do room service.” 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “Think they that stupid?” 
 
    “What?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    Mr. Black shot him a glance. “Ivan suggest we order room service, wait for pansy-asses to bring food, then ice. Sound good?” 
 
    “Can we play with them a little?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    “I heard that,” Ivan said. “Be as savage as possible. Send a message.” 
 
    “Thanks, boss. This be fun. Talk to you soon.” Mr. Black hung up. 
 
    “Good, he not use cell phone,” Mr. White said. “Miss speakerphone, but smart for now.” 
 
    “What want for breakfast?” 
 
    “Surprise me. We won’t eat anyway. We be busy.” 
 
    “They might not fall for,” Mr Black said. 
 
    “They don’t know how to tail. Look like 2nd string mob pansies to me.” 
 
    “They might be better at fight than tail,” Mr. Black said. “Might be good goons.” 
 
    Mr. White chuckled. “Order. I hide in closet.” 
 
    Mr. Black nodded, picking up the receiver again and punching up room service. He gave the order, then hung the phone up. “How we do?” 
 
    “Boss said make mess. Knives not used lately.” 
 
    “You brought flaying knives?” 
 
    “Not whole set, but enough. We’d better gag them when we do. Walls like paper.” 
 
    “Let’s get ready.” Mr. Black went to his suitcase, pulling out two sets of handcuffs and some silver chain with padlocks. Mr. White took a leather bag out of his suitcase, removing several ornate knives, one of them large and curved. 
 
    “That big knife not for flaying,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “For cutting things off. I use. Better than gun, no?” 
 
    Mr. Black grinned at him. “Sick puppy.”  
 
    “These worth money,” Mr. White said, admiring the knives. “Rest of collection at home. Maybe someday I put on ebay.” 
 
    “Better sterilize first. DNA hard to get off.” They looked at each other and chuckled. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jerry drove the diesel pusher on I-25, heading up to Fort Collins, Colorado. Jasmine was in the passenger seat. 
 
    “We’re gonna beat Ivan’s team to the base,” Jasmine said, moving her fingers on the phone screen. 
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me,” Jerry said. “You look sad.” 
 
    “My mom. I’ve never seen her cry like that.” 
 
    “Rosie understood,” Jerry said, “not that it’s any easier.” 
 
    “Hope we can get this over with before the baby comes.” 
 
    Jerry glanced over at her. “We need to chat about that.” 
 
    “I know. The baby’s getting bigger. I won’t be able to run around like I could even a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “You and Jane are the best operational intel folks I’ve ever seen. You need to stay in the bowels of our underground hideout and work that.” 
 
    She looked over at him. “I know I always insisted on going with you during battles. The situation is different now. Our child is most important at this point.” 
 
    “The baby has always been important,” Jerry said. 
 
    Jasmine was silent for a moment, then looked over at him. “I always expected a miscarriage. I know that sounds horrible, but it was always in the back of my mind. You were more important to me than the baby. That’s changed now. The baby is our life, our purpose. We need to get out of danger and focus on the family. There’s three of us now, not two.” 
 
    “Good. I agree a hundred percent.” 
 
    “How bad is this gonna be? No candy coating.” 
 
    “Frankie said we’d lose people,” Jerry said. “I believe her.” 
 
    “Don’t focus on that. I don’t want it to be you, and she’s not always right. She even admitted that she can’t see everything.” 
 
    “She sees you and me at reunions,” Jerry said. “Most of our closest friends too. That gives me some comfort.” 
 
    “I’m glad Mom is with Jeb. This would be worse if not for that.” 
 
    “We might have had to take her along if not for Jeb,” Jerry said. 
 
    “Yep. Not something I’d like to do.” 
 
    Jasmine’s phone dinged with a text. She looked at the screen. 
 
    “We’re stopping for fuel I’ll bet,” Jerry said. “We could use it.” 
 
    “Yep, in Loveland. It’s right before Fort Collins.” 
 
    “Good. I could stretch my legs a bit.” 
 
    “I can take over the driving if you want,” Jasmine said as she set her phone down. 
 
    “Up to you, but I can go a while longer, and we’re still in the Rockies.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Garrett walked into the saloon. Willard was still cleaning up behind the bar. He looked up and smiled at Garrett. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” Willard asked. 
 
    “My hangover is gone, finally,” Garrett said, pulling up a bar stool and sitting. 
 
    “Want a snort?” 
 
    Garrett shook his head. “No, I’m done drinking for a few days. You don’t want to, do you?” 
 
    “Nah, not really. Wonder how far our friends are?” 
 
    “Don’t want to call them. We need to work security around here a little more. Doesn’t feel safe.” 
 
    “We’ve still got a lot of the citizen recruits here,” Willard said. 
 
    “They’re already pulling out,” Garrett said. They’ve got homes to go back to.” 
 
    “Well, there is that, I suppose. Don’t blame them. We’ve got some of the team staying here, right?” 
 
    Garrett nodded. “Clem and Sarah are staying for the longer term. Seth and Kaitlyn will stay on for a while too, along with Angel and Megan. Also Justin and Katie, although they were talking about moving up north where Katie’s brother is before too long.” 
 
    Willard tossed his dirty towel on the floor next to the back room, and pulled a stool over behind the bar, sitting down. “I expect Ed and Tyler will be heading for the reservation with their folks.” 
 
    “I was talking to Anna about that this morning.” 
 
    “She want to go back?” Willard asked. 
 
    “No, she’s staying with me. We’ll get hitched sooner rather than later. We’ve got Mia to think about, too, since we’ve got the duty.” 
 
    Willard smiled. “When you two get hitched, it’ll be a big blow out. Can’t wait.” 
 
    “Sid is upset,” Garrett said. “I think his feelings are hurt. Him and Sam are very close.” 
 
    “I don’t think Yvonne was happy when she found out.” 
 
    “Neither were Trevor and Kaylee,” Garrett said, “but Ji-Ho convinced them that it had to be that way.” 
 
    “Is Ji-Ho staying on? Hope so. I’ve gotten fond of that crazy old dude.” 
 
    “For now he is,” Garrett said. “We’ll have to figure out how to fit back into society after things settle down.” 
 
    “Maybe we can get the theater group back here,” Willard said. “They did bring in some dough.” 
 
    “Yes, and I enjoyed it. Kinda kept the place alive.” 
 
    “We could play up this place’s roll in the war. That’d bring people.” 
 
    Garrett chuckled. “You mean make Dodge City a museum? Charge admission?” 
 
    “I mean make it a vacation spot. We’ve already got some hook-ups for RVs. We’ve got enough land to add a lot more spaces, and the other facilities that go with it. We could add a wing onto the hotel, too, and maybe build a few cottages here and there. Make it a weekend destination.” 
 
    Garrett smiled. “You know, I kinda like the sound of that. We could do riding and shooting shows like Buffalo Bill did back at the turn of the century. This could become a going concern.” 
 
    “Damn straight it could,” Willard said, standing. “Well, better get back to work. If I don’t get this mess cleaned up, we’ll have all kinds of critters showing up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw some ants all over a chunk of beef out on the sidewalk. Kicked it into the street. I’ll help.” 
 
    The two men got busy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door. Mr. Black nodded to Mr. White, who slipped into the closet. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “Room service,” said the man in a New Jersey accent. 
 
    Mr. White snickered from the closet. “New Jersey man in Sacramento doing shit job. Not suspicious at all.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Mr. Black whispered as he went to the door, checking the pistol in his back waistband. He opened the door. Two large men stood there with a cart, which they pushed inside. One was about six foot four and deathly thin. The other one was a bruiser. Both had shaved heads.  
 
    Mr. Black closed the door and locked it. When he turned around, the thin man was grinning at him, his face looking like a skull. There was a pistol with a silencer in his hand. The other man stood behind him, watching nervously. 
 
    “Where’s your friend?” asked the bruiser. 
 
    “He take walk,” Mr. Black said. “What with gun? We get floorshow while we eat?” 
 
    “Sorry, we’re eating your food, after we kill you,” said the thin man in his New Jersey accent. 
 
    “That not nice,” Mr. Black said. “You really should work on accent if you the mouthpiece, moron. When you get into big leagues?” 
 
    The bruiser chuckled as he pulled out some zip-ties. “He’s playing with us. Watch it. The other maniac is probably hidden in here. I’ll cover this guy. Check the bathroom and the closet.” 
 
    “Hurry up, I hungry,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “Shut the hell up or I’ll kneecap you,” said the bruiser, as the thin man rushed back towards the door, turning left into the bathroom. “Hey, this guy locked and bolted the door.” 
 
    “Told you, the other creep is inside.” 
 
    “He ain’t in the bathroom,” the thin man said, coming back into the main part of the room. “That leaves the closet. These guys are too fat to hide under the bed.” 
 
    Mr. Black laughed. “That not nice.” 
 
    “Shut up,” the bruiser said, gripping his pistol harder, his eyes darting around. 
 
    “Nervous?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    “I said shut up. Tig, open that closet, dammit.” 
 
    “Don’t use my name, you idiot,” the thin man said. He pointed the pistol at the closet doors with one hand, using the other to slide the door aside. Then somebody grabbed the hand with the gun, yanking it roughly into the closet, a flash of metal coming down, blood spraying everywhere. Tig screamed bloody murder, staggering backwards, staring at his stump of an arm. 
 
    The bruiser looked on in shocked horror, as Mr. Black grabbed him, taking the gun in an instant, then punching him in the face until he passed out and fell to the floor. 
 
    “Shut him up,” Mr. Black said. “Whole floor hear him.” 
 
    Mr. White pulled Tig to his feet and elbowed him in the face, breaking his nose and knocking him out. “These guys easy.” 
 
    “They not send best,” Mr. Black said. “They might have friends, too. That why I lock door.” 
 
    “We get to work, then leave,” Mr. White said. “Ten minutes only.” 
 
    They had the men on the bed in seconds, pulling clothes off them. One of them woke up when half his skin was off. 
 
    “See why I wanted gag?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ben was driving, Ivan in the passenger seat. They were on I-15, a few miles from Las Vegas. 
 
    “We’re making good time,” Ben said. 
 
    “How is this thing to drive?” 
 
    “Easy and smooth as silk,” Ben said. “I worked for a moving company for a while. Used to drive the truck a lot. This is easier than that was.” 
 
    “Big moving trucks, I’ll bet.” 
 
    “Medium sized,” Ben said. “Most were shorter than this monster, but we were always having to fit onto streets with no parking and back up into nearly impossible spots. That was the hard part.” 
 
    Ivan’s phone dinged. He read it and laughed. 
 
    “Mr. White and Mr. Black?” Ben asked. 
 
    Ivan nodded. “Phony hotel workers brought up their food and tried to kill them.” 
 
    “They okay?” 
 
    “They’re fine. Did exactly what I told them to do.” 
 
    “What was that?” Ben asked, looking afraid to hear the answer. 
 
    “I told them to make a statement. They did.” 
 
    “How?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Ever heard of flaying?” 
 
    “Geez. You don’t need to tell me any details.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the best the enemy had to throw at us,” Ivan said. “Just a couple of thugs from one of the principal’s operation.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Lance Evans,” Ivan said. “He’ll go crazy when he finds out what we did to his men. It was a direct insult, and he’ll get it right away.” 
 
    “Sure it’s a good idea to poke at these guys?” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Yep, because when they get mad they make mistakes. This is classic. I learned it during my days in Russia.” 
 
    “Maybe you can tell me stories sometime.” 
 
    “Sure, kid,” Ivan said. “You’ve gained my trust. You’d make a good right-hand man, if you’re interested.” 
 
    “I’m more of a freedom fighter than a mobster.” 
 
    Ivan smiled, glancing at him. “What do you think I’ve been doing most of the time? I haven’t been a true mobster for years. Don’t tell anybody. It’s worthwhile to have a reputation, given what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Where are Mr. White and Mr. Black going now?” 
 
    “East,” Ivan said. “We caught wind of an attempt that will be made against the Kansas team. They’ll head that off.” 
 
    Ivan’s phone dinged. He read the text. “Ready for a fuel stop?” 
 
    “We’ve still got more than half a tank, but I’d rather keep it up there. We’re going into some grades, so we’ll burn it faster.” 
 
    “Good, they’re suggesting we get off at the last off-ramp in the Las Vegas area.” 
 
    “How far are we going today?” 
 
    “Shelly is trying to line us up an RV park in Mesquite. It’s past Vegas a ways.” 
 
    “What’s a ways?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Just a sec,” Ivan said, moving his fingers on his phone. “Just over an hour past Vegas.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “Perfect, it ought to still be light.” Traffic slowed down. “Geez, look at that tie-up ahead.” 
 
    Ivan looked up from his phone for a moment. “Vegas was like this last time I went through. There might be a better way to go than I-15. Don’t worry, though, it’s not a battle or an enemy roadblock. It’s just rush hour.” 
 
    Ben chuckled. “Yeah, it’ll take a while to get our thinking back to normal.” 
 
    “Well don’t try to get back to normal yet. Keep the wartime mindset. It’ll keep you alive.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lance Evans stood next to his desk, looking out the window at midtown Manhattan, the sun getting close to the horizon. He was too agitated to sit down. His speaker buzzed. 
 
    “Sir, you have a call,” his secretary said. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “He says he’s your cousin,” she said. “I didn’t recognize the name or the voice.” 
 
    Lance sighed, sitting down on his chair and rolling it closer to the desk. “Fine, put him on.” 
 
    There was a beep. 
 
    “Uncle Lance?” 
 
    “Victor, how are you? Long time no talk. Done slopping the hogs?” 
 
    “Is that any way to talk to your relations?” Victor asked, close enough to his phone that the breathing came through between the words. 
 
    “I left your branch of the family behind, remember? What do you want? I’m busy.” 
 
    “I heard an interesting rumor.” 
 
    Lance’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “Why would I care? What do you want? Gone through the money I gave you already?” 
 
    “More money is always welcome, but that’s not what I’m calling about.” 
 
    “So I can hang up.” 
 
    “Stop, dammit,” Victor said. “This is important.” 
 
    “All right, you have two minutes. Talk. Then I’m hanging up.” 
 
    “You’re being hunted by them.” 
 
    “What?” Lance asked, sweat breaking out on his forehead. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Sadie’s ex and his maniac buddy.” 
 
    “Don’t mention her name on this line,” Lance said. “I don’t care. She was dead to me before… well, before she was dead.” 
 
    “Real nice way to speak about your daughter.” 
 
    “She had the family sickness, just like you do.” 
 
    Victor chuckled. “You have it too. I remember how you were before all the money.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m offering my help,” Victor said. 
 
    Lance laughed. “They’d eat you alive. Hell, I’ll be lucky to escape these folks. How did you find out about this, anyway?” 
 
    “Torrey. He was following the little mess that Scotty got himself into. They left Sharon Springs.” 
 
    “The war is over. People are returning home.” 
 
    “They stayed with a group, heading north, but now Torrey can’t see them. We’re asking for help.” 
 
    “I’m not getting involved with this,” Lance said. “If you press it, I’ll have you and Torrey erased. You know I can. I don’t care about the clan or any of our relatives.” 
 
    “Don’t decide yet,” Victor said. “We might be useful, you know.” 
 
    “I’ve got a financial empire to run, and I’m not giving it all up because of a damn scandal caused by my hillbilly ex-relatives. Now leave me alone, or pay the price. It’s up to you.” 
 
    “You’ll regret that,” Victor said. 
 
    Lance’s PC dinged, an email coming in. His eyes widened as he saw the sender. Ivan the Butcher. 
 
    “Shit,” he said, opening the email. It said “Greetings” followed twenty jpg attachments. His hand trembled as he opened the first one. It was Tig, his face in agony. Most of the skin on his abdomen was peeled off. “Oh my God.” He could tell from the thumbnails of the other files that both of his men were dead. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Victor asked. 
 
    “I sent two of my best men to erase Ivan’s fixers. I just got pictures of them, skinned alive. Trust me, you don’t want to deal with these guys. Good bye.” He pushed the button to hang up the call, then dialed Charles. 
 
    “Mister Livingston’s office,” the secretary said. 
 
    “It’s Lance Evans. I need a meeting with Charles.” 
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    Birth Certificate 
 
    Jules drove the battle wagon into the driveway of the Mesquite RV Park, pulling into the staging lane. By the time he and Shelly got out the door, several more battle wagons were behind them. 
 
    “They all have to go into office?” Jules asked, taking Shelly’s hand as they walked to the door. 
 
    “No, I made this sound like a mini-convention on the way north. We’ve got a whole section of the park to ourselves. All pull-through sites, too, so we don’t have to unhitch all the Jeeps if we don’t need to go anywhere.” 
 
    “We pull some off, go get food,” Jules said as he opened the door for her. The old woman at the desk looked up and smiled. 
 
    “You must be Shelly. Hi, I’m June. Welcome to the Mesquite RV Park.” 
 
    “Hello,” Shelly said. “Thanks so much for taking us on such short notice.” 
 
    “Things are still a little slow,” June said. “Wish the war would’ve gotten over about three months earlier. Lost the best part of the season. We’ll just get dribs and drabs from now until about December.” 
 
    Shelly put the credit card on the counter and pushed it forward, June charging it. She glanced out the window. “Lots of the same kind of rig.” 
 
    “We celebrate ownership of coaches,” Jules said. 
 
    “Oh, you’re not from here,” June said. “French?” 
 
    Shelly laughed, glancing at Jules, who smiled at her. “No, Belgian. We sound similar to most people.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” June said. She handed Shelly a package of tags and maps. “Here, that ought to be enough for everybody. You get that whole section in the back.” She drew a line from the office to the spaces. “Just follow it through this way.” 
 
    “There good stores nearby?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Walmart is about it,” June said. “Should be fine if you need groceries. They’ve got pretty decent produce. Don’t know how they’ve been able to keep it up during the war, frankly.” 
 
    Jules smiled. “America still at work during war.” 
 
    “So it would appear. Enjoy. Call me if you need anything. The code for the showers is right there.” She pointed to the code on one of the maps. 
 
    “Thank you very much,” Shelly said. “C’mon, Jules.” 
 
    They left the office with the packet. Tex and Karen were standing by their rig, Ted and Sparky walking up, others close behind. Jules handed out the maps and tags. 
 
    “Nice looking place,” Ted said. “I’ll bet they’re glad to have the business.” 
 
    “That what receptionist said,” Jules said. “Walmart in town, if we want to pick up supplies tonight.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Karen said. 
 
    Everybody got back in their rigs. Jules drove to their section, the others following. They were all parked and doing their hook-ups within ten minutes. 
 
    “Nice to have a rig to ourselves,” Shelly said to Jules, who was entering the rig after hooking up the power and water. 
 
    “Yes, is,” Jules said. “Shall I take off Jeep for trip to store?” 
 
    “Sure, go ahead,” Shelly said. “I’ll get the slides run out.” 
 
    He left the coach, getting to the back, unplugging the Jeep electrical and removing the safety chains. Ted was doing the same, in the next space. 
 
    “We don’t have to unhook all of these,” Ted said. 
 
    “Agreed. Probably only need three or four.” 
 
    “I’d be careful with how many people we send to the store at any one time, too,” Ted said. “I feel like we’re flapping in the breeze here.” 
 
    “Reflex from war,” Jules said. 
 
    “I know, but I’m still listening to my instincts.” 
 
    Jules paused for a moment. “I not mean we shouldn’t be careful. We’re hunted. The war is still on for us. Go nowhere without arms. Watch always, no?” 
 
    “Good, we’re on the same page.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Sparky said, walking up to Ted’s rig. “You’re right. I’m not taking off my Jeep. We’ll double up with somebody.” 
 
    “You can join us. I’m sure Dana and Haley would like to ride together,” Ted said. 
 
    “Probably,” Sparky said. “I think we ought to have some people staying outside of the Walmart, watching the doors, while our women go inside.” 
 
    “We should have a quick chat before anybody takes off,” Ted said. 
 
    “Yes, that prudent,” Jules said. “Let’s do. Ten minutes?” 
 
    “Ten minutes,” Sparky said. “Gonna send a broadcast text?” 
 
    Jules nodded, pausing his work to do that. “Hands dirty.” 
 
    Ted chuckled. “Maybe you should’ve asked Shelly to do that.” 
 
    “Too late,” Jules said with a sheepish grin. “Should go while light. Still three hours or so.” 
 
    Tex walked over. “Seems like a while since we’ve been on the road. I kinda like it.” 
 
    “It has been a while,” Ted said. 
 
    “You look worried, partner.” 
 
    Ted nodded. “You aren’t?” 
 
    “I am now that I see the look on your face,” Tex said. “Think we’re being tracked?” 
 
    “We’ll need to stop with the cellphones when we get closer to our new home,” Ted said. “You guys know that, right?” 
 
    “Talked with Ivan and General Hogan,” Jules said. “Frank work setup for encryption. Take a few days, but we go dark soon. I look on map earlier. Dark after Salt Lake City.” 
 
    “Northern Utah,” Ted said, pulling out his phone to look at the map. “That’ll work. That’s a nice hub. Several ways to go from there.” 
 
    “That’ll put us in the dark for a day and a half of driving,” Sparky said. “We’ve still got the walkie-talkies.” 
 
    “Those are less secure than the phones,” Ted said. 
 
    “They are, but the enemy has to be a lot closer to get on them,” Tex said. “Might be enough to make them the safest bet.” 
 
    “We’ll discuss,” Jules said. “I want to chat with Robbie. Maybe we use the encrypted meeting like we used in the battles.” 
 
    “That’s still through our phones, right?” Sparky asked. 
 
    Ted nodded. “It’s from our phones to a server far away, encrypted.” 
 
    “I don’t know as much about this as I should,” Tex said. “Seems to me the enemy could see us via the nearest cell tower, even if they can’t listen in.” 
 
    “You perhaps right,” Jules said, his brow furrowed. “When we use in Bonita, enemy already knew where we were. All we care about was ability of enemy to listen. Encryption protect against that.” 
 
    “Where are we having that meeting?” Shelly asked as she walked to the back of the rig. 
 
    Jules laughed. “Forgot about that, sorry. How about building at start of street? Where fire pit and laundry are. We pass on way here. Chairs around, and we could bring more.” 
 
    “I’ll send it out,” Shelly said as she walked away. 
 
    “Should’ve given to her in first place,” Jules said. “She good chief of staff.” 
 
    Ted got into his Jeep and backed it away from the back of his rig, Jules doing the same. The group started to arrive at the fire pit within ten minutes, some bringing folding chairs with them. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Jules said as people sat down, Ivan and Ben the last to arrive. 
 
    “Anything wrong?” Bryan asked. 
 
    “No, but we all need supplies,” Ted said. “Thought it’d be a good idea to chat about who goes into the Walmart, and how we watch the outside. Also who’s staying here and keeping watch over our rigs and people.” 
 
    “Expecting trouble?” Ben asked, his eyes darting around the area. 
 
    “We’re still at war, even though it’s over for most people,” Ivan said. “It’s good that we’re having this discussion, and we need to be very cautious.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ted said. “We wanted to discuss both the trip to the Walmart today and cellphone usage.” 
 
    “We have to worry about being tracked, don’t we?” Karen asked. 
 
    “Probably, little lady,” Tex told her. “Even if the danger is small, we need to pay attention.” 
 
    “Yes, we don’t have cavalry nearby to ride to rescue if we get attacked by larger group,” Jules said. “Slim chance of that happening, but possible. Enemy has deep pockets, large reach. We must remember.” 
 
    “After looking at the map, we think all cellphones should be shut down when we get to Salt Lake City,” Ted said. 
 
    “How far is that?” Cody asked. 
 
    “On it,” Robbie said, looking at his phone.  
 
    “Good,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Five-hour drive,” Robbie said. “I’d throw at least two hours on top of that, since we’re in motor homes.” 
 
    “We should stay the night there,” Karen said. 
 
    Brianna nodded. “I was just about to say that. Seven hours is enough for one day.” 
 
    “If nobody objects, I’ll try to line us up some spaces there,” Shelly said. 
 
    Ivan smiled. “Please do.”  
 
    “Okay, consider it done,” Shelly said. “How will we communicate without cellphones?” 
 
    “We look at the map and agree on stops ahead of time,” Allison said. 
 
    “I like that idea, but let’s see how far that is from our destination,” Robbie said, focused on his phone again. “About eight hours.” 
 
    “We should be able to do that in a day,” Ben said. 
 
    “Look at the terrain,” Sam said. “Some mountains around there. Might slow us down.” 
 
    “I think we’re looking at a worst case of eleven hours,” Dana said, looking at her phone. “I’ve been around that area quite a bit. It’s got some nasty stretches, but I-15 is a good road.” 
 
    “Good,” Ivan said. “One thing to remember. The phones don’t go on in our final destination until we have an encryption solution in place.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just buy a bunch of burner phones in Walmart?” Ben asked. 
 
    A couple people groaned. 
 
    “Dammit, partner, why didn’t we think of that?” 
 
    “Yeah, good idea, Ben,” Ted said. “We can do that. They’ll never be able to trace us that way.” 
 
    “Pay cash for the phones,” Ivan said. “Separate transaction. I’ve got plenty of cash to use.” 
 
    “Pay cash for everything,” Jules said. “Credit cards can be traced. Enemy involved with banking system.” 
 
    “Another good idea,” Ted said. “Everybody clear?” 
 
    “Yep,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Robbie said. The others nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Who’s going into the Walmart, and who’s driving?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Ivan and Ben stay here for sure,” Sparky said. “They’ve both been on TV too many times.” 
 
    “Goes without saying,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Tex, Ted and Jules drive, Sparky joining them,” Karen said. “Shelly, Dana, Haley, and I go into the store.” 
 
    “That good,” Jules said. “Leaves Sam, Erica, Cody, Allison, Bryan, Brianna here as muscle. Ben could keep intel going, and Ivan can do what Ivan does.” 
 
    Ivan laughed. “Well there you have it.” 
 
    “I’m good with that,” Sam said, “as long as Erica can stand not going to the store.” 
 
    “We’ll go next time,” Erica said. “I’m fine with it.” 
 
    “Okay, then that’s the plan,” Shelly said. “What time should we go?” 
 
    “Now,” Ted said. “We want to be back here well before dark.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jules said. “Jeeps already un-hitched.” 
 
    “Yep,” Ted said. “Anybody not going to the store who needs something other than basic foods, give a list to those going. You got ten minutes.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Brianna said. “C’mon, honey, I need to take a quick check in the rig. I know there’s some food in there, but I need to take a better look.” Bryan nodded in agreement, and they walked off, the others rising from their chairs. 
 
    Morgan smiled. “I need to do that too.”  
 
    “We all do, I suspect,” Karen said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    General Hogan was riding shotgun in the Humvee, his son driving. The phone rang. He put it to his ear. “Yeah?” 
 
    “An attempt was made,” Ivan said. 
 
    “On your team?” 
 
    “My fixers. Mr. White and Mr. Black. They prevailed, and we made a statement.” 
 
    “What kind of statement?” 
 
    “We flayed them both and sent pictures to their boss,” Ivan said. 
 
    General Hogan chuckled. “Trying to keep up that reputation, I take it.” 
 
    “It’s never been more important than now, General.” 
 
    “Agreed. What else?” 
 
    “Cell phones. We had a meeting here, and agreed to go get burner phones. We won’t use our personal cell phones past Salt Lake City.” 
 
    “We planned to stop using ours in Casper, Wyoming,” General Hogan said. “Like the burner idea. They’re more expensive, but get the smart-phone type.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ivan said. “Money isn’t a problem. A few Apple fans weren’t happy about making the change, of course.” 
 
    “They’ll live. Tell them not to worry. Frank will figure out how to solve this problem with our personal phones.” 
 
    “How did the rest of the team deal with your exodus?” 
 
    “They feel like they should be involved,” General Hogan said. “Not surprising. Nobody tried to force it. I’m thankful for that.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll have to make only one more stop before we get there. See you soon.” 
 
    “We might beat you there. You notified the on-site team, right?” 
 
    “Yes, they know to expect your team,” Ivan said. “Godspeed.” 
 
    “Talk to you later.” General Hogan said. He put the phone back in his pocket. 
 
    “They were attacked,” Private Brown said. 
 
    “Two of Ivan’s enforcers were attacked. It didn’t go well for the attackers.” 
 
    “I’m anxious to meet this guy. Watched all his videos. He’s quite the showman.” 
 
    “Don’t get too close to this guy, son. He’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I think he’s a patriot, but I have no intention of getting into his organization, if that’s what you mean. You were worried about Malcolm too, remember? You’re not worried now that you know him, are you?” 
 
    The General sighed. “Okay, you’ve got a point. I’d trust my life to Malcolm at this point.” 
 
    “We’re coming up to a truck stop. Need to stretch your legs?” 
 
    “I need to use the restroom. Wish we had a motor home.” 
 
    “We could probably get one, dad.” 
 
    “Eventually, if this takes longer than we expect.” 
 
    Private Brown glanced over at his father. “We should have brought my friends.” 
 
    “Hell, I wish I wouldn’t have had to bring you. No choice. You’d have been an obvious target, no matter where you tried to hide.” 
 
    “They might be too, dad.” 
 
    “There was nothing on paper tying them to us. Kinda hard to hide birth records.” 
 
    Private Brown’s brow furrowed. “Where do you think we’ll overnight?” 
 
    “Casper.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Charles was in his office, sitting behind his massive desk, Maggie in the chair next to it. 
 
    “You don’t need to be here, Maggie. It might be a distasteful meeting.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of Lance.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be afraid of me.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I know you. You’re a pussycat.” 
 
    Charles shot her a sly grin. “We’ve been partners with benefits for years, but it never got in the way of business. Part of the reason is that I’ve hidden certain unpleasantries from you.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know how you operate? I operate the same way in the UK.” 
 
    “You used to, until the political climate changed. Admit it. After Brexit was finally put into place, you lost much of your sway there.” 
 
    “Damn populists. I thought we’d take out that trash with this war. It backfired. We’re in worse shape than we were when the war began.” 
 
    “The war isn’t over. They won round one. We’ve learned from it.” 
 
    Maggie chuckled. “Oh, really? What have we learned?” 
 
    “We need to spend more time identifying the heads of the snakes, and then we need to chop them off. That’s what we’re doing now.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think we’ve learned a thing,” she said. “The leadership of the resistance wasn’t what sunk us. It was the damn dull-headed citizens. We need to change up our strategy or we’ll lose again. Those people are still out there.”  
 
    Charles shook his head. “The people are an un-organized mess without their leadership.” 
 
    “We’ve caused them to be wary and battle hardened. If we try to start the war up again, they’ll be mobilized before we know it. Trust me on that. I’m seeing it in Europe already.” 
 
    Charles sighed. “We’ve analyzed this to death, but yet you still aren’t convinced.” 
 
    “This operation smacks of good old-fashioned revenge to me. These folks pissed in your punchbowl, and now you’re going to get them.” 
 
    Charles laughed. “I am human, after all, but this is a strategic battle. We need to destroy these leaders, and then we can start things up again, albeit much slower than before.” 
 
    “You’re not talking about those filthy Islamists again, are you? They’re un-controllable. They drove the EU to its knees more than anything else did. I’d go so far as to say the populist movement rose to power because of the migrations of Muslims into the EU.” 
 
    “Your people should’ve targeted the populist leadership. Same mistake we made here.” 
 
    The intercom beeped. “Sir, Mr. Evans is here.” 
 
    “Show him in, Diana. Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s showtime,” Maggie muttered. 
 
    Lance walked into the office. Charles stood behind his desk. “Lance, how nice to see you.” He reached out to shake hands. 
 
    “Good to see you too, Charles. Hello, Maggie, didn’t expect you to be here.” 
 
    “Is it a problem?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “No, of course not,” Lance said, trying to be charming. He sat in a chair facing the desk, Charles sitting down too. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Lance?” 
 
    “We received a fairly nasty message.” 
 
    “From who?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Ivan the Butcher.” Lance pulled his phone out, navigated to a picture, and reached it across the desk. Charles looked, then turned away, handing the phone back. 
 
    “I don’t get to see?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Trust me, you don’t want to see that,” Charles replied. 
 
    “What’s so terrible?” 
 
    Lance took his phone back. “Ever hear of flaying?” 
 
    Maggie’s face turned white. “You’re joking. What century are we in?” 
 
    “I take it these are the men you sent in to take out Ivan’s fixers.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lance said. “I think we need to step this up.” 
 
    “Have patience, my friend,” Charles said. “We’ll get to Ivan eventually.” 
 
    “I want to hit them on the road. We know they’re going north. The cellphone tracking is telling us that.” 
 
    “You’ll lose that capability as soon as they get close enough to their base,” Charles said. “These people aren’t stupid. If you don’t figure that out, you’ll ruin the whole operation. We do this by the numbers and stick with the plan. You didn’t get approval on that hit. You’d better not try that again.” 
 
    Lance leaned back in his chair, a thin smile coming onto his face. “Don’t forget what I have on you. If you get too big for your britches, I’ll bring your institution down around your ears.” 
 
    “Settle down, Chuck,” Maggie said. 
 
    “Call me that again and I’ll find somebody else who has flaying knives.” 
 
    Charles laughed. “You’ll do nothing of the sort, you low-born cretin. I’m not playing games with you. He pulled open his side desk drawer, his hand going into it, Lance up in a flash with a pistol pointed at Charles’s head. 
 
    “Stop!” shouted Maggie. 
 
    Charles chuckled. “He thinks I have a gun in here. I don’t do my own enforcement.” He pulled a manila file out of the drawer and tossed it on his desk in front of Lance. “Shooting me won’t solve your problem, so put the toy away.” 
 
    Lance looked embarrassed, and set his gun down, picking up the manila folder. He opened it. The first thing inside was a copy of a birth certificate. Lance felt the blood drain from his face. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “I’m not going to reveal my sources. Good job hiding the connection. I had no idea, and I checked you out rather thoroughly before I agreed to partner with you on the Hamburg deal.” 
 
    “Many people have illegitimate children,” Lance said, sweat breaking out on his forehead. 
 
    “True, but most of them don’t turn out to be famous serial killers.” 
 
    Lance lifted the birth certificate. There was a gruesome color portrait of his daughter, half her head gone, laying on a crude wooden floor in a pool of blood. He put the birth certificate back over it, his heart pounding. “There were no pictures. That’s got to be fake.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s real, all right. We found it in the safety deposit box of a man named John Jenson.” 
 
    “Sailor Boy? He didn’t do this.” 
 
    “He got there after the event,” Charles said. “It was his house, out in Anza Borrego. You were very unlucky, my friend. If I hadn’t given him the covert loans, I’d never had cared about doing an investigation when he got killed. We feared the worst – that his operation, which we were invested in, was broken by people who would focus on the white slavery angle. The killing of John Jenson had nothing to do with his business. It was personal. Since everybody involved in the business was killed in the same place at the same time, the Feds just shrugged it off and closed the case.” 
 
    Lance sat back in his chair, calming down. “So we have a stalemate. You can crash my business, and I can do the same to you. That makes us even.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Charles said. “After we found out about your daughter, we did more research. Much more research.” 
 
    “Yeah, so what?” 
 
    “First of all, you abused that poor daughter of yours. So did your brother and your cousin. No wonder she turned into such a monster.” 
 
    “I didn’t make her that way. One side of the family is riddled with monsters like her. She could’ve been put up for adoption before any of that happened, and she would’ve gone the same way. She was mean from about five years old.” 
 
    “Yes, we found out about your family’s problems. We know that you were a participant, all the way into your mid-thirties. We have evidence.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Believe what you want, Lance, but know this. You can hit me with some illegal financial transactions and some shady partners. I can hit you with murders and child abuse. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    “You just told me how you invested in a white slavery operation,” Lance said with a grin. 
 
    “Why do you think we were looking in that safety deposit box? There’s no evidence left. Not a shred. You won’t be able to tie me to that business in any way. You try and your body will never be found.” 
 
    “Can we move on,” Maggie asked. “The testosterone level in here is making me nauseous.” 
 
    “I’ll repeat my question again,” Charles said. “Do we understand each other, Lance? Please say you do. We have a lucrative partnership, and we need each other for this operation. I’d much rather keep our relationship going than have to end it in an unpleasant manner.” 
 
    Lance sighed. “Yes, we have a deal.” 
 
    “No more covert operations without discussion, correct?” 
 
    “I agree,” he said. “Are we gonna do anything about the Bulgarians?” 
 
    “They’ll be killed along with the rest of their group, all in due time,” Charles said. He stood up behind his desk, extending his hand. Lance took it reluctantly, and they shook. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” Lance said. “Maggie, always a pleasure.” 
 
    “Good bye, Lance,” Maggie said warmly. She and Charles watched as Lance went out the door. 
 
    “How can you prove he was involved in serial killings?” Maggie asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Those idiots took video. He’s in some of them. They’re deliciously naughty and violent.” 
 
    “You’ve seen them?” she asked, her eyes dilated. 
 
    “Oh, does that excite you, my dear?” 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “I own some of them,” he said. “We can watch them tonight if you’d like. Not sure if you can take it.” 
 
    “That’s up to me,” she said. “You said some. What about the rest?” 
 
    “Those will be added to my collection after we’ve killed Malcolm Davis.” 
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    Shopping 
 
    Jules drove the Jeep, Shelly in the passenger seat. 
 
    “You look nervous,” she said. watching him. 
 
    “We have little backup now. First time since earliest part of operation.” 
 
    “Trying to scare me again?” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “No, but I on duty. All the time. Especially when you are in danger.” 
 
    “I’m in danger?” 
 
    “Possible one of us tailed to this town. Unlikely, but must stay vigilant in case. We go into public. Glad I watch from outside store.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way, I’m glad too,” Shelly said. “Maybe I should’ve stayed home.” 
 
    “It be fine. Ted, Tex, Sparky, and I stop any attempt, trust me. They can’t be inside already. Nobody know we come.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right. Make a left at the next street.” 
 
    Jules nodded, making the turn, the Walmart visible, a few hundred yards down the street on the right side. 
 
    “There’s people around here, at least,” Shelly said. “Funny how every town has a section like this. Even very small towns.” 
 
    “How you mean?” 
 
    “The same collection of fast-food chain restaurants and shopping. It’s replaced the town square.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jules said, smiling as he turned onto the parking lot. “Europe different. Older streets. Some new buildings, but built over something old. Here just built on open dirt much of time.” 
 
    “Depends on where you are,” Shelly said. “Not much open dirt in Manhattan, or even in Downtown LA.” 
 
    “True,” he said. “I park here. Good view of doors.” 
 
    “Tex is going further towards the left side of the building. Ted’s going the opposite way.” 
 
    “We chat before,” Jules said. 
 
    “The back isn’t covered.” 
 
    “Yes, is,” Jules said. “See access road to loading docks, on Ted’s side of building? Only way in. Access road come out in view of Tex’s spot. All three have view of front doors. Perfect. These all laid out same.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’m off,” Shelly said, getting out of the Jeep. 
 
    “You have pistol in purse, no?” 
 
    “I’m always packing, sweetie.” She grinned at him, then walked towards Karen. They waited for Dana and Haley to join them, and walked to the doors. 
 
    Jules’s phone rang. He smiled, answering it. “Tex. Good. Patch Ted in.” 
 
    “He’ll be on in a sec, partner.” 
 
    There was a click. 
 
    “Ted’s on,” Tex said. 
 
    “Hey, guys. Hope this doesn’t get us into trouble.” 
 
    “If they send somebody, won’t be good for them, no?” 
 
    “Don’t get over-confident, Jules,” Ted said. 
 
    “Ted, always the cautious one,” Tex quipped. 
 
    “I’ll be glad when we have those burner phones,” Ted said. “We should move to them sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I fine with,” Jules said, “but we send message to General Hogan with one of new numbers.” 
 
    “How will we get the numbers to him without somebody knowing?” 
 
    “George still has agency drop box,” Jules said. “Ivan said General Hogan mention it.” 
 
    “Good, I figured that was the case,” Ted said. “Can’t wait to see him.” 
 
    “You close friends, no?” 
 
    Ted chuckled. “Yeah, pretty close. Sam was the closest. Those two were on several missions together. More than I was.” 
 
    “Maybe we should cut back the conversation,” Tex said. 
 
    “Afraid of big ears?” Jules asked. 
 
    “The most important part of my life is in that big store, with the general public in an unstable society. You bet I’m nervous, partner.” 
 
    “We’re all in same boat there,” Ted replied. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Sparky said. “I’ll feel better when we see them walking out the doors.” 
 
    “I’ll feel better when we back at RV park,” Jules added.  
 
    “Anybody looked at the apps lately?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Before we left, I check,” Jules said. “Checking now.” Jules switched to the long-range app. “No change. Dead here and there, not moved for weeks, and detention centers.” 
 
    “There will be sleeper cells,” Sparky said. “Only a matter of time.” 
 
    “How they get around RFID? Remove?” 
 
    “They can remove, Jules,” Ted said, “but I expect sleeper cell activity later down the line, not near term. Watch for unrest in their communities. It’ll be blamed on American discrimination, of course.” 
 
    The men quieted down for a while, the four of them scanning the parking lot and the front of the store. Traffic was light in and out of the lot, but that didn’t comfort Jules. He kept glancing at the time display in his Jeep, the minutes ticking by way too slow. 
 
    “Truck coming in,” Ted said, breaking the silence. “Walmart logo on the side.” 
 
    “I see it, partner. Should we trust it?” 
 
    “Trust but verify,” Jules said. 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking,” Ted said. 
 
    “I’m an extra in Ted’s Jeep,” Sparky said. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Jules said. He watched as Sparky climbed out of the passenger door and walked towards the store, taking the sidewalk on the side that led to the back of the building. 
 
    “Tick tock tick tock,” Ted said. “Why am I so nervous?” 
 
    “We on own for first time in while.” 
 
    “Yeah, Jules, you put your finger on it,” Tex said. “We should’ve gotten Sparky on the conference call before he left.” 
 
    “He’s trying to call me now,” Ted said. “Be back in a second. I’ll try to patch him in.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Tex said. 
 
    “Not worry yet, my friend.” 
 
    “Hear me?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “I do, partner.” 
 
    “Yes. Ted back on?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “That truck driver is either brand new or phony. He’s still trying to back the truck up to the dock. It’s a little tight, but he shouldn’t be having trouble.” 
 
    “Go into store and protect women,” Jules said. “I text Sam. Group leaving park as soon as we get back.” 
 
    “Yeah, no choice,” Ted said. “They’ve found us.” 
 
    Several gunshots came from the back. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Ted said. “Sparky?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, out of breath. “Those two idiots got out of the truck with Mac 10s. Didn’t even check the surrounding area. I iced both of them before they saw me.” 
 
    Jules’s phone rang. It was Shelly. He put the call on hold and answered. 
 
    “Who’s shooting?” she asked, fear in her voice. 
 
    “Sparky just kill two men in back with Mac 10s. Are you almost done?” 
 
    “We are done, already checked out, heading for the door, but security is swarming all over trying to find the gunfire. They told us to lay on the floor.” 
 
    “Leave store. Bad guys dead. I have to get back on other call, so Sparky not rush in with a gun and get shot.” He switched back to the conference call. “Sparky don’t go in store, women coming out now, security looking for shooters.” 
 
    “Not back there anymore, running to the front,” Sparky said, his breath labored. “Good, they just left the door.” 
 
    “There they are,” Ted said. “Sparky’s got them.” 
 
    “Looks like they finished shopping,” Tex quipped. 
 
    “Let’s drive over to them and throw that stuff in the backs of the Jeeps, before the police get here and shut down the parking lot,” Ted said. 
 
    “Yes, Ted, you read mind,” Jules said, starting the engine. He backed out of his space and roared over to them, the other two Jeeps doing the same. 
 
    “Thank God,” Shelly said when Jules stopped next to her. He leapt out of the Jeep and rushed around to the tail gate, opening it and tossing things inside as fast as he could, the others doing the same. 
 
    “Hey, there were eggs in that bag,” Karen said. 
 
    “Oh well,” Tex said. “C’mon, we don’t want the police stopping us. Hear that siren coming?” 
 
    “Yeah, I hear it,” Ted said, tossing the last two bags into the back of his unit. Karen started to take the cart to the corral. “Leave it!” 
 
    Karen nodded and rushed back to Tex’s Jeep. The others loaded up and roared out of the parking lot just as two squad cars were showing up. 
 
    “We have to leave that RV park, don’t we?” Shelly asked, struggling to get her seatbelt on. 
 
    “Yes,” Sparky said. “Get phones?” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “Turn off your phone. Here, do mine too.” He handed it to her as they drove. 
 
    “Do our friends know what’s happening?” 
 
    “Yes, sent text to Sam after Sparky iced bad guys.” 
 
    “You expected this, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No. We talk on phone. They know we watch front of store. Steal truck, get into rear. They fast. Radio silence from now on.” 
 
    “How did Sparky know?” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “They can’t back truck to dock, then come out with machine guns. Sparky nailed before they saw him.” 
 
    “They’re not very good then, are they?” 
 
    “They tail without us knowing, almost get into back of store. Probably know where our cars were in parking lot. Capable people. We lucky. Hope they not already at RV Park.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” she said. “This might be a short trip.” 
 
    “We handle. Have gun ready.” 
 
    They made it back to the RV Park in minutes. The front gate was shut, Jules slamming on the brakes, skidding to a stop just before he hit it. 
 
    “Oh no,” Shelly said. 
 
    June ran out of the office. “Good, it’s you. I’ll let you in.” She unlocked the gate and pulled it open, allowing Jules, Ted, and Tex to drive through, then closed it again and locked it. 
 
    “Sam came down here and asked that we shut the gate,” June said. “You should have told me who you were.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Shelly said. 
 
    “You guys are patriots. If I can help, I will. I suspect you’ll want to get out of here. I’ll give you a refund.” 
 
    “Nobody show up here?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” June said. 
 
    “Okay. No refund, keep money. Thank you. We drive back through gate quickly. Keep eye out for us please.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready to open the gate,” she said. 
 
    The three Jeeps drove back to the spaces. All the battle wagons were in siege mode, the hookups off. Sam, Cody, Bryan, and Robbie were waiting for them, weapons in hand. 
 
    “Thanks for talking to June,” Jules said. 
 
    “Won’t hold things up much, but it was something,” Sam said. “Let’s get these Jeeps hitched up and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Everybody turn off your phones,” Ted said. 
 
    “We already did,” Bryan said. 
 
    “All of you?” 
 
    “Yeah, boss, all of us,” Bryan said. “First thing we did. You get the burners?” 
 
    “Yep, but let’s not deal with them until we’re a ways away from here.” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky if we don’t have to shoot our way out of town,” Cody said, helping Ted get his Jeep hitched up. 
 
    Ivan rushed out of his rig. “Guess we have a change of plans. Get what we needed?” 
 
    “The eggs might not have made it,” Ted said with a sheepish grin. 
 
    “No, honey, they’re fine,” Haley said, rushing to the door of her coach with two more bags of groceries. 
 
    “Last one,” Jules said as he finished hitching the Jeep up. The others were ready to go. “Let’s blow joint. Where we go?” 
 
    “I looked before we shut down the phones,” Ben said. “Take the second off-ramp in St. George. We can top up the gas and get the phones working there.” 
 
    “We’re liable to get hit on the road,” Sparky said. 
 
    A horn started honking down by the front gate. 
 
    “Somebody trying to get in?” Dana asked. 
 
    “I’ll check,” Cody said, scrambling up the back ladder on his rig and looking in that direction. “I think it’s just a fellow camper wanting to get back in here. Yeah, June just rushed out and opened the gate for them.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Ted said, “but keep the weapons out until we get on I-15.” 
 
    “Prudent,” Ivan said. 
 
    Everybody rushed into their rigs, taking a few minutes to get rolling. Jules was in the lead. June was watching for them, and rushed to the gate as they approached. 
 
    “Sorry about the honking,” she said. “I’ll bet that gave you a scare.” 
 
    “No problem, and thanks for help,” Jules said. “Better watch yourself. Might have people here looking for us.” 
 
    “I know nothing,” she said. 
 
    “Good luck.” Jules pulled his window shut and drove through the gate, the others following. 
 
    “Think we’re in the clear?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Good question. Maybe not.” 
 
    “Well that was honest, anyway. I wish we weren’t towing that Jeep. I can’t use the rear machine guns.” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “Yes, should change design, mount on roof of rear instead of bumper.” 
 
    “Sorry, honey, but I think that horse has left the barn.” 
 
    “You right,” he said. “There I-15.” He took the on-ramp, getting onto the nearly empty road, the other rigs following close behind. 
 
    “Think it’s okay to caravan?” 
 
    Jules glanced at her. “Safer for now, since no communication.” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot,” she said, getting out of her seat, going back to the kitchen. She came back with a walkie talkie. “Ben put one in each rig. Channel 19.” She switched it on. “Anybody there?” 
 
    “This is Ben. Shelly?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Good. Leave it off until 6:15. We’ll all turn them on then and chat for a few minutes. These aren’t very secure.” 
 
    “6:15, got it,” she said. “Talk to you then.” 
 
    “It be long night, I think,” Jules said, his heart finally slowing down. 
 
    “It’ll be interesting to see if they still follow us after the phones are off.” 
 
    “I think we should take side trip, get off I-15 for while, just in case,” Jules said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    George and Heidi were in the middle of the convoy, heading north on I-25, nearing the little town of Chugwater, Wyoming. George cracked up when he saw the sign. 
 
    “Chugwater?” 
 
    Heidi giggled. “Yeah, that’s a great name. How’d you like to be from there?” 
 
    “Anything going on?” 
 
    “Haven’t checked the news. I was looking at ads for burner phones. These will need to be shut off when we get to Casper.”  
 
    “Maybe I should turn on the radio.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe Chugwater has a good station.” 
 
    “On second thought,” George said. 
 
    “Stop. At least we have LTE. Oh, crap.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Wasn’t the other team on I-15?” 
 
    “Yeah. What do you see?” 
 
    “Two thugs showed up at a Walmart in Mesquite, Nevada, with Mac 10s.” 
 
    George shot her a glance. “How many did they kill?” 
 
    “None. Somebody shot them before they could get into the back door. They were pretending to be Walmart truck drivers.” 
 
    “Shit,” George said. “Wonder if our people were involved?” 
 
    “Want me to call General Hogan?” 
 
    “Yeah, and put it on speaker.” 
 
    She hit the contact. It rang twice. 
 
    “Heidi?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Did you see the news story about men with Mac 10s at a Walmart in Mesquite, Nevada?” 
 
    “No,” he said with a worried tone. “That’s where Ivan’s team was spending the night. I’d better give them a call.” 
 
    “Good idea,” George said. 
 
    “Talk to you soon.” The call ended. 
 
    “You think it’s related to the other team?” 
 
    “I’d be surprised if it’s not,” George said. “Didn’t expect trouble this fast.” 
 
    Heidi’s phone rang. “It’s the General.” She answered the call and put it on speaker again. 
 
    “Can’t raise anybody on Ivan’s team.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” Heidi said. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean they’ve been killed,” George said. “I’ll bet they turned their phones off.” 
 
    “Very possible,” General Hogan said. “I think it’s time to turn ours off. We all know where we’re stopping. I’ll broadcast a text telling everybody to shut down their phones right now. We’ll get the burners at our destination.” 
 
    “We’ll shut ours down now,” Heidi said. She ended the call and powered down. George fished his phone out and tossed it to her. “Please?” 
 
    She nodded, powering his phone down, setting both on the center console. 
 
    “I’m glad you checked the news,” George said, glancing at her. 
 
    “You think they’re okay?” 
 
    “They’re fine. Anything happening with them is gonna make the news big time.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    George chuckled. “Because of what they’re traveling in. They’ve all got those battle wagons.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, I could see that.” 
 
    “This sucks. Now I feel really cut off.” 
 
    “We can see his rig, three ahead of us.” 
 
    George nodded. “I wasn’t just talking about Malcolm.” 
 
    “Sure you weren’t,” Heidi said, shooting a smirk at him. “Do you know all the people on the other team?” 
 
    “I know some, and have heard of others. Most of them are at least a friend of a friend.” 
 
    “Who do you know?” 
 
    “Ted, Sam, Sparky, Tex, Jules, and Cody. Sam and I were really close, but I was friends with all of them.” 
 
    “What about Ivan?” 
 
    George laughed. “Last time I saw him, I was attempting to take him out. Hope he doesn’t hold a grudge.” 
 
    “Really? Why?” 
 
    “The US Government didn’t exactly like him.” 
 
    “What did he do to have somebody like you hunting him, though?” 
 
    “They usually didn’t tell me why,” George said. “They just gave me the orders and I carried them out.” 
 
    “I don’t think I could do that.” 
 
    “It messed me up pretty good. I was already on the edge before the thing with Saladin happened. Glad Ivan got away. We’d be in a lot worse shape had he not been working in California. I’d have to rank his importance right up there with General Hogan, General Walker, and Governor Nelson.” 
 
    “The Texas Governor, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Never got a chance to meet him. Pity. Maybe someday.” 
 
    “The Texans aren’t part of this, are they?” 
 
    George shook his head no. “That was almost entirely a civilian operation. It’s really amazing when you think about it.” 
 
    “You know anybody on that team?” 
 
    “Not well,” George said. “Heard of a couple. Oh, and I knew DPS Director Wallis, from boot camp.” 
 
    “DPS?” 
 
    George chuckled. “Department of Public Safety. California calls them the CHP, but Texas includes patrol boats with their highway operations.” 
 
    “Because of the rivers?” 
 
    “And border lakes, and the gulf coast,” George said. 
 
    “What does California use for that?” 
 
    “The Coast Guard. Texas is a little less trusting of the Feds than California is.” 
 
    Heidi snickered. “Yeah, look what that got us.” 
 
    “Good point. Why don’t you turn on the radio? Try to find some news.” 
 
    Heidi nodded, moving over to reach the radio. She used the seek button to find a station. There was nothing but static. “Sorry, there’s no signal.” 
 
    “Too far out in the wilderness,” George said. “We’ve still got that road atlas back there.” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Heidi said, unbuckling her seatbelt. She went to the rear of the coach, back in a moment with a large booklet, strapping back into her seat and flipping through pages. “I see where we are. Not much around. The next town is called Wheatland, and it’s tiny.” 
 
    “Might be some signal there, at least,” George said. “I guess we’ll just have to entertain each other.” 
 
    Heidi chuckled. “Being with you is always entertaining.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. Sometimes in a bad way.” 
 
    They rode silently for a while, watching the scenery go by, rolling into Wheatland sooner than either of them thought. 
 
    “This town is actually bigger than I expected,” Heidi said. “I’ll try the radio again.” She turned the radio on and hit the seek button, going by a rock station and two country stations, then a religious station, and finally a talk radio station. “How about this?” 
 
    “They’ll probably have news on every so often,” George said. “Hopefully we aren’t too far away before then.” 
 
    The discussion on the radio was about re-construction of the areas devastated by the war, and national politics. Then there was a special bulletin. 
 
    “Uh oh, what now?” Heidi asked. 
 
    The announcer came on. 
 
    This just in from Austin, Texas. Governor Nelson, the beloved hero of the Texas Resistance and one-time President of the Texas Republic, has died of an apparent heart attack while speaking to a large crowd on the Capitol grounds. 
 
    “Oh, God no,” George said, looking at Heidi with glassy eyes. “Not him.” 
 
    “This is so sad,” Heidi said. “At least he wasn’t murdered.” 
 
    George glanced at her. “Hopefully he wasn’t murdered.” 
 
    “Do you know something?” 
 
    George sighed. “No, not really. Don’t remember any reporting about a heart condition.” 
 
    “If he had one during the war, do you think it would’ve been made public?” 
 
    “You’re right, of course,” George said. “This is gonna hit General Hogan hard. They were close friends.” 
 
    Heidi watched out the windshield silently for a moment, her brow furrowed, looking on the verge of tears. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She looked over at him. “I just want an end to this. I was so hopeful after the Carlsbad Caverns battle. Then Gabe got killed. Shortly after that we find out we’re targets, and have to go on the run. The stress is tough to deal with.” 
 
    “That’s probably what happened to Governor Nelson,” George said. “Stress is bad for you, and I’m sure he had a huge load on his shoulders, for the entire war.” 
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    Into the Wilderness 
 
    Karen was driving the rig, Tex in the passenger seat. 
 
    She looked over at him. “It’s 6:15, honey. Get on the walkie talkie.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Tex said, grabbing the unit and turning it on. “Anybody there?” 
 
    “Tex, how you?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Bored and worried, partner. You?” 
 
    Jules laughed. “Same.” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Ivan said. “Who’s on?” 
 
    “Tex and Jules,” Tex said. 
 
    “I’m on,” Ted said. 
 
    “Sparky here.” 
 
    “Erica and Sam,” Erica said. 
 
    “Morgan and Robbie.” 
 
    “Brianna and Bryan.” 
 
    “Cody and Allison.” 
 
    “Sounds like everybody,” Ivan said. 
 
    “You guys hear about Governor Nelson?” Ted asked. 
 
    “No, what happened, partner?” 
 
    “Dropped dead of a heart attack while giving a speech in front of the Capitol in Austin,” Ted said. 
 
    “Oh, God,” Tex said, looking over at Karen, tears running down his cheeks as he broke down. “Why did that have to happen?” 
 
    “Did you know him, Tex?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Only as other Texans knew him. Best governor in memory, as far as I’m concerned. If I wouldn’t have been locked out of Texas when this war started, I would’ve been on his team.” 
 
    “He was a giant,” Ivan said. “No doubt about that. Hope they investigate this.” 
 
    “You think there foul play?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Probably not, but he was the only Texas person who came up in discussions about revenge. We determined it wasn’t likely he’d be hit.” 
 
    “He probably wasn’t,” Haley said. “Look at all the stress that poor man was under. Great leaders have died after historic cataclysms like this before.” 
 
    “Where are we stopping?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “Jules had a good suggestion,” Shelly said. “We ought to get off I-15 for a while and see if anybody follows us. We can afford the time.” 
 
    “Gonna be dark pretty soon,” Ted said. “What’d you have in mind?” 
 
    “Wish we could use our phones,” Bryan said. “Hard to be without GPS.” 
 
    “What’s the next town coming up?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Cedar City,” Dana said. 
 
    “That’s right, saw the sign back there a ways,” Ben said. 
 
    “I need to pull over,” Sam said. “I’ve got a road atlas in my Jeep.” 
 
    “That’s right, you have your own Jeep filled with your own stuff,” Ted said. “The rest of us are using Ji-Ho’s Jeeps. Nothing much in them except weapons.” 
 
    “I say we stop in Cedar City, then,” Ivan said. “Look at Sam’s map. We should buy more maps. Oh, and pay cash for fuel. That might be the way they’re tracking us. I’ve got a bundle to hand out.” 
 
    “I think they’re mainly using cellphones,” Ted said, “after what happened at Walmart. Pretty sure they knew where the Jeeps were in the parking lot.” 
 
    “It’s prudent to consider they might be using both,” Sam said. “They might have access to satellite pictures too.” 
 
    “That would be difficult for them,” Ivan said. “General Hogan put a priority on keeping track of who has that access.” 
 
    “Hope that works,” Ted said. “So, see you in Cedar City?” 
 
    “Stop at the first place that has a truck stop,” Sparky said. “Jules is still in the lead, right?” 
 
    “We are,” Shelly said. “We’ll be watching. Cedar City should be coming up pretty quick.” 
 
    “Okay, talk to you all later,” Ben said. 
 
    Tex turned off the walkie-talkie and glanced over at Karen.  
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    “No, but such is life, little lady. I’ll be okay, just really sad.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll all survive this situation?” Karen asked, not turning her head from the road. 
 
    “No,” Tex said. “The odds are good that these people will draw some blood. I don’t think they’ll win, though.” 
 
    “We could just take off.” 
 
    Tex shook his head. “Sweetie, part of me wants to do exactly that. Go off with you someplace and live a happy life. That won’t work. I couldn’t live with myself.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because if we don’t kill these folks, they’ll get another war going. Many more people will die. Millions died in the one that just ended. We can’t let that happen if there’s anything we can do about it.” 
 
    She glanced at him. “You really are a patriot. I knew it, but sometimes when I’m having doubts it smacks me upside the head.” 
 
    Tex smiled at her, then looked back at the road. “There it is. Cedar City, two miles.” 
 
    “Good. I could use some coffee or something.” 
 
    “I’ll take the wheel when we leave. If you want to doze, you can.” 
 
    “Think we’re going very far tonight? It’ll be dark in just over an hour.” 
 
    “We’ll find out when we’re stopped, I expect.” 
 
    They rode silently through the two miles, watching as more and more buildings appeared on either side of I-15. 
 
    “Look, Jules is taking the first off-ramp,” Karen said. “Must be a truck stop.” 
 
    “Main Street. How original.” 
 
    Karen snickered. “It’s the same everywhere, I guess. Here we go.” She took the ramp, which dumped her onto Main Street, following the other coaches onto the lot of the truck stop. 
 
    “Not much of a truck stop,” Tex said. “There’s a big lot next door we could stop at for a few minutes, though.” 
 
    “We’ll be waiting for a pump,” Karen said. “They only got three diesel pumps. The rest are gasoline.” 
 
    Tex nodded as she got in line. “Sam’s out, going to his Jeep. Good, he’s got a big road atlas. Those are nice to have.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll have one in the store,” Karen said. 
 
    “Worth a look. Ivan’s going from coach to coach.” 
 
    “Probably handing out cash,” Karen said. “We’ve got some, don’t we?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got several grand,” Tex said, “but if he’s got money from the funders, I’ll keep it in reserve, and give it up to the team later if need be.” 
 
    Ivan walked up to the door. Tex got up and opened it, standing aside so he could enter. 
 
    “How are you, Tex?” Ivan asked, reading his eyes. “Sorry about your Governor.” 
 
    “I’m sorry too,” Tex said. “He was a great man.” 
 
    “He was,” Ivan said. He counted out five hundred dollars in twenties.  
 
    “That’s a little much, isn’t it?” Tex asked. 
 
    “We’ve got plenty,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Well, I’ve got several grand myself, so if the need arises, I’ll kick it in.” 
 
    “Good to know, but I think we’ll be fine,” Ivan said. “Got to go to the next rig. We’re going to park next door for a few minutes and review the map.” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” Tex said, closing the door after he left. 
 
    “Looks like it’s our turn already,” Karen said, pulling the massive rig up to the pump and shutting down the engine. 
 
    “I’ll go inside with the money,” Tex said. “Be right back.” 
 
    He rushed out the door, noting the pump number and going into the store. 
 
    “Another cash customer?” asked the attractive middle-aged woman behind the counter. 
 
    Tex grinned. “Cash is king, don’t you know? Pump six. Should take about forty gallons.” 
 
    She smiled, checking him out. “You from around here?” 
 
    “Texas,” he said, counting out the bills. 
 
    “So sad to hear about the Governor. Wish we had somebody like him in this state.” 
 
    “It could be worse. I’ve been in California for a while.” 
 
    She laughed. “Okay, you’re all set. Come on back to get your change.” 
 
    Tex smiled at her, then rushed back to the rig and started fueling her up. 
 
    “This feels so old school,” Sparky said from his rig at the next pump. 
 
    “Tell me about it. Been to Oregon lately? They won’t let you pump your own gas in that state. Strangest thing after self-serve for so many years.” 
 
    “Heard about that, but haven’t been there for years,” Sparky said. “How does it work?” 
 
    “Add twenty minutes to the time it takes to get gas,” Tex quipped. 
 
    “I’ll bet the price is higher, too.” 
 
    Tex laughed. “Well that’s the funny part. Gas costs less there than it does in California.” 
 
    “How can that be?” 
 
    “California taxes,” Tex said, checking his pump. “This is a good fast pump.” 
 
    “Yeah, Dana said the bathrooms were clean too. Babe behind the counter.” 
 
    “Yeah, flirty too,” Tex said. The pump finished. “That’s it. See you over at the parking lot next door.” He put the nozzle back on the pump and rushed into the store, heading back to the counter. Robbie was there, waiting in line behind somebody buying a bunch of candy. They nodded to each other. 
 
    “Here’s your change,” the woman said when Tex got to the counter, sliding some bills and change to him. “You gonna be around for long?” 
 
    “Nope, little lady, just passing through.” 
 
    “Well if you ever pass through for longer, come by and see me.” 
 
    Tex laughed. “My wife might not like that.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, didn’t see a ring.” 
 
    “You have a nice day,” Tex said, walking out the door. When he got back inside the rig, Karen was in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Here we go,” Tex said, getting behind the wheel and starting the engine. He drove onto the parking lot, next to Ted’s coach. 
 
    “Sam’s walking to Jules’s coach now with that road atlas,” Karen said.  
 
    “Good, let’s go over there.” Tex got up and opened the door, holding it for Karen, then following her towards Jules’s rig. Several of the others were on their way too. 
 
    “Who’s still at gas station?” Jules asked as he came down the steps from his rig. 
 
    “Robbie was just finishing when I left,” Sparky said as he walked up. “I think Cody and Bryan are the last two, and they’re both at pumps now.” 
 
    “Good, it only be few minutes, then,” Jules said. “Look at map yet, Sam?” 
 
    “Yep. Where should we lay this out?” 
 
    “Our rig would be fine,” Shelly said from the doorway. 
 
    “Here comes Robbie and Cody,” Ted said. 
 
    “Cody was in the back of the line, right?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “He was,” Ted said. “Want to see if he saw anybody behind us?” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “You read my mind.” 
 
    “Here they come,” Tex said, watching Cody and Allison walk up, Robbie and Morgan right behind them. 
 
    “Let’s go inside,” Jules said. “Tight squeeze, but only for few minutes. Sam, go up and lay map out on kitchen counter.” 
 
    Sam nodded, going up the steps, past Shelly, setting the map on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “I’m gonna stay out here and keep watch,” Ted said. 
 
    “I’ll do that too,” Bryan said. 
 
    Sparky nodded. “Me too.” 
 
    The rest went into the coach. Sam propped the book up against the coffee maker and turned on the lights over counter. 
 
    “Anything look promising?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Here’s a little town called Newcastle, which is west on Highway 56. Doesn’t have enough turns on the map to indicate a lot of switchbacks.” 
 
    Tex got closer and looked. “Hell, a lot of it is straight as an arrow.” 
 
    “Yep,” Sam said, and look at what comes out of the west side of town.” He pointed to a smaller road going west. “Highway 56 branches off to the west here, the bigger part of the road continuing south as Highway 18.” 
 
    “Where does it lead?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Right to Highway 93, then onto Highway 75, which goes up towards our destination, via Sun Valley and Stanley. We’d be coming into the Missoula area through the Bitterroot Valley.” 
 
    Robbie chuckled. “We don’t want to drive these monsters through the Sawtooth Wilderness.” 
 
    “Why not?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “We went through there when I was a kid. My dad had a hell of a time near Stanley. Tight switchbacks, and lots of wind.” 
 
    “What was he driving, partner?” Tex asked 
 
    “We were towing a travel trailer. These rigs would be worse.” 
 
    “There’s another way,” Sam said, looking closer at the map. “We get off Highway 93 in Shoshone, and take Highway 26 east. It turns back into Highway 93 at Arco. Then it’s north, right through the Bitterroot Valley, and on into Missoula.” 
 
    Robbie got closer and looked. “Yeah, that would be better. It’s a much straighter road. I don’t suggest we do that in the dark, though.” 
 
    “I’m thinking we spend the night in Newcastle,” Erica said. “We need to turn on one of the burner phones so we can find an RV park, though.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s a must,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Should we turn all of them on?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “No, one for now,” Ivan said. “Imagine if eighteen new phones got activated all at once, right in line with where we were.” 
 
    “Shit, you think they’d see that?” Karen asked. 
 
    “I think we’d better assume they would, little lady,” Tex said. 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll activate one and make the arrangements,” Shelly said. “Hopefully they have an RV park that’s open.” 
 
    “There’s still a month of the season left,” Tex said. 
 
    They watched as Shelly opened one of the phone boxes and pulled it out. “This will have to charge a little,” she said, plugging it in. “Since it’s so late, we’d better take off on Highway 56 now.” 
 
    “How do we get there?” Karen asked. 
 
    “Get back on I-15 and take the very next off-ramp,” Sam said. “Easy peasy.” 
 
    “No, we don’t want to get back on I-15,” Ivan said, his brow furrowed. “If we’re being tailed, they’ll be watching for us to get back on.” 
 
    “Hey, how about this?” Sam asked. “We make a left on this road instead of a right, and go west. It turns into Cross Hollow Road and dumps right onto Highway 56.” 
 
    Ivan looked at the map. “That’s perfect. I have one other suggestion.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Remove the Jeep from the last rig, and put it in front of the caravan.” 
 
    “Why?” Shelly asked. 
 
    Tex chuckled. “I get what you’re saying. That way we could use the rear machine guns on anybody who might follow us.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Who drives the Jeep, and who’s in that last rig?” Sam asked. 
 
    “The caboose obviously needs two people,” Cody said. 
 
    “Who’s the best in a Jeep?” asked Ivan, “and who’s the best on the machine guns?” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “We should’ve brought Sid. That guy scared the crap out of me when we were searching for Ed in his Jeep.” 
 
    “That was a hard decision,” Ted said. “He can track better than any of the people we have with us now, and Yvonne is a hell of a sniper.” 
 
    “Water under the bridge, folks,” Ivan said, “and we aren’t expecting any off-roading.” 
 
    “Well, I actually own a Jeep, so I might be the best we’ve got,” Sam said. “Do you mind driving the rig, Erica?” 
 
    “No problem, honey.” 
 
    “You won’t be in your own Jeep, partner,” Tex said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, they’re all the same model as mine.” 
 
    “We’ll stay in the back and handle the guns,” Cody said. “Allison is really good on those rear machine guns.” 
 
    “Anybody object?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan to me,” Ted said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sparky said. 
 
    Cody nodded. “Okay, let’s do it then. I’ll get the Jeep unhitched.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Sam said, following him to the back of his rig. 
 
    The caravan was moving again after fifteen minutes, cruising west on Cross Hollow Road, which was nearly empty as dusk settled in. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frank was driving their rig, just a few miles outside Casper, Wyoming. “I’ll be glad when we bed down for the night. Been a long day.” 
 
    “Do you think General Hogan heard?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Probably heard it on the radio. Sucks not having phones.” 
 
    “We should get the burners tonight.” 
 
    Frank glanced over at her. “Hopefully we won’t run into trouble like the other team did. That could’ve gone much, much worse.” 
 
    “True. I had the same feelings I got when we heard about General Walker. Bad memories.” 
 
    “We’re lucky we lost so few in this war,” Frank said. “Clint’s team lost more.” 
 
    “Why aren’t any of that group with us?” 
 
    “Weren’t the Branson brothers with them?” Frank asked. 
 
    “No, we met them because Dick got held at the same place the enemy was holding Jeb and Rosie.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, you’re right,” Frank said. “Clara was from that group, but she’s only with us now because she’s with Ned.” 
 
    “Look, the caravan is getting off there. Wonder if they found an RV park?” 
 
    Frank followed the others down the off-ramp, onto Highway 26. He looked out the window and chuckled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “RV Park to the right, see it? Wonder if we’re going there?” 
 
    “I figured we’d get gas before we settled someplace.” 
 
    “We’ve still got half a tank, and it’s dark. Better to deal with that in the morning if we can.” 
 
    “That park is nearly empty,” Jane said. “At least we ought to be able to get in without reservations. That’s where we’re going, all right. Jerry and Jasmine just led the front part of the caravan through the gate.” 
 
    “Good, I’m bushed,” Frank said. They followed the others, stopping at the curb outside the gate, the first few rigs in the staging lane. Lucy, their Jack Russell Terrier, scampered up to the front, jumping up and down. 
 
    “Okay, Lucy, I know it’s been a while,” Frank said as he shut off the engine. 
 
    “I’ll take her while you go to the office,” Jane said. 
 
    They got out of their rig. George and Heidi were out too, nodding to them as they walked up. 
 
    “Lucy’s had enough, I suspect,” Heidi said. 
 
    “She’s had longer rides, believe it or not,” Jane said, “and under worse circumstances. At least nobody was shooting at us this time.” 
 
    Frank laughed. “Remember early on when those choppers were coming after us? I swear she was trembling for about an hour after that.” 
 
    “Seems like so long ago,” Jane said. 
 
    “Before our time,” George said. “I miss our dog. We should get another one.” 
 
    “I’d be good with it after things settle down,” Heidi said. 
 
    “Hey, folks,” Malcolm said, walking to them. “We’re just dropping in, huh?” 
 
    “I saw General Hogan go into the office a second ago,” Heidi said. “Should we join him?” 
 
    “Give him a minute,” Malcolm said. 
 
    George nodded. “He’s coming out already. Maybe not such a good sign.” 
 
    “No, he’s smiling,” Jane said. 
 
    “Hey, all, we can just drive on in,” General Hogan said. “I got us a block of spaces and a park model for my son Derrick and I.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Frank said. 
 
    “Do they know who we are?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “They recognized me right away. Offered to put us up for free, but I wouldn’t have it. I asked them not to tell anybody, but did commit us to a picture tomorrow morning before we leave.” 
 
    Frank cracked up. “That’s right, we’re celebrities.” 
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    Pitch Black 
 
    Jules was behind the wheel, Shelly setting down the burner phone in frustration. They were traveling west on Highway 56, the sun below the horizon now, bathing the rugged landscape in an eerie glow. 
 
    “Problem?” Jules asked. 
 
    “There aren’t any RV parks in Newcastle,” Shelly said. “There’s not even a Walmart or a Cracker Barrel to overnight at.” 
 
    “Then we need to camp along road before there,” Jules said. “I flash lights, honk horn at Sam. We stop, make plans for him to scout.” 
 
    “Don’t think we have any choice, honey. Wish we had more phones.” 
 
    “We use walkie talkies with Sam,” Jules said. He flashed his lights and honked his horn three times. The brake lights on Sam’s Jeep came on as he slowed to a stop, Jules pulling up behind him, the others lining up on the side of the road. 
 
    “Good thing shoulder not soft,” Jules said as he stopped the rig. “Let’s go chat.” 
 
    He and Shelly got out of the rig and walked towards the Jeep, Sam already out and walking towards them. 
 
    “Problem?” Sam asked. 
 
    “No RV parks in Newcastle,” Jules said. 
 
    “Not even a Walmart parking lot available,” Shelly said. “It’s a tiny farm town.” 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot of dirt roads going off to areas that look pretty flat,” Sam said. “Want me to scout for someplace?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s what we had in mind,” Shelly said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Ivan asked, walking up with Ben, several of the others with him. 
 
    “No place to stop in Newcastle,” Shelly said. “We’re thinking Sam could scout up one of these dirt roads, find a place we can park.” 
 
    “And get turned around,” Ted added. “Doesn’t sound like we have much choice, unless we just keep going. Anything past Newcastle that’s close enough and large enough?” 
 
    Shelly shook her head. “Beryl is the next town, but it’s even smaller than Newcastle. Wonder where these folks shop?” 
 
    “How about after that?” Tex asked. 
 
    Shelly moved her fingers on the screen. “Miss my i-Phone. This thing is slow. Modena.” She laughed. 
 
    “What?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “It’s smaller than Beryl. I wouldn’t even call it a town. Next one is at the junction with Highway 93. Panaca is the name of the town.” 
 
    “Check it out,” Ivan said. “We’re liable to run into trouble trying to stop on dirt in the dark. If we lose a tire, we’ve got a big problem.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s right,” Tex said. 
 
    “Well, it’s a lot bigger town. Don’t see any RV Parks with the satellite view. Good sized High School. I’ll get on the RV site and search there. They usually list boondocking spots near town.” 
 
    “These roads too small,” Jules said. 
 
    Shelly grinned. “Hey, here’s a possibility.” 
 
    “Where?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “A few miles north of Panaca on Highway 93. Nevada state visitor’s center. They have parking for big rigs. Wonder if we can overnight there?” 
 
    “How far is it?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Just a sec,” Shelly said, moving her fingers on the screen. “I can only go from Newcastle.” 
 
    “We close to that?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes, give or take,” Shelly said, eyes still on her phone screen. “Says fifty minutes.” 
 
    “So realistically we’ve got an hour and a half to two hours,” Tex said. 
 
    “I think it’ll be close to an hour and fifteen minutes,” Sam said. “They base those times on the speed limits when there isn’t any traffic. It’s only fifty-five along here. We can go that fast.” 
 
    “Let’s give it a try, then,” Ivan said. 
 
    Jules nodded. “Agreed, best choice. Nice job, Shelly.” 
 
    “Cody, see anybody behind us?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Nope, and we can see a long way back. It’s even better now that it’s almost dark. Headlights are visible for miles and miles, and this road is pretty straight and level.” 
 
    “Well, time’s a wasting,” Ted said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Everybody went back to their rigs. Jules helped Shelly up the steps into their coach. 
 
    “I’m okay, honey,” Shelly said when he got into the coach behind her. “Sorry if I’m waddling already.” 
 
    Jules chuckled as he shut the door behind them. “You not waddle yet. Pregnant women sexy. I like.” 
 
    She giggled as she got back into the passenger seat. “Yeah, my hormones are driving me crazy, too. Wish we had a little more privacy.” 
 
    Jules shot her a sly grin as he started the engine. “Don’t worry, we think of something, no?” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Charles was home, at the desk in his study, his back towards the window overlooking Central Park. He was wearing a robe and slippers, sipping Sherry from a crystal glass. Maggie breezed in, wearing a slinky nightgown. 
 
    “Are you working again, dear?” she asked. 
 
    He looked up at her, then reached for another glass, sitting on the silver tray on the far-left corner of his massive desk, pouring her a drink. “This is exquisite Sherry.” 
 
    She sat on a chair facing the desk, her nightgown gaping as she leaned forward to pick up the glass. Charles watched, enjoying the cleavage. 
 
    “Caught you,” she said. “Didn’t you get enough earlier?” 
 
    He shot her a sly grin. “I’m a little disturbed at your behavior.” 
 
    “Why on earth would you say that?” she asked in her proper English accent. 
 
    “We watched gruesome scenes of torture and murder, and you went wild. I’ll be sore tomorrow.” 
 
    “So sue me. I know you enjoyed it.” 
 
    Charles chuckled, but then paused for a moment, something catching his eye on his computer monitor. “Dammit.” 
 
    “What now?” she asked, coming behind his desk. Move your chair out a little bit. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So I can sit on your lap. Not enough room for another chair here.” 
 
    “The sacrifices I make,” he muttered as he pushed back. She sat down. 
 
    “There, that’s better,” she said, nuzzling back against him. 
 
    “You’ve put on a few pounds.” 
 
    She elbowed him, then reached for her glass and had another sip. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Our quarry got wise. All their cellphones got shut off, and they switched to cash. We’ve lost them.” 
 
    “Lost them? How about the satellite view?” 
 
    He growled. “General Hogan got that shut off. We’re working it.” 
 
    “Will we still be able to catch them before they’re totally off the radar?” 
 
    Charles sighed. “It’ll be difficult. Ivan’s team will be easier, because of those stupid battle wagons they’re in. Everybody knows what they look like after all the video of them in action, and when people see them, they’ll rush out to social media and tell all their friends. Celebrity can be dangerous.” 
 
    “So it’s only a matter of time, then,” she said, leaning back, looking at him. “Come back to bed.” 
 
    “I’m not ready yet. You go ahead.” 
 
    “Chicken.” 
 
    “Of all the people on earth today, you’re the one who scares me the least, my dear.” 
 
    “Hey, another message coming in,” Maggie said as the beep went off from the PC. 
 
    Charles reached for his mouse. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “I’ll sit up straighter,” she said, adjusting so he could reach the mouse and see the screen.  
 
    Charles clicked on the message. It was a news story link with no text. “What have we here?” He clicked the link and they both read.  
 
     “Governor Nelson dropped dead?” Maggie asked. “Guess it’s okay that we left him off the list after all.” 
 
    Charles shot her a dead-pan look. 
 
    “Shit, you did it, didn’t you?” she asked, shifting on his lap. 
 
    “He had a heart condition. We just helped it along. They should have better security in the kitchen. Took several doses over several days.” 
 
    “Are we going to make the public aware that he was murdered?” 
 
    “No need. They’ll figure it out eventually due to the autopsy. My guess is that they won’t go public. People need to gain confidence about their society again.” 
 
    Maggie laughed, moving around on his lap some more. Then she froze. “This has your motor running.” 
 
    “It does not.” 
 
    She wiggled on his lap again. “Oh yes it does. C’mon.” She got off his lap. “How about that nice leather couch?” 
 
    “The sacrifices I make for team building,” Charles said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was dark in Casper, Wyoming. The caravan of coaches followed General Hogan’s Humvee to the block of spaces they reserved, stopping in front of a park model trailer at the beginning of their section. 
 
    “I’ll move our stuff, Dad,” Derrick said as he got out of the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Be there in a second,” General Hogan said. He got out slowly, obviously tired. George approached, Dick and Ned by his side, all looking grim. 
 
    “We need to chat for a moment, General,” George said. 
 
    “I don’t like the looks on your faces,” General Hogan said, eyeing them. “We didn’t lose the other team, did we?” 
 
    George looked him in the eye. “Governor Nelson dropped dead of a heart attack today.” 
 
    The General felt faint, grabbing onto the Humvee, George and the others rushing towards him to help. 
 
    “Dad!” Derrick yelled, rushing over, helping the others lower him to the ground. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Governor Nelson died today,” Ned said, his cheeks wet with tears. 
 
    “Oh no,” Derrick said, sitting down next to his father on the dirt. “How?” 
 
    “Heart attack,” George said, “or so they say.” 
 
    “You think it might have been a hit?” Dick asked. 
 
    “Probably not, but we’ll find out in the autopsy,” George said. “Maybe we ought to talk about this later. General, let’s get you into your bed.” 
 
    General Hogan nodded, letting Derrick, George, and the others help him back to his feet. “I’m okay, guys, it was just a shock, that’s all. He was a dear, dear friend.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, sir,” George said.  
 
    “I agree this might have been a hit,” General Hogan said, “but we won’t find out from the news media. Give me a few minutes to rest, and get one of those burner phones working for me. I’ll call Kip Hendrix and make sure they’re looking into this. We know Governor Nelson was on the target list originally. Didn’t understand why they changed their mind. Perhaps they didn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that for now, Dad,” Derrick said. “You need to rest for a while. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Okay, son. I can get to the bed myself. It does sound inviting.” He moved forward, pushing the others away to walk inside the park model himself, picking the bed closest the window. He didn’t break down until the others had left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sam was in the Jeep, in front of the caravan, driving through pitch-black darkness on Highway 319. His headlights found the sign for Panaca. “Thank God,” he muttered to himself. “Won’t be long now.” He drove through the sleepy little town, street lights cutting through the darkness, a car headlight showing every so often. He was through the town in less than two minutes, seeing the junction sign for Highway 93, called Great Basin Highway below the number. 
 
    Sam’s mind raced. Mia was always in his thoughts, just below the surface, and he ached for her. Dead friends called out to him, and people he left behind, especially Sid. It was hard to leave without him. Harder than he expected. Same with Garrett, Ed, and Clem. And John, dead for so long now. Sam tried to stop himself from thinking about Connie. Erica and Mia were his life now, but she was still there in the background all the time, her dark eyes haunting him. Dead End ahead, the next sign read, with the Highway 93 marker below it. The left arrow said Caliente under it, the right arrow Pioche. Wide spots in the road more than towns, he imagined. The Jeep went around the right turn and slowed down, waiting for the rigs to follow and get closer. A sign for Cathedral Gorge State Park shined when his headlights hit, below it the sign for the Visitor’s Center. Next left. The lights of the city were behind him now, the inky blackness surrounding the road, until he got past the farm fields on the left. There was a small floodlight focused on the State Park sign, made of wood, recessed white letters spelling out the name. Left turn. He took it, slowing to make sure the first coach saw him, then went forward, turning right into the Visitor’s Center parking lot. He noticed lights in the office, across the access road from the visitor’s center. 
 
    “Dammit, somebody’s here.” He pulled to the far side of the parking lot, waiting for coaches to fill the area, and then drove up next to Ivan’s rig. Ben slid the window open. 
 
    “Somebody’s here,” Ben said, nodding to the office. 
 
    “I think we might have a resident Ranger or something,” Sam said. “I’ll go over and chat. Hopefully he’ll be okay with us staying here overnight.” 
 
    “No need to go, here he comes,” Ben said, pointing. Sam looked, seeing the man in a Ranger’s uniform walking towards him, his sidearm bouncing on his belt. 
 
    “Wish me luck,” Sam said, shutting off his engine and getting out to meet the man. 
 
    “Who are you folks? I’m Ranger Cook Ferguson. There’s no overnight camping here.” 
 
    “We were hoping we could sleep in our rigs until morning,” Sam said. 
 
    Cook eyed him, then looked at the rigs. “Something familiar about them there coaches.” 
 
    Sam heard footsteps coming up behind him. Cooks eyes got wide. 
 
    “Lord have mercy,” he said in shock. “Ivan.” 
 
    “You recognize me?” Ivan asked. 
 
    The man’s demeanor changed. “My hat is off to you, sir. You need to spend the night here?” 
 
    “If that’s okay,” Ivan said, shaking the man’s hand. “We were being followed on I-15, had to get on a smaller road. We expected to find an RV park someplace back here.” 
 
    Cook laughed. “Nobody comes here on purpose, except to check out Cathedral Gorge, and that ain’t good for more than a day trip.” 
 
    “Can you keep our visit a secret?” Sam asked. “We don’t want the enemy to figure out which direction we went.” 
 
    “I thought the war is over,” Cook said. 
 
    “For most people it is,” Ivan said. “The citizens won back their country. Certain Globalists want revenge against us. They’re hunting us down.” 
 
    “No,” Cook said. “Want me to call my friends? They’re all good shots.” 
 
    “We’ll be okay for now,” Sam said. “We don’t want to stick around here and cause problems for the locals. Hopefully nobody noticed us coming in.” 
 
    “Sidewalks roll up around here after dark,” Cook said. “It can get a little scary at night. The strange noises give people the creeps.” 
 
    “Strange noises?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just the wind blowing through those hills over yonder, but people get all kinds of funny ideas.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Glad you mentioned it. Now we’ll know what it is.” 
 
    “Well, you guys look tired. You can spend the night in that parking lot where you are, but watch it, because there are a lot of rattlers out here after dark. Use a flashlight.” 
 
    “Thanks so much,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Oh, and don’t tell anybody. I could lose my job if the district manager finds out.” 
 
    “Works out fine for us,” Sam said. “As I was saying, we don’t want people to know where we’re going. There’s not that many roads in this area, so if the people hunting us find out we were here, they’ll have a much better chance of finding our new base.” 
 
    “Mums the word, I promise,” Cook said. “Glad I could help. You folks are patriots in my book. I’ll leave you alone so you can get some sleep.” He shook Sam’s hand, nodded to Ivan, and left them. 
 
    “Whew,” Sam said under his breath. “Glad that went the way that it did.” 
 
    “You and me both. Nice job with him.” 
 
    “Hell, you did the heavy lifting,” Sam said. “He recognized you, even without the fedora.” 
 
    Ivan grinned, and they went to their rigs to settle in for the night. 
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    The Reservation 
 
    The two Jeeps rolled up to the gate of the deserted reservation. Ed got out of the first Jeep and opened the padlock after trying several of the keys on his overstuffed key ring. He unwrapped the chain and slid the gates wide open, then got back in the Jeep next to Tyler, who drove them inside. Garrett drove the second Jeep in behind him, Anna in the passenger seat. They stopped in front of the office, which was pockmarked with bullet holes, smoke stains coming out of the broken windows. 
 
    “Oh, Geez,” Anna said, looking at the damaged building as she got out, Garrett by her side in a moment. Tyler and Ed joined them. 
 
    “I saw this building under attack before we left,” Tyler said. “One Eye got out right before it caught fire.” 
 
    “One Eye,” Garrett said. “Miss him.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Ed said. He kicked the broken door aside and went in, the others following. There was broken glass and papers from the file cabinets all over the floors and counters, and blood stains on the carpet near the door. 
 
    “Is that the blood of one of our people?” Anna asked. 
 
    Tyler shook his head. “Nope, that was an Islamist that One Eye shot, from over in the shed.” 
 
    “This is fixable,” Ed said. “Hope the rest of the buildings are in as good a shape as this one.” 
 
    “The fire station burned to the ground,” Tyler said. “Remember seeing that on the way out of here.” 
 
    Anna was visibly shaken as she looked around. They walked back outside. 
 
    “You haven’t seen any of this damage yet, have you?” Garrett asked. 
 
    She shook her head no. “We were already in the wilderness. One Eye made a great call there. I’d probably be dead now if not for that move.” 
 
    “That’s likely,” Ed said. “I was very reluctant to go along with his decision, but I’m glad I didn’t buck him.” 
 
    “Me too,” Garrett said, putting his arm around Anna’s shoulders. 
 
    “The casino building is the one I’m worried about,” Tyler said. “That will be expensive to fix if it’s badly damaged. Same with the hotel behind it.” 
 
    “You didn’t see it get burned?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “No, it’s back around that hill over there,” he said, pointing. “In a beautiful little valley. We’d already evacuated everybody when the enemy showed up. There was no reason to go back there again.” 
 
    “Shall we go check it out?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Yes, and I want to see the school and our homes as well,” Anna said. 
 
    They got back into the Jeeps and drove deeper into the reservation, around the bend, the massive casino complex sprawling out before them. There wasn’t visible damage, just a lot of trash blowing around, weeds growing out of the cracks of weathered asphalt, silt on some of the sidewalks where rain water had flowed, nobody around to clean it up. They parked in the handicapped spots, right in front of the main entrance. 
 
    “This doesn’t look too bad,” Ed said. “No broken glass, at least. We’ll probably have to enter through the service door. It’s off to the right, around the corner.” 
 
    “Front door is electric only, huh?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “It can be pushed open from the inside, but not from the outside,” Tyler said. “We’d have to break the glass to go in that way.” 
 
    The four walked on the sidewalk, trying to look into the windows. 
 
    “Can’t see much but walls from the outside,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Rule number one in the casino world,” Ed said. “Don’t make it easy for the gamblers to see outside. Keep them focused inside.” 
 
    Anna laughed. “I didn’t like being in that business much. It preys on our weaknesses.” 
 
    “True, but it also funded our schools, and pretty much everything else,” Tyler said. “I was good with it. Learned a lot about the business side of things before we lost it.” 
 
    “Judging by what I see here, we’ll be up and running again. The trick will be getting people to come back.” 
 
    “Play up your involvement in the war,” Garrett said. “We’ve already been talking about doing that with Dodge City.” 
 
    “You guys can’t have a casino, so what will you offer to people?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “We’ll get the theater going again, and the hotel,” Garrett said. “Maybe give tours of the mine. Actually charge for drinks in the saloon.” 
 
    Ed cracked up. “Sure Willard will stand for that?” 
 
    Garrett turned towards him. “Willard won’t charge family, but customers are another matter. We made a killing with that bar, back when we had the theater drawing people in.” 
 
    “I like the new idea,” Anna said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ed asked. 
 
    “We’ve been thinking about putting an RV park there,” Garrett said. “Don’t know if it’ll ever happen, but it’s worth thinking about.” 
 
    Tyler chuckled. “Maybe you can keep one of the battle wagons. Have it parked in siege mode with the guns up, and charge admission. It’d be a big draw.” 
 
    “He’s right, honey,” Anna said. “It’d be loads of fun to do that.” 
 
    “Those rigs belong to Ivan and his funders,” Garrett said. “They’d have to agree, and I’m sure the California authorities will come to fill all the gun barrels with molten lead so we can’t shoot them again.” 
 
    “Bummer, a live fire demonstration would be the best part,” Tyler quipped. 
 
    Ed laughed. “Well, here’s the door. Time to start trying keys again. He pulled the big keyring out of his pocket and tried one after another, finding the right one faster than he had at the gate. “Bingo.” He pushed the door open, a stale smell hitting them. 
 
    “Smells like death in there,” Ed said. “Tyler and I should go in alone first, just in case. Who knows what those monsters have done.” 
 
    “Watch out for booby traps,” Garrett said. Ed froze, Tyler walking ahead of him. 
 
    “Tyler, get back here,” Ed shouted. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Remember what happened to One Eye? They might have booby-trapped this whole damn place.” 
 
    Tyler came back out. “So what do we do?” 
 
    “Let’s think this through,” Garrett said. “Are we sure the power is off?” 
 
    Anna shot him a glance. “Why are you asking that?” 
 
    “Remember how we found Mia in that grocery store, honey?” 
 
    “Oh. Shit.” 
 
    “I know where the main breaker is,” Ed said. “Let’s go. It’s through the pool area, between the casino and the hotel.” 
 
    “Before you open anything, look for wires or string or anything that might be attached,” Garrett said. 
 
    “We should call the authorities instead of messing with this ourselves,” Anna said. 
 
    “We shouldn’t go inside, that’s for sure,” Garrett said. “Wish Sid and Clem were here. Maybe we should go get them.” 
 
    Ed shook his head. “Let’s check the power before we get out of here.” He led the way down the sidewalk between the casino and the hotel tower, getting to a section of the wall with several doors all in a row. “Same key, at least.” Ed unlocked the first door and pulled it open slowly. There was an electrical service there. He looked at the meter. “This is the main. It’s not running. Nothing else will get power unless this is on.” 
 
    “Pull down the lever anyway,” Tyler said, looking at it. 
 
    “Yeah, probably a good idea,” Ed said. He pulled the switch down to the off position. 
 
    “Where does the power come from?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “We have a feed line from Dulzura, which is our main source of power, but that’s probably been cut. We’ve also got our own power plant, about half a mile back into the reservation. It’s supposed to turn on if there’s an outage.” 
 
    “Let’s go look in the back windows, off the pool,” Tyler said. “Maybe we can see something.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Garrett said. 
 
    “The power’s off, so the customer doors won’t open automatically,” Ed said. “We should be safe.” 
 
    They walked towards the gate that led to the pool. It was locked, bringing Ed’s massive key ring out again. He found the right one and unlocked it. They went through. The pool was about a third full of deep green water. 
 
    “Anybody care for a dip?” Tyler quipped.  
 
    “Yuck,” Anna said. “Look at the bugs.” 
 
    “That’ll be expensive, I suspect,” Ed said as they walked by. “There’s the back door into the casino. They walked towards the large sliding door, which was open, blocked by a table. “Oh, crap.” 
 
    “Look at all the blood on the carpet,” Anna whispered. “It leads to the casino floor.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no electricity and no trip-wires that I can see,” Ed said. “I’m going inside.” 
 
    “Me too,” Tyler said. “The rest of you should hang out here just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case of what?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Just in case somebody needs to call the meat wagon,” Ed quipped as he and Tyler walked inside. 
 
    “That isn’t funny,” Anna said, glancing at the smirk Garrett had on his face. “Really not funny.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t laugh.” 
 
    “You’re staying out here, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m not leaving you alone out here,” Garrett said. 
 
    “You don’t think there are enemy fighters around here, do you?” 
 
    “I’m still conditioned to worry about that,” Garrett said, “and I’m totally still conditioned to protect you. That’ll always be the case.” 
 
    Her looked softened, and she leaned against him. 
 
    “Maybe we should look through the door to the hotel,” Garrett said. 
 
    Anna nodded, and they walked to that door, which was the same kind of door as the casino door. 
 
    “This one isn’t open,” Anna said. “No bloody carpet or anything. Maybe it’s okay.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Garrett said. He heard footsteps behind him and whirled around. 
 
    “Oh, sorry to scare you,” Tyler said. 
 
    “You guys are out already?” Anna asked, turning around, freezing when she saw Tyler’s expression. “What was inside?” 
 
    “Death. Ed’s in there saying the rites.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Anna said. “Who?” 
 
    “We can’t tell. Their heads are missing.” 
 
    Ed was back after a moment. “Those bastards don’t deserve to live.” 
 
    “Any evidence of booby traps?” Anna asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think they wired the place,” Ed said. “They wanted people to see and tell their friends.” 
 
    “What about the hotel?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Nothing looks bad from outside,” Anna said. “The door is closed, though.” 
 
    “Let’s take a look,” Tyler said. He walked over, Ed pausing to get his key ring out again, then following him to the door. Garrett went back over there too. Ed was trying keys when Garrett noticed a slip of silver on the door jamb. 
 
    “Stop!” Garrett shouted. “Look at that.” 
 
    Ed backed up, getting next to Garrett, looking where he pointed. “Dammit. That would be a trip wire.” 
 
    Anna got closer, following the silver line, which ended on the window. “What’s that putty there?” 
 
    “Shit, plastic explosive,” Garrett said, following at the lines of it on the window frames, looking like insulation. “It’s all over this window frame structure.” 
 
    “Yep, there’s some on this side of the door too,” Tyler said, pointing. 
 
    “Okay, let’s back away,” Ed said. “Wonder how we diffuse this?” 
 
    “Call in experts,” Anna said. 
 
    Garrett nodded. “Yeah, I think she’s right, Ed.”  
 
    “Let’s leave, and come back here with a crew,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Yes, and the coroner,” Ed said. 
 
    “What about the other buildings?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We got lucky here, honey,” Garrett said. “Let’s not push it.”  
 
    Anna nodded in agreement, and they walked back to their Jeeps. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    General Hogan slept through the night, waking up to sunshine coming through the window. He sat up on the bed, his chest a little sore. The news rushed back at him. Governor Nelson. Gone. Call Kip Hendrix. How? He wasn’t up to dealing with that last night. He got up and went out the door into the crisp, clear morning. 
 
    “Good morning, General,” Jerry said as he walked up with Jasmine. “Pretty here.” 
 
    “It is. Been up long?” 
 
    “Half an hour, maybe. Want some coffee?” 
 
    General Hogan smiled. “Now you’re talking.” 
 
    “Good, let’s go back to our rig,” Jasmine said. 
 
    “How are you holding up through this, Jasmine?” 
 
    She turned to him. “I’m doing okay. It’s not like the stress is any worse than it was before, and the baby is past the most dangerous period now.” 
 
    “Good,” the General said, following her up the steps into their rig, Jerry bringing up the rear. 
 
    Jasmine put a pod in the coffee maker and brewed the General a cup, handing it to him. 
 
    “This smells great,” General Hogan said, taking a first sip. “Delightful. Did we get any burner phones yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, George and Malcolm went into town and bought fourteen of them last night. Paid cash.” 
 
    “Good. Any of them activated yet?” 
 
    “Only two,” Jerry said. “We figured it’d be best to activate them gradually.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The enemy probably knows how many people are in our party,” Jerry said. “If fourteen of them get activated at the same time in the same place, they might notice. We’ve got to assume that they have top-notch people watching everything now.” 
 
    General Hogan chuckled. “They’ve got the best that money can buy, I’m sure. Who has the two phones?” 
 
    “I have one of them,” Jasmine said. “Do you need to use it?” 
 
    “Yes, I want to call Kip Hendrix and chat with him about the death of Governor Nelson.” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Jasmine said, going to the front center console and unplugging the phone from the charge cord. She handed it to him. 
 
    “You have the number?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “Yep,” he said, pulling his wallet out of his pocket, taking out a worn scrap of paper. He punched in the phone number and heard it ringing. There was a click. 
 
    “Kip Hendrix. Who’s this?” 
 
    “Hi, Kip, it’s General Hogan.” 
 
    There was silence on the line for a moment. “You heard?” 
 
    “Yes, I heard.” 
 
    “Are you safe where you are?” 
 
    General Hogan sighed. “We’re on the road. This is a burner phone.” 
 
    “What happened to the Governor wasn’t an accident,” Kip said. “That’s not for public consumption.” 
 
    “Oh God, I was afraid of that. Poison?” 
 
    “Basically, yeah. Several others got sick too, but if you’ve got a strong heart it’s not that dangerous.” 
 
    “He was having heart problems?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kip said. “That’s why we had the doctor with us in the bunker for the last few months of the war. We didn’t advertise that, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    “Gallagher told me about that,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “He’s in the hospital.” 
 
    “No, Gallagher too? Same thing?” 
 
    “Yes, but he’s in better shape.” 
 
    “Who delivered it?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “We had a catering company bringing in food to the capitol complex,” Kip said. “We’ve got the entire staff locked up, but none of them are talking. Probably don’t have the operative that actually did the deed.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” General Hogan said. “There have been two attempted hits on the California team.” 
 
    “No. Lose anybody?” 
 
    General Hogan chuckled. “They don’t understand who they’re dealing with. One of the attempted hits was on two of Ivan’s fixers, who turned the tables. Flayed them and sent pictures to the person who ordered the hit.” 
 
    “Good Lord. I’ll bet that gave them pause.” 
 
    “Hopefully. The other hit was at a Walmart, and it convinced us not to use our personal cellphones anymore. We’ve also gone to cash only, in case they’re tracking us with financial transactions.” 
 
    “Prudent. Hope you guys survive this.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kip. You guys need to keep an eye out. You, Gallagher, Wallis, and the other principals.” 
 
    “We’re having a meeting on that very topic in about ten minutes,” Kip said. 
 
    “Good. I’ll let you go. Thanks for the info. I’ll have to miss the service for Governor Nelson, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “It is what it is, General. Good luck to you. Stay alive.” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Talk to you later.” The call ended, and General Hogan handed the phone back to Jasmine. “Thank you.” 
 
    “So it was a hit, wasn’t it?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “Yes, it was, but we don’t want to publicize it. We can tell our team, but no social media posts. The Texas Leadership team is meeting on it in a few minutes. Gallagher ended up in the hospital. The enemy infiltrated a caterer.” 
 
    “Geez,” Jasmine said. “What time are we leaving?” 
 
    “As soon as everybody’s up. There weren’t any other developments last night, I hope?” 
 
    “Nothing that we heard about, General,” Jerry said. “We’re about ten hours from the base, give or take. We’ll be there tonight, as long as nothing bad happens on the way.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve shut down our phones and quit using credit cards. I shut down access to a satellite they were using. It’s going to be much more difficult for them to track us, but it won’t be impossible. We need to watch for tails. Probably need somebody sharp at the end of the caravan to watch.” 
 
    “George and Heidi volunteered for that,” Jerry said. “Heidi will drive while George keeps watch.” 
 
    “Can’t get better talent than that,” General Hogan said. “I’d better go pack.” 
 
    “Yeah, people are getting up,” Jasmine said. “Hopefully we can be out of here within the hour.” 
 
    “Thanks for the coffee.” General Hogan set the cup on the counter and left the coach, heading back for his park model. Derrick was already loading the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Robbie and Morgan were up, brewing coffee in their rig, the generator purring softly. 
 
    “When are we leaving?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Soon, I’m sure. Shelly’s up. I saw her going to Tex’s coach.” 
 
    “Her and Karen are close,” Morgan said. “I miss my bestie.” 
 
    “Katie. Wonder if her and Justin will go north to be with Steve and Colleen?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me, although they’ll be getting snow pretty soon. Can’t picture either of them putting up with that for long.” 
 
    Robbie laughed. “Yeah, they’re both South Bay people.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t laugh, since we’re going to Montana.” 
 
    Robbie nodded. “Good point.” 
 
    “Think we’ll get there today?” 
 
    “No,” Robbie said. “It’s about fourteen hours. I think we ought to stop in Shoshone, if we can find a spot.” 
 
    “Jules is trying to get everybody’s attention. We’d better get out there.” The couple left the coach, walking through the cool morning air, joining the group as they assembled in front of Jules’s rig. 
 
    “Good morning, all,” Jules said. “Everybody here?” 
 
    “Ben will be here in a minute,” Ivan said. “He’s put together a schedule to activate the burner phones.” 
 
    “With varied time between them, hopefully,” Ted said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Ivan said. “We need to continue the way we were going last night. Rear coach with un-obstructed machine guns, and somebody in one of the Jeeps leading the way.” 
 
    “That’s a must, I’m afraid,” Tex said. 
 
    Ben rushed over, slips of paper in his hand. “This old-school stuff is getting tiresome. A broadcast text would’ve been a lot easier.” 
 
    “Thanks for doing this,” Ted said. “It’s important.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ben said, as he handed a paper to each couple. “The times are on there. We should have them all activated by mid-day tomorrow, but I made sure that somebody from each coach will have a working phone before today is out.” 
 
    “How far are we going?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Shelly got up beside Ivan and Jules. “It’s too many hours to get all the way there, so we’ll try to stop in Shoshone, Idaho. As soon as we’re moving I’ll get on the web and see what’s there.” 
 
    “How many hours is that?” Cody asked. 
 
    “Six with a car, so I’m thinking at least seven with the rigs,” Shelly said. “Not terrible.” 
 
    “Is everybody ready to take off?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Where are we stopping?” Robbie asked, “for fuel and leg-stretching?” 
 
    “If we can make it to Wells, that would be perfect,” Shelly said. “It’s at the junction of this road and I-80. There’s a big truck stop there.” 
 
    “How many miles?” Tex asked. 
 
    “Just a second,” Shelly said, working her fingers on the screen of her burner. “It’s 258 miles. Around four hours.” 
 
    “That’ll work for me,” Tex said. 
 
    “We all fueled up at the same time,” Sam said. “We ought to be fine, except for the Jeep. I’ll have to stop someplace before then, I’m sure.” 
 
    “We could swap Jeeps in a pinch,” Ted said. 
 
    “Yes, we could, actually,” Robbie said. “It’d take less time than a fuel stop, I suspect.” 
 
    “Let’s keep that in mind,” Ivan said. “Everybody ready to go? We can eat on the way, now that we’ve got supplies again.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Ted said. 
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    The Mall 
 
    Mr. Black drove the big Lincoln, Mr. White in the passenger seat. 
 
    “I think hit squad fly coop now that phones off,” Mr. Black said. “Waste of time.” 
 
    “They stay there while enemy intel team try to re-acquire,” Mr. White said, eyes still on his cellphone. “Burner phones suck.” 
 
    “We should go to Manhattan and nail Evans.” 
 
    “Stupid idea,” Mr. White said. “They kill us.” 
 
    “They stupid,” Mr. Black said. “Goons we flayed probably best they have.” 
 
    “Best Evans has, maybe. Others have mercs, not gangland thugs.” 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “I wish we see face of Evans when he look at our handiwork.” 
 
    Mr. White snickered. “Very artful hit. I proud.” 
 
    “It wasn’t hit. They try to hit us. We ready for them. Self-defense, no.? 
 
    “Okay, you right. Think team still in Cheyenne?” 
 
    “For while. We drive through night again. At least I-80 good road.” 
 
    Mr. White lowered his phone, looking out the windshield. “Traffic getting heavy again, now that war over. Like better before when roads empty.” 
 
    “How long till we get to Salt Lake City?” 
 
    “Two hours at most. Maybe faster if we beat rush hour there.” 
 
    “Salt Lake City nice town. Once had all-nighter with woman there,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “Mormon girl?” 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “No. Many non-Mormons in Salt Lake City. St. George different. 
 
    “Maybe we should settle down, my friend. After this, we be done.” 
 
    Mr. Black glanced at him. “Done or dead. How settle down? American women scared of us.” 
 
    “We can change demeanor.” 
 
    “Maybe go back to Bulgaria. Sister knows nice women looking for husband.” 
 
    Mr. White laughed. “Not look for husband, look for meal ticket. Then cheat. Happen before.” 
 
    “You got bad apple then. Most Bulgarian women nice.” 
 
    Mr. White shook his head, then went back to looking at his phone. “Glad you smarter on jobs than with women.” 
 
    “Forget I bring up,” Mr. Black said with an exasperated tone. 
 
    They were silent for a few moments as they flew through the Utah desert. 
 
    “Sorry,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “Not worry, old friend. We bicker like old married couple. Around each other all the time. It safe to make me mad.” 
 
    Mr. White chuckled. “You make me mad, I gut like fish.” 
 
    The two men cracked up. 
 
    “When we exchange phone numbers with Ivan?” Mr. Black asked. “Can’t contact now.” 
 
    “He said wait for drop box. I think FBI agent or spook have access, don’t remember which.” 
 
    “Not like FBI. Riddled with traitors.” 
 
    “Ivan said this one okay,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “When he tell you this?” 
 
    “When you sleeping last night, he called. Same call where he tell to get burner phones.” 
 
    “Okay, I try to sleep more. Wake me in two hours and I’ll drive.” 
 
    Mr. White nodded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Charles was fuming, sitting behind his desk, Maggie standing before him, in the middle of a fight.  
 
    “Make it louder, so the secretary will hear, why don’t you?” Charles whispered. She nodded, half a grin on her face. 
 
    “It’s just for a few days,” Maggie shouted. “I have to take care of this situation now, or my firm will be shut down.” 
 
    “If you fly into London you’ll be arrested.” 
 
    “For what?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “The populists running your little tin-horn country will think of something. If not them, some Islamists will nail you for the death of Saladin. Those morons think it was our fault.” 
 
    “I do have bodyguards, you know,” Maggie said. “Really, Charles, you worry too much. I’ll be fine. I promise.” 
 
    Charles stared at her, then his phone buzzed. 
 
    “Sir, it’s Mr. Lane,” the secretary said. 
 
    “Thanks, put him on.” 
 
    “I’ll just go now,” Maggie said. 
 
    He motioned for her to sit down. “We’re not done.” 
 
    “We’re not?” asked the voice over the phone speaker. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you,” Charles said. 
 
    “Sorry, just kidding around,” Mr. Lane said. “This a bad time?” 
 
    “No, go ahead. Sorry, it’s been a tense morning.” 
 
    “Do you want us to hold in Cheyenne? We’ve lost them. I feel like we’re just twiddling our thumbs here. It’s costing you a lot of money.” 
 
    Charles sighed. “I know, I expected to have the satellite access back by now.” 
 
    “Hogan’s still blocking you?” 
 
    “I don’t know that it’s just him. We’ve been losing operations folks all through the government. If we don’t finish this operation and shore up our control of the agencies, we’ll lose it all. We’ve got scared people just up and quitting, then disappearing into the woodwork.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s who we should be hitting, then,” Mr. Lane said. 
 
    Charles laughed. “Well, that would either stop the exodus or speed it up. That’s the smaller part of the problem, though. The FBI is getting back to normal, and they’ve been investigating and making arrests left and right. They’ll eventually get us to a tipping point, and we’ll all have to flee.” 
 
    “Everybody’s got problems. What’s it gonna be? Keeping my whole team here doing nothing is costing you a hundred grand a day, you know.” 
 
    “I know. I need you there for at least a few more days. If I move you today and get a tip or renewed satellite access tomorrow, you’ll be out of place.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what direction they’ve gone,” Mr. Lane said, “but you’re the boss. We’ll hang tight. Talk to you later.” The call ended. 
 
    “This whole thing is falling apart,” Charles said. 
 
    “No it’s not. You’ve already taken out one of the most important subjects. You’ll find your way to getting the others. With social media and all these surveillance cameras everywhere, it’s only a matter of time before you get the tip that you need. Maybe you should take the trip with me. You could use a few days off.” 
 
    “Out of the question,” Charles said. “There’s no way I can change your mind about this trip?” 
 
    “I’ve got a multi-billion dollar firm on the line.” 
 
    “My firm is rock-solid, and my savings accounts un-touchable. I can take care of you for the rest of your days. You’ll go on living like a queen, just like always.” 
 
    “I will not be a kept woman, Charles. I’ll call you when I’m at my house in London. Now come here and kiss me goodbye.” 
 
    Charles got up and embraced her, kissing her gently. “I fear I’ll never see you again. That would make me very unhappy.” 
 
    “Get the rest of those videos,” she whispered to him with a sly grin. With that, she turned and left the office. Charles sat back behind his desk, resting his head in his hands. Will this work? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Garrett and Anna walked towards the saloon on the wood sidewalk of Dodge City. Willard’s head popped out of the door. “Good, you’re back. How’d it go?” 
 
    They pushed past the swinging doors, taking seats at the bar. 
 
    “Drink?” Willard asked. 
 
    “Don’t feel like it today,” Garrett said. “Besides, we’ve got to go pick up Mia from Susanne pretty soon.” 
 
    “No drinks for me either, sorry,” Anna said. “That was depressing.” 
 
    “What’d you find? Is everything blown up?” 
 
    “No,” Anna said. “Well, not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “The casino and the hotel are still standing,” Garrett said. “Not that much damage.” 
 
    “But…” Willard said. 
 
    “There were headless bodies in the casino,” Garrett said, “and a booby trap behind the door into the hotel.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Willard said. “Even when they’re dead, they’re a big pain in the ass.” 
 
    Anna nodded. “We need to bring in somebody who can defuse the hotel without blowing up a chunk of it.” 
 
    “I’m just glad we saw the wires and the plastic explosive before somebody opened that door,” Garrett said. “We’d be in the hospital or dead right now.” 
 
    “I think I need a drink,” Willard said, pulling a bottle out from under the bar and pouring himself a shot. 
 
    “Ah, what the hell, I’ll have one too,” Anna said. 
 
    “Make it three.” 
 
    Willard poured for them. 
 
    “Anything going on around here?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “More of the citizens left a little while ago. We’ll be back down to our normal population pretty soon.” 
 
    “How many is that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “About nine hundred people,” Garrett said, “assuming none of the long-term residents have had enough.” 
 
    “I got in touch with the theater folks,” Willard said. “The folks that survived the war are interested. They need to recruit more, though. They don’t have enough good leading ladies, and they’re missing their stage hands.” 
 
    “Geez, how many of them got killed in the war?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Nearly half. They were in Julian when the enemy rolled in there and killed a bunch of people.” 
 
    Clem walked in with Elmer. 
 
    “Drinking already,” Elmer said. “How disgusting.” 
 
    “Want one?” Willard asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Elmer replied. Clem nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Heard there’s a booby trap at your hotel,” Elmer said. “Want Clem and I to take a look? We’ve had some experience.” 
 
    “No way in hell,” Anna said. “If you guys get blown up, Sarah and Susanne will never forgive me. Couldn’t live with that.” 
 
    “Yeah, we need to get the Dulzura bomb squad in there, or maybe somebody from El Cajon or San Diego,” Garrett said. 
 
    Justin and Katie walked in. “Seen Ji-Ho around?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Not for a while,” Garrett said. “What’s up?” 
 
    “We’re thinking about driving up north to visit Katie’s brother.” 
 
    “Where’s he at?” Willard asked. 
 
    “Wrightwood,” Katie said. 
 
    “And you want to take an RV, I’ll bet.” 
 
    “I’d rather take one of the Jeeps,” Justin said. “My car got left behind when we joined Jules.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t trust your car to get up there anyway,” Katie quipped. 
 
    Justin feigned outrage. “Hey, that’s not nice.” 
 
    Katie giggled. “Well, at least you had a car. Kinda.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t take a battle wagon up there if I were you,” Clem said. “There’s a lot of video out there. You’d be a moving target, the way things have been lately.” 
 
    “See, told you,” Justin said. 
 
    Katie sighed. “Okay, we’ll just ask to borrow a Jeep, then.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re planning to come back afterwards,” Anna asked. 
 
    “I want to,” Justin said. “It’s nice here. Of course we’ll have to find some work nearby.” 
 
    “How about you, Katie?” Willard asked. 
 
    “I like it here too. Who knows what happens down the road, though. I’d really like to finish my degree, before I forget everything I’ve learned up to now.” 
 
    “You should do that,” Garrett said. 
 
    Ji-Ho walked in. “Hello all.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Willard said. “Drink?” 
 
    “Sure, hit me. Feel good today. You talk about me?” 
 
    “Justin and Katie wanted to talk to you,” Anna said. 
 
    “Oh. You leave? Want to take rig?” 
 
    “We want to go visit my brother Steve,” Katie said. “Could we borrow a Jeep?” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t want to take rig?” 
 
    “We thought about that, but Clem brought up a good point,” Justin said. “Too much video of those things out there.” 
 
    Ji-Ho sat down at the bar and tossed back his shot. “Okay, I get. Probably smart. Sure, take Jeep. Keep as long as want. You come back eventually?” 
 
    “Yes, we want to come back here,” Katie said. 
 
    “Thanks, Ji-Ho,” Justin said. 
 
    “Welcome. Be careful on road. Still some bad guys about.” 
 
    “We will,” Katie said. 
 
    “Take at least sidearms for each,” Ji-Ho said. “Maybe M4 too.” 
 
    “I was thinking that,” Justin said. 
 
    Katie smiled. “Let’s go pack, sweetie.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks again. We’ll see you guys soon.” 
 
    The couple walked out the door. 
 
    “Hope they’re careful out there,” Anna said. 
 
    “Hell, they might be safer on the road than we are here, you know,” Elmer said. “I’m not so sure we’re in the clear yet.” 
 
    “That’s why we have cavalry patrols going 24-7,” Garret said. “Let’s get on the horn with the Dulzura PD and see if they’ve got anybody left on the bomb squad.” 
 
    “Do you know anybody there?” Elmer asked. 
 
    “That survived? Hope so.” 
 
    Chet smiled. “I know who’s still there. I’ll dial them up and put it on speaker.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was almost dark on I-90. Derrick was driving the Humvee, in the middle of their caravan. 
 
    “What’s that town, dad?” 
 
    “Just a sec,” General Hogan said, fumbling with his phone. “These phones aren’t the greatest.” 
 
    Derrick laughed. “Yeah, but they aren’t traceable, and they didn’t cost nine hundred bucks.” 
 
    “True. That town, if we can call it that, is Clinton. Big enough to have a high school. Probably services people from the surrounding fifty miles.” 
 
    Derrick chuckled. “Must be fun in the winter. How far are we from the base?” 
 
    “Just looking at that. It’s only seventeen miles. Says about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Derrick said. “I’ve had enough driving for a while.” 
 
    “Sorry, son. I should’ve helped more.” 
 
    “You needed to be on that phone, dad, plus I’m a little worried about your stress level.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay. We’ll get a breather when we get to the base.” 
 
    “You’ve got a phone number, I hope.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The phone rang while it was in his hand. 
 
    “Recognize it?” Derrick asked, glancing at him. 
 
    “No,” he said, pushing the button to take the call. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hey, General, it’s George. We’re getting close. You have the phone number, or was it only on your old phone?” 
 
    “I’ve got it. Have any luck with the drop box?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s open. Not sure what’s the safest way to get word to Ivan.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to just wait until we’re all at the base.” 
 
    “We’ll beat them there by at least a day. This phone situation is a real pain in the neck.” 
 
    “I know, George, it sucks, but it’s the least of our problems.” 
 
    “You got that right,” George said. “I don’t want to stay on too long. See you in about half an hour, maybe less.” 
 
    “Okay, George, thanks.” The call ended. 
 
    “He was worried about getting into the building?” Derrick asked. 
 
    “Yep. So many people only keep numbers on their phone. Glad I’m the old fuddy-duddy type. Sometimes it pays off. Hate to turn on my old phone around here.” 
 
    They rode silently for the next fifteen minutes, finally seeing signs for Missoula. 
 
    “There we go,” Derrick said. “Two more miles. Got directions to the location?” 
 
    “I can see it on the phone’s GPS,” General Hogan said. “Take exit 105. US-12. Might be called Van Buren Street on the sign.” 
 
    “It’ll probably say both. George is in the lead still. Surprised he didn’t ask about it.” 
 
    “He already knows, I’m sure,” General Hogan said.  
 
    “We’re getting close. There’s the sign for the exit. George just took it. There goes Malcolm and Frank too.” 
 
    They followed the caravan off I-90, onto US-12, cruising through the middle-sized city. 
 
    “Pretty place,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “Smallish streets. Hope those battle wagons don’t get noticed by the wrong folks.” 
 
    The General nodded. “Yeah, just thinking about that. Didn’t expect us to have to roll through such a dense town. Maybe we should make sure they come in late at night. A couple of social media posts and we could be discovered.” 
 
    “They might not have to come in this way, you know. They’re coming in from a different direction.” 
 
    “You’re right, let me do some checking.” 
 
    “At least US-12 moves pretty well,” Derrick said. 
 
    General Hogan chuckled. “Ivan’s battle wagons won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “They’re coming up Highway 93. It leads right to the destination. They go across the Bitterroot River and hang a right turn.” 
 
    “Good. George just got into the left-turn lane up ahead. We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Yep, the base is a left off US-12. Finally. I’ll make the call.” He pulled out his wallet and grabbed the slip of paper, punching in the number Ivan had given him. It rang twice. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “It’s General Hogan. We’re approaching the site.” 
 
    “Good. Ivan said you’d be here early. Proceed to the truck entrance and drive down. You’re aware that motor homes can go down there, I assume?” 
 
    “Yes, Ivan told me.” 
 
    “See you soon.” The call ended. General Hogan hit George’s contact. 
 
    “Hi, General,” George said. “Made the call? We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Yep, they’ll have the gate open for us.” 
 
    “Perfect. See you in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Well, there you have it,” General Hogan said, slipping the phone into his pocket. They followed the rigs down the street, which curved to the left, then to the right, ending up at the massive shopping mall, its customer entrances blocked off by barricades, weeds growing up through the cracks in the concrete and asphalt parking lot. 
 
    “It’s seen better days,” Derrick cracked. 
 
    “I only care about what’s inside. Don’t care if the curb appeal leaves something to be desired.” He glanced at his son with a grin. 
 
    “George is making a right turn ahead there.” 
 
    “Make sure you’ve got your sidearm on you at all times, especially at first.” 
 
    Derrick shot a glance at his father. “Are you expecting trouble?” 
 
    “No, but I don’t know Ivan’s folks by sight. Best to be cautious.” 
 
    They got to the gate and drove inside, taking the steep driveway past the turn-off for customer parking, curving after a hundred yards and then going down again, the driveway opening up into a wide, flat spot with parking for trucks and a huge loading dock. 
 
    “This is downright cavernous,” Derrick said. “Probably a good place to be if a nuke goes off.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll qualify as a fallout shelter. Look at the water marks toward the top of the walls.” 
 
    “Wow, this was completely flooded, then,” Derrick said. “Where should I park?” 
 
    “There’s a car parking spot next to the far-right loading dock. Let’s take that.” 
 
    Derrick parked, the two of them getting out. “Hey, dad, why are the motor homes jockeying around like that?” 
 
    “I suspect they all want to back in, so it’ll be a straight shot to get out of here, although I don’t know how much good it would do them. It’d be easy to trap us down here.” 
 
    “You’re making me nervous,” Derrick said. 
 
    General Hogan chuckled. “Sorry. Wartime mindset.” 
 
    George and Heidi approached, Malcolm trotting to catch up with them. 
 
    “This place is huge,” Heidi said. 
 
    Malcolm nodded, looking around. “Wonder where we enter the building?” 
 
    The others were joining them now, all of the vehicles parked. 
 
    “Where’s the doorbell?” Ned asked. 
 
    Suddenly the quiet was broken by one of the loading dock roll-up steel doors, which clattered up slowly. 
 
    “Greetings,” said the man inside, motioning them over. “This way.” He was a tall, well-built man in his mid-forties with a military look. 
 
    The group walked towards him, taking the cement steps onto the loading dock curb and walking through the door, into the dimly lit staging area beyond. There was a bank of industrial lifts behind them, one of them open to their floor. 
 
    “I’m General Hogan,” he said, extending his hand. 
 
    “Yuri, old associate of Ivan’s,” he said in a slight Russian accent. “Pleased to meet you. Kudos on your victory.” 
 
    “Thanks, but it’s not over yet.” 
 
    “For most people it is,” Yuri said. “They have you to thank.” 
 
    “You military?” George asked, eyeing him. 
 
    “I am. We’ve met. Joint operation in Afghanistan about sixteen years ago.” 
 
    George’s face lit up. “Of course, now I remember. You fleeced me in poker the night before the battle.” 
 
    Yuri laughed. “I remember too. Are some of the others from that operation coming?” 
 
    “Sam and Ted,” George said. “This is Heidi. Honey, this is Yuri.” 
 
    “Let’s not use last names,” Yuri said. “Still wanted in the States. Not as serious as I’m wanted in the Russian Federation, of course, but I still must be cautious.” 
 
    “Of course,” George said. 
 
    “I remember Sam and Ted. It’ll be good to see them. Maybe we can get a game going.” 
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” George said. Both men laughed, then George introduced Yuri to the others. 
 
    “Any problem with bringing the dog inside?” Frank asked, Lucy straining against the leash. 
 
    “No problem. There’s an atrium in the center of the top level with some planters and such. You will be able to walk her in there, but if you go there at night, don’t use a light. It’ll be visible from the street in a couple of places. For now, nobody goes on ground floor. I have a lockout set up so the elevators won’t go up there, and the stair landing door is locked.” 
 
    “We can use her pads until we can get her outside or in the atrium, honey,” Jane said. 
 
    “Okay,” Frank said. “Why are we being restricted from the first floor?” 
 
    “We have weapons systems being set up there, and we haven’t set up screens to stop visibility from the street. We’ll have everything fixed up before the other group arrives.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Frank said, 
 
    “Where are we sleeping?” Malcolm asked. “In our rigs?” 
 
    “Your choice, but we have rooms for you inside, in the first-level shops.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” General Hogan said. “We’ll move our stuff in after you’ve shown us around.” 
 
    Yuri led the group to the open elevator and they took it up to the next floor, which was lit brighter than below. They walked down a long corridor which took them to the mall itself, with its typical early 2000s decor.  
 
    “We set up for the intel team in a former computer store,” Yuri said as they walked. “Already had all the infrastructure ready to go. Beautiful. We just had to clean things up and bring in some better furniture.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jasmine said, looking at the space. “This is great.” 
 
    “Better than sitting in the barn, that’s for sure,” Jane said. 
 
    “There’s a cafeteria down the hall. We’ve got the kitchen equipment cleaned up and working, but we haven’t stocked all the food yet. There is some if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “If we need to sneak out of here without being seen, what’s the best way?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “I’ll show you in the morning,” Yuri said, “since it’s getting dark. We don’t want to show lights on the ground floor. There’s access out a metal door to the back of the mall, where the trash dumpsters are. It’s shielded by block wall, so the door isn’t visible from the street. You can walk out that way without any problems.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Malcolm said. “I think I’ll go get my laptop and bring it into the intel center. Is there internet service yet?” 
 
    “Yes, we got it running this morning,” Yuri said. “Help yourselves.” 
 
    “I’ll go downstairs with you,” George said. “Coming, Heidi?” 
 
    “Yep, I want my laptop.” 
 
    Several others joined them as they left for the elevator. 
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    Robotics 
 
    Ivan’s caravan entered Shoshone, Idaho. It was dusk, the temperature cooler than they were used to. The RV park was nearly deserted. Jules and Shelly’s rig went through the gate first, pulling up to the end of the staging lane, several coaches pulling in behind them, the rest waiting on the curb outside the gate. 
 
    “Nice looking place, no?” Jules asked as he followed Shelly down the steps of the battle wagon. 
 
    “It was the only choice,” Shelly said, “and we’re lucky they agreed to let us stay here. We’re past the end of the season for drop-in visitors.” She went to the door of the office, Jules pulling the door open, following her inside. 
 
    “Greetings,” said an old man, wearing a nametag that said Hugh. “Welcome to the Shoshone RV Resort. I’m Hugh. Shelly, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and this is Jules,” she said. “Can we pay for the entire group at once, or do you need to see everybody one at a time?” 
 
    “We can do it all at once,” he said. “Nine rigs for overnight, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “As we agreed, I’ll give you a hundred for each.” 
 
    “I don’t want to gouge you,” Hugh said. “The rate is normally 60 bucks.” 
 
    “Hey, you open for us special, no? We pay premium. Glad to do.” 
 
    Shelly counted out the nine hundred dollars in cash, sliding it across the desk to Hugh. 
 
    “Who are you guys?” he asked, checking out the window. “Same rigs, different colors.” He froze. “Well I’ll be damned, I remember where I’ve seen those rigs before.” He rushed out from behind the counter and shook hands with both of them. 
 
    “You see video?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yes, and I’ve been following you. Don’t have the words. Going home, now that the war is over?” 
 
    “This secret,” Jules said. “Okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, going back around the counter. “There isn’t going to be trouble here, I hope.” 
 
    “No, shouldn’t be,” Jules said. “Globalists who started war trying for revenge. They want to kill leadership of our group. We turn tables, kill them instead. Going to new base.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me where it is,” Hugh said. “Glad to be involved.” He counted out nine maps and handed them to Shelly. “Wi-Fi info is on the top right-hand corner, bathroom codes on the top left-hand corner. Enjoy. If you need to meet, I’ll unlock the clubhouse and fire up the heater.” 
 
    “That would be very nice, thank you,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Consider it done. You can roll right in. Take the first two rows of spaces past the swimming pool over yonder.” He pointed out the window. 
 
    “Perfect, thanks much,” Jules said. He followed Shelly to the door, going out. 
 
    “We all have to go in, partner?” Tex asked. 
 
    Jules shook his head. “No, we have first two rows past the pool, and he heat up clubhouse, so we can meet.” 
 
    “Good, I’m tired,” Karen said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Shelly handed maps to each of the drivers, and they drove back to their spots. 
 
    “Good, pull-through,” Shelly said as they approached the first one, driving into the long diagonal space. “Maybe we shouldn’t bother with the slides, since we can meet in the clubhouse.” 
 
    “That what I thinking,” Jules said as he shut down the engine. Others were pulling in past him and across the small road. 
 
    The lights in the clubhouse came on, Hugh in there turning on the heater and tidying up a little bit. 
 
    “Shall we meet in half an hour?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “I’ll hook up the electrical only. We can use water in tank.” 
 
    “Good. How are we going to contact the other team?” 
 
    “Other team probably at base now. Ivan have number to support staff there. I suspect we have conference call tonight.” 
 
    Hugh walked over to them. “You have food? We’ve got a bunch of frozen lasagna in the freezer that we never got to use. I’d be happy to heat it up for you.” 
 
    “That would be perfect, thank you,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Oh, and we’ve got a smart TV in there if you need to use it for a meeting or anything like that.” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “You read lot about resistance.” 
 
    “I have,” Hugh said. “You folks are heroes to me. Patriots.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shelly said. 
 
    “I’ll fire up the big coffee pot in there for the morning too, about six am.” 
 
    “That would be very nice,” Jules said.  
 
    Hugh smiled and walked back to the clubhouse, going into the kitchen in back. 
 
    “He’s a nice man,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Yes, is. Here comes Ivan.” 
 
    “Nice place,” he said with a grin. “I’ve contacted the base. General Hogan’s team is there. We’ll have a conference call in half an hour. I take it the owner is setting that clubhouse up for us?” 
 
    “Yes, and he’s cooking lasagna,” Shelly said, her phone in her hand. “I’m sending a broadcast text about the food and the meeting.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Ivan said. “See you in a little while.” He walked back to his rig. 
 
    “I’m so glad we’re almost there,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Me too,” Jules said. “How you holding up? Not too tired?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll want to be in bed not long after the meeting and dinner. Being pregnant does take a toll.” 
 
    “Okay. Why not sit and rest now? I’ll make hookup. If they have cable TV I’ll plug in too, so we can catch up.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” she said, sitting down on the couch. “Thanks, Jules.” 
 
    The half hour went quickly, the group walking across the road to the clubhouse, with its bright lights and rows of tables and benches. The smell of cooking lasagna filled the room. 
 
    “Hi, folks,” Hugh said from the kitchen door. “It’ll be another forty minutes or so for the food.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Jules said. “We have meeting starting now, last half hour.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to leave and let you have privacy,” he said. “If the timer goes off before you’re through, come get me. I’ll be in the office.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shelly said. 
 
    Hugh waved at the crowd and left the clubhouse. 
 
    “Ben, want to call?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, hitting the contact on his cellphone. He put it on speaker as it rang, picking up after the third. 
 
    “This Ivan?” asked a voice with a slight Russian accent. 
 
    “Son of bitch, is that Yuri?” Jules asked with a big grin on his face. “Hey, brother, how you?” 
 
    “Jules, great to hear from you.” 
 
    “Let’s do the reunion later, folks,” Ivan said, “I know Yuri has several friends here.” 
 
    “Don’t play poker with that sucker,” Sam quipped. 
 
    “Hey, don’t ruin my action so quickly, Sam,” Yuri replied. “Good to hear your voice.” 
 
    “Ted, Tex, Sparky, and Cody are with us too,” Sam added. “Can’t wait to catch up. 
 
    Ivan stood up. “We need to get this over with, folks. General Hogan, are you there?” 
 
    “I am,” he said. 
 
    “Any problems on the way in?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Nope, other than hearing about Governor Nelson. Are there any outsiders in the room?” 
 
    “No,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Good. Governor Nelson was hit.” 
 
    “Shit,” Ted said. “I was afraid of that. Some kind of poison?” 
 
    “Yes, from the caterer. The substance was dangerous to people with a heart condition. Lieutenant General Gallagher got a dose too, but his heart isn’t as weak as Governor Nelson’s was. He’s in the hospital, recovering well.” 
 
    “Thank God for that,” Tex said. “Gallagher is a good man.” 
 
    “He is,” General Hogan said. “We’re getting set up here. It’s a great facility. Wait till you see the intel room. It’s huge with more connections than we can use. Former computer store.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Any news other than Nelson?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “No, but we’ll start gathering intel when the team gets up and running again,” General Hogan said. “We need to profile each of our known enemy operatives and their teams, and determine their locations. We already know some.” 
 
    “You do?” Robbie asked. “That’s good. If we have some, it’s only a matter of time before we find the rest.” 
 
    “Yep,” George said. “Wonder how many we’ll have to kill before they go into hiding?” 
 
    “Good question,” General Hogan said. “They might try to peel off if they don’t have any successes, especially if we take more of their operatives down.” 
 
    “They’ve already had a success, General,” Tex said. “Governor Nelson was a success.” 
 
    “We aren’t sure that’s who took him out,” General Hogan said. “Nelson had some serious enemies in Texas.” 
 
    “He’s right about that,” Tex said. “There was a resistance movement against him after he took Texas out of the union. It was small, but some sophisticated people were in that group. They might have done the hit.” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough, I suspect,” Dick said. “You guys know how to get into this place, right?” 
 
    “We do,” Ivan said. 
 
    “There’s more people around than I expected,” Dick said. “You guys might want to time this so you’re arriving after dark. This section of Missoula seems to roll up the sidewalks by about eight o’clock.” 
 
    “He’s got a good point there,” Ted said. “These battle wagons stick out like a sore thumb, and they’ve had starring roles in a lot of YouTube videos.” 
 
    “The proprietor of this RV park recognized them right away,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Uh oh, will that be a problem?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “No, he’s fan,” Jules said. 
 
    “You don’t know him, Jules,” George said. 
 
    “I good judge of character, and was there when he made connection. Can’t fake reaction he had.” 
 
    “Good, but watch your back,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “Always, my friend,” Jules replied. 
 
    “There is one development that we’re following,” Agent Williams said. “One of the principals grabbed a flight to London a little while ago. There’s a boardroom battle going on in her firm. We think that’s why she’s going. The FBI is watching, and they’ve already contacted Scotland Yard.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Ivan said. “Maggie?” 
 
    “Yes,” Agent Williams said. “We think we’ve uncovered a liaison, too, thanks to this trip.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “She was taken to the airport in Charles Livingston’s limo,” Agent Williams said. “They’ve never been seen together in public before, and these folks like to attend galas and the like. If she gets picked up, we’ll grill her on that connection.” 
 
    “There’s some doubt that you’ll be able to grab her?” 
 
    “She has security forces that rival what Charles has,” Agent Williams said, “and she’s famous enough that the authorities can’t pull anything too rough. If there’s armed resistance to taking her, they’ll probably let her leave the airport rather than start a shoot-out.” 
 
    “Ought to be interesting to watch,” Ivan said. “We think there was a team of commandos waiting for you in Cheyenne. I’ve got two operatives on their way to them now.” 
 
    “The flay brothers?” Tex quipped, Karen shooting him a questioning glance. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “No comment. They’ll probably be gone before my team gets there. They know they’ve lost you.” 
 
    “How do we know that?” Clara asked. 
 
    “They’re still in Cheyenne,” George said. “Assuming that’s the case. Who knows. If they haven’t lost our trail, they’re probably in Missoula right now.” 
 
    “If they come here, we’ll show them a good time,” Yuri said. “We’ve got cameras all over the outside of this place, and on all the roads leading into this facility. We’ve also got those prototype robot guards on the ground level of the mall. Perfect place to try them out.” 
 
    “Wait, what are you talking about?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I’m wondering the same thing,” George said. 
 
    Yuri smiled. “We’ll show them off when the entire team gets here.” 
 
    “That’s the real reason why we can’t go upstairs yet,” Jane said. 
 
    “The street visibility problem is still the worst danger for now. The robots won’t hurt you. Recorded video of each of you has been loaded into the friend or foe functionality of the units already,” Yuri said. “You’d probably be safe going up there now, but we’ll test to make sure. That takes a couple hours, so we’ll wait until the rest of the team arrives and do that for all at once.” 
 
    “How come you didn’t mention these before?” General Hogan asked. 
 
    “I didn’t think they’d be ready in time,” Ivan said, “and remember that these are prototypes. We tested the battle wagons for more than two months before we released them for use, and we all know about the problems we discovered with the original units. We’ve done less testing on these robots. We can’t assume that they’ll do as good a job as we’d like them to.” 
 
    A timer went off in the kitchen. 
 
    “That’s dinner,” Shelly said. “How much longer do we need?” 
 
    “I think we’re done for now,” General Hogan said. “Enjoy your meal. I’m sure it’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon,” Ben said. He ended the call. 
 
    “I’ll go tell Hugh that the timer went off,” Shelly said, rushing towards the door, Jules behind her. 
 
    “Tell me about these robots,” Ted said to Ivan. 
 
    “They were developed originally to guard the insides of sensitive buildings in the evenings and on weekends,” Ivan said. “One of our funders developed them for commercial use. We’ve made a few modifications.” 
 
    “You look a little unsure about this, honey,” Haley said. 
 
    “I don’t like surprises, that’s all,” Ted said. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Keep up the wary attitude,” Ivan said. “I understand, and it’ll keep us alive.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Winston was sitting at Heathrow Airport, dressed as an airport security guard, watching the area. The terminal was busy, people rushing to flights, long lines at the coffee stands and fast-food joints. He stood, his six-foot-six frame sticking out like a sore thumb. A door to the left opened, several middle-eastern men catching his attention for a moment, the big gray trash collection carts they pushed in settling him down. He watched one of them empty a trash can into his cart and move on to the next. Winston’s eyes moved to the crowd in the main walkway. 
 
    The plane was pulling up to the terminal now, more people moving towards the gate. He caught a man in the corner of his eye. Creighton Lee of Scotland Yard. Dammit. He raised his radio to his lips. 
 
    “Harry, we’ve got company,” he said quietly. “Scotland Yard.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Creighton Lee.” 
 
    “Probably nothing. This is his normal gig.” 
 
    “Too much of a coincidence. We need to be quick about this. Might have to neutralize him.” 
 
    “I’m not getting paid enough to kill him,” Harry said. 
 
    “Won’t come to that. We’re airport security, here to protect her. Is the diversion ready?” 
 
    “Of course. You’ve got the best sight-line, so let me know.” 
 
    “It’ll be soon. The plane is already at the terminal, and you know the bitch is in first-class. She’ll be one of the first down the chute.” 
 
    “Don’t muck this up, or Livingston will have us killed.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” Winston asked. “Here they come.” 
 
    “Stay on. Say when.” 
 
    Winston watched as two well-heeled businessmen walked out, one of them putting on a hat, the other pausing to get something out of his carry-on. Then Maggie appeared, in a trench coat, carrying an overnight bag. “Now.” 
 
    There was a loud bang, down the corridor next to a crowded coffee stand, the flash and smoke causing everybody to hit the floor in a panic. 
 
    “There goes Lee. I’ll grab the package.” He rushed over, pulling Maggie off the floor. “Move now.” 
 
    “My, what a mess,” Maggie said, shooting Winston a knowing grin. “Hurry.” 
 
    “This for Saladin!” shouted one of the trash collectors in an Arabic accent, spraying fire from a small machine gun at Maggie, two bullets catching her just above and just below the knees as Winston jumped on top of her, twisting to return fire as several other trash collectors joined in, hitting him in the side, Maggie screaming under him as he died on top of her. Harry was there in a flash, shooting two of the trash collectors, a third firing back, hitting him in the chest and neck, killing him instantly, then running over to finish off Maggie. 
 
    “You die, infidel,” he shouted, aiming at her, freezing as several bullets went into his upper back, Creighton Lee standing behind him with his pistol, other police rushing over. 
 
    “Secure the area!” shouted Lee. “Chauncey, get that evac team over here. The package has been hit, and Downing Street wants her alive.” 
 
    “Probably too late,” Chauncey replied. “I saw the whole thing. We’re coming.” 
 
    More police and security flooded the area as a gurney was rushed over, the men lifting Winston’s huge body off Maggie and loading her, raising the gurney and pushing it away in a panic.  
 
    “She’s still alive,” Chauncey shouted. They pushed the gurney outside, an ambulance pulling up less than a minute later, more police arriving, spreading out to control the frightened crowd. 
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    The Tattooed Lady 
 
    Robbie woke up to the sun in his face, forgetting where he was for a moment. He could hear movement in the clubhouse, just across the street from his rig, poking his head up to see Hugh working with the large canister coffee maker. 
 
    “Up already?” Morgan asked, rolling towards him. “It’s just after six.” 
 
    “The sun woke me up,” he said, lying back down and spooning against her. “Colder here.” 
 
    “Yes, we aren’t in SoCal anymore, that’s for sure. Wish we had some time to play.” 
 
    “Me too, but we don’t. Everybody will be drinking coffee and getting ready to go in a half hour.” 
 
    “Bummer.” 
 
    “Such is life,” Robbie said, climbing out of bed. “Damn it’s chilly.” 
 
    “Turn on the furnace,” she said. 
 
    “On my way to the thermostat now.” Morgan watched him pull on his pants and shirt, then leave the bedroom. She dressed, hearing the furnace turn on when she was almost finished. Robbie was looking at his phone when she got into the salon. 
 
    “Something happen?” 
 
    Robbie looked over at her. “Terror attack at Heathrow. Wonder if it’s related to the person we were discussing last night?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be surprised,” Morgan said. “It is an awful coincidence, that’s for sure. What kind of terror attack was it?” 
 
    “Islamists. Three of them killed, plus two others.” 
 
    “Civilians?” 
 
    Robbie shook his head. “Airport security. I don’t think we’re getting the whole story here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There’s no motive. Three Islamists dressed as employees go in and shoot the place up, killing two, and there’s not even any speculation as to why it was done.” 
 
    “Search YouTube. I’ll bet there’s video up already. Everybody has phones, and when something happens, there are always a few people shooting video.” 
 
    “Later. People are lining up for coffee. We should get a cup before we take off.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, and they left the coach, joining the others who were meandering across the road to the clubhouse. 
 
    “Look, donuts,” Morgan said.  
 
    “Eat up, folks,” Hugh said. “Take some with you if you’d like.” 
 
    “Thanks so much,” Shelly said, in line next to Jules, Tex and Karen right behind them. 
 
    “Hey Jules, you hear about the terror attack at Heathrow?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “What?” Jules asked, “No, haven’t checked news yet.” 
 
    “Check it out when you get a few minutes. Wonder if it was connected to that lady we were talking about last night?” 
 
    Ivan walked up. “It was. She was badly wounded. The authorities have her now. This could be a large break for us, assuming nobody gets to her.” 
 
    “You think she’ll give up the others?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “Possible,” Ivan said. “We learned something from this.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The Islamists know who these people are, and they have enough good intel to make a hit like this. That’s significant.” 
 
    Jules chuckled, in front of the coffee pot now, drawing himself a cup. “Islamists fight Globalists. Maybe they drop pursuit of us, fight each other, no?” 
 
    “That is possible, but unlikely,” Ivan said. “Unless the Islamist manage to kill all of them before we get a chance.” 
 
    “Will the Islamists come after us then?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “I’d be surprised,” Ivan said. 
 
    Jules picked up a donut and a napkin, then turned towards Ivan. “Those people nuts. Could do anything or nothing.” 
 
    “They don’t have a reason to take us out other than revenge,” Ivan said. 
 
    “That doesn’t bolster argument,” Jules said. “Hit on Maggie revenge for Saladin. No other reason to risk it.” 
 
    “I say we table this until we’ve gotten some research done,” Ted said, walking up with Haley. “We don’t know enough to tell what really happened and why.” 
 
    Ivan nodded. “You make a good point. I’m sure we’ll hear more about this by the time we get to the base tonight.” 
 
    “Are we gonna go in after dark like Yuri suggested?” Ted asked. 
 
    “I think it’d be worthwhile, but we might have to sit someplace for a while to wait for that.” 
 
    “We could hang around here longer,” Morgan said. 
 
    “No, we shouldn’t stay in one place longer than we need to,” Ted said. “We should eat and leave as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ivan said, drawing himself a cup of coffee. “We should be on the road in the next ten minutes.” 
 
    Ben came in the room with slips of paper in his hand, giving one to each of the team members. 
 
    “We can do broadcast texts now, partner. Why are you still going old-school?” 
 
    “I told him to,” Ivan said, “just in case. A listing of everybody on the team and their phone number? If we get hacked, even after the fact, that could be a big problem.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cody said. “I used to work for one of the cell carriers. If you have the phone number, it’s not that hard to hack into the system and see GPS hits. They could find us. We’re in enough danger as it is. No need to advertise things.” 
 
    “Yep,” Ivan said. “The danger is somewhat remote, but still worth paying attention to.” 
 
    “If the enemy can search text messages, we should be careful about what we put in them,” Sparky said. “No names. No locations or other phone numbers.” 
 
    “That’s good advice,” Cody said. 
 
    The team ate their food quickly, thanked Hugh, and went back to their rigs. 
 
    “Want me to drive for a while?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Robbie said. “Jules is still in the lead, right?” 
 
    “He didn’t say anything, but he’s already on the driveway by the gate, and nobody’s in front of him.” 
 
    “Looks like Sam is getting back in a Jeep again, so Cody and Allison are watching the back door.” 
 
    “Good, makes me feel a lot safer.” 
 
    Robbie shot her a glance. “I don’t think the enemy is tailing us. We would’ve been hit last night.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Morgan said. “If I were them I’d want to follow us to the base, so they can kill the entire team.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jean walked up to the secretary. “He in?” 
 
    “Mr. Livingston is not taking meetings this morning.” 
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement,” Jean said, walking through the door into Charles’s office. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Charles asked. 
 
    The secretary rushed in front of Jean. “I told him, sir. So sorry.” 
 
    Charles sighed. “Oh, don’t worry about it. Come in, Jean. Sit.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” the secretary said as she left, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “You owe her a box of candy and an apology,” Charles said, sitting back down behind his desk. 
 
    “My pleasure,” Jean said. “Sorry to barge in on you like this, but we’re all worried. What do you know about Maggie? Should we all disappear?” 
 
    Charles leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know. We’ll have to watch closely.” 
 
    “Did you expect the Islamists to target us?” 
 
    “No,” Charles said. He paused for a moment. “Scratch that. Yes, but we didn’t think they’d have the ability to get to any of us.” 
 
    “The hit was in a public place,” Jean said. 
 
    “It was, albeit a place that is hard to sneak into with guns,” Charles said. “They had the intel capability to know she was coming in on that flight, and they brought in a team who knew what they were doing. They would’ve gotten away with the whole thing if not for the interference from Maggie’s security team and Scotland Yard.” 
 
    “Is she going to survive?” 
 
    Charles choked up for a moment. “We don’t know. She was hit in both legs and the side. Last I heard she was in surgery, but it’s difficult for me to get information, as you would expect.” 
 
    “Is she in custody?” 
 
    “She’s in the hospital, but Scotland Yard has a huge presence there, and she will be guarded, both to protect her from another attack and to prevent her escape.” 
 
    “This makes me nervous as hell,” Jean said, getting of the chair to pace. “Heard from Lance yet?” 
 
    “I talked to him on the phone, something I would’ve done with you if you hadn’t barged in here.” 
 
    “I was in the neighborhood, and a phone conversation wouldn’t have told me what I needed to know.” 
 
    “Did you find out what you needed to know?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Yes. I should stay put instead of chucking it all and leaving.” 
 
    “And how can you tell? I’m obviously upset.” 
 
    “I’m seeing grief in your eyes, not fear,” Jean said, “and by the way, most of us know you two are involved. You put it out like a beacon. Both of you.” 
 
    “You’re going to base your decision on the look in my eyes?” Charles asked. “You might not be interpreting it right.” 
 
    “I’ll take a try. There’s grief in your eyes because you know you’ve lost your lover. You’ve already got an operation going to take her out so she can’t talk.” 
 
    “How dare you,” Charles said, staring at him. 
 
    “You might not have made the decision yet, but you know that’s what must happen. Otherwise we’re all as good as dead.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. That’s certainly not my game plan.” 
 
    “Have it your way, old friend, but do a good job, and don’t get us killed. If that happens, my people will come see your people, even if we’re both dead. I know you have children and grandchildren.” 
 
    “I should shoot you right now,” Charles said. 
 
    “And that would seal their fate, but you won’t do it.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “We need each other,” Jean said, “and we even need the barbarian.” 
 
    Charles chuckled. “Lance. Yeah, he is that. Surprised he allowed me to discuss it with him only on the phone.” 
 
    “He’s not stupid,” Jean said. “What would happen if he showed up here?” 
 
    “He’d be killed in the elevator on the way up.” 
 
    “I rest my case,” Jean said, a sly smile on his face. “We’re all trying to hold onto the wolf by the ears. We know if we let go, we’ll be eaten.” 
 
    Charles chuckled, shaking his head. “We understand each other, then. Want a drink?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jean said, sitting in the chair facing the desk. “We should work out a survival plan in case this operation backfires.” 
 
    “Why do you think I asked not to be disturbed? No matter, two heads are better than one, as they say. Let’s work it together.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That the building Ivan told us?” Mr. Black asked, driving the big Lincoln. 
 
    “Yep,” Mr. White said from the passenger seat as they rolled by the hotel. “Boss said they might be gone, but I think they there.” 
 
    “Do we know how many?” 
 
    “Boss said eight,” Mr. White said. “Don’t know where he got info. He said might be more or less.” 
 
    “What we do. Just wait?” 
 
    “Watch building. Did you review video he sent of possible commando team members like he told?” 
 
    Mr. Black shot him a glance. “Yes. You?” 
 
    “As always, yes. Look like pansies to me.” 
 
    “This you always say,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “Because they always are.” 
 
    “Okay, I grant that.” 
 
    Mr. White snickered. “Let’s take walk, I park at mall down street.” He drove onto the mall parking lot, and they got out, walking back up the street towards the hotel. 
 
    “Maybe we should get rooms there,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “They watch. Remember they might know what we look like.” 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “If they don’t, not worth salt.” 
 
    They went into the hotel lobby. There was a bar to the right of the door. 
 
    “Hey, good, we go have drink.” 
 
    “One only,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “We shouldn’t stay in lobby that long. Boss said not bother them until he says to. Watch only.” 
 
    Mr. Black sighed. “You right. We drink someplace else.” 
 
    “Can we help you gentlemen?” asked the young, clean-cut man at the front desk. 
 
    Mr. White walked over to him. “No, sorry, we look for friends in bar. They not here. Another good bar nearby?” 
 
    The man smiled. “They’re probably at the Tattooed Lady, across the street from the hotel. Everybody loves that place.” 
 
    “Great, we go there and check. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re quite welcome. We have a good happy hour, if you’re interested. The loaded potatoes are killer.” 
 
    “Thanks, we keep in mind,” Mr. White said. 
 
    The two walked out the door, heading for the crosswalk. 
 
    “I like loaded potatoes,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “Forget it. Bad for figure anyway.” 
 
    They crossed the street, then walked to the bar, with a classy old neon sign spelling out the name over the door. The inside of the bar was plush and dark. 
 
    “Old school,” Mr. Black said. “I like.” 
 
    “Let’s sit at bar.” Mr. White grabbed a stool, Mr. Black taking the one on his right. “Barkeep, two White Russians, please.” 
 
    “Coming right up, mac,” said the old man behind the bar. 
 
    “Look, mirror,” Mr. Black whispered, nodding ahead of them. “See whole bar. Good spot. Check out two men at booth near front. One looks like man in video.” 
 
    “See him,” Mr. White said. “Don’t stare, they see us looking.” 
 
    “Too late, no?” 
 
    “Dammit. Maybe we take off after one drink, disappear, pretend we don’t notice.” Mr. White took the phone out of his pocket. “I text Ivan, ask for instructions.” He typed on screen, trying to hide what he was doing as best he could. The bartender was back, sliding the drinks to them. “That’ll be eighteen dollars, gents.” 
 
    “Pay man,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “You don’t want to run a tab?” the bartender asked. 
 
    “No, we might be leaving soon,” Mr. White said. Mr. Black took out his money roll and peeled off a twenty, pushing it towards the bartender. “Keep change. Perhaps we have more.” 
 
    “Right-oh,” the bartender said, walking to the register. 
 
    Mr. White grinned, then looked at Mr. Black. “He said ice them.” 
 
    Mr. Black took a sip of his drink. “Perfect. I want to drink more of this before we get to work. Where? Not open fire in bar.” 
 
    “Restroom in back hallway, door out back. I see when we came in.” 
 
    Mr. Black smiled. “Yes, see. Maybe time to take leak?” 
 
    “Finish drink slowly, don’t watch them. Make them think we not see. Then we lead them to ruin.” 
 
    Two women came into the bar, middle aged and on the prowl, in tight fitting tops showing lots of cleavage, and tight spandex pants. They took seats at the bar next to Mr. Black, and ordered drinks. 
 
    “Hi there,” said the woman next to Mr. Black, a blonde. 
 
    “Hello,” Mr. Black said. “What nice girl do in place like this?” 
 
    The woman giggled, elbowing her black-haired friend, who turned towards her, looking at Mr. Black. 
 
    “My, he’s a big one,” she said. 
 
    “Size not everything,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “Interesting accent,” the Blonde said. “Europe?” 
 
    “Bulgaria,” Mr. Black said, taking another sip of his drink. “Good place to be from.” 
 
    “Good how?” the blonde asked.  
 
    Her friend laughed. “He means it’s good not to be there anymore.” 
 
    “She smart,” Mr. Black said.  
 
    “Is your friend from Bulgaria too?” asked the black-haired woman. 
 
    “He alien, come from Uranus.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Mr. White said. Mr. Black chuckled, the women both laughing. 
 
    “You boys are a riot,” the blonde said. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll sit next to the other one,” the black-haired woman said, getting up with her drink and moving next to Mr. White. “You mind, honey?” 
 
    “Free country,” Mr. White said, smiling at her. 
 
    She moved the stool a little closer and sat, setting her drink in front of her. “I’m guessing you’re not from around here.” 
 
    “Not. Live in California.” 
 
    “You left California for this dump?” the woman asked. “That’s a new one.” 
 
    “Just passing through,” Mr. White said. “I like scenery better now.” 
 
    “Why thank you,” the woman said, smiling. 
 
    Mr. White shot Mr. Black a glance. “It time.” 
 
    Mr. Black nodded, pushing away from the bar. 
 
    “You’re leaving already?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “Rest room, we be back,” Mr. Black said, putting his cocktail napkin over his drink, Mr. White doing the same. 
 
    “We should powder our noses,” the black-haired woman said to her friend, who giggled back at her as the two men walked away. 
 
    “They follow us,” Mr. Black whispered. 
 
    Mr. White nodded, glancing into the mirror behind the bar. “I see. Men in booth not moving yet.” 
 
    “Give them time. Pity. I like some time with blondie.” 
 
    “The men slipped into the rest room. Mr. White went to a urinal. 
 
    “You really have to go?” Mr. Black asked.  
 
    “Been driving all day. You not?” 
 
    “What the hell,” Mr. Black said, walking towards the urinal next to him when the door opened, the two women sneaking in with their small purses. “Anybody home?” the blonde asked, the other giggling from behind her. 
 
    Mr. White finished and turned around, zipping up, eyeing the women. “What now?” 
 
    “I see a couple of stalls open,” the black-haired woman said, nodding towards them, further back into the restroom. “What do you think? Are you man enough?” 
 
    Mr. White snickered at Mr. Black, and they walked in that direction, into the back two of four stalls, the blonde following Mr. Black inside and shutting the door, the black-haired woman following Mr. White. 
 
    “What now?” Mr. Black asked, sitting down on the toilet. The woman smiled, standing before him, pulling her blouse down, revealing herself. Then she opened her purse, pulling out a small pistol and pointing it at him. Mr. Black reacted in a flash, his feet thrusting out, sweeping her ankles hard, the gun coming out of her hand as she fell. Mr. Black grabbed her head and twisted, snapping her neck as the woman in the stall with Mr. White grunted and gasped. 
 
    “You done?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    “Almost. You?” 
 
    “Dead. At least I see top before she done.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” Mr. White said over the death rattle of the black-haired woman. “You see coming?” 
 
    “Suspicious. The men come in few seconds. Get in other two stalls, stand on toilets.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you,” Mr. White said. They got into position and waited for more than five minutes. 
 
    “Maybe they don’t come,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “They come, have patience.” 
 
    A moment later the door opened, two sets of footsteps coming in. 
 
    “Shit, Maxine’s leg, see it?” said one man. They heard the stall door open. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Kelly’s in here,” the other man said. “Son of a bitch, where are those guys?” 
 
    Mr. White stood up on the toilet and emptied a magazine into the man in the next stall, not even giving him a chance to cry out, the other man trying to rush to the door as Mr. Black blasted him. 
 
    “I think we not go back for drinks,” Mr. Black quipped as they left the stalls, pulling the dead man away from the door and slipping out, running out the back door into an alley. They ran down it, crossing the street and making the mall parking lot as sirens sounded, two squad cars rushing down the street and pulling up in front of the bar. 
 
    “Time to go, no?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    Mr. White nodded, getting behind the wheel of the Lincoln. “I go out on far side of mall, head into residential area next door.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Uranus?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “Funny. You admit.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 16 } 
 
    Bomb Squad 
 
    Ivan was driving the rig north on Highway 93. “Almost there,”  
 
    “Yep,” Ben said, riding shotgun, watching the GPS on his burner phone. “Just a few more miles. It’s not that dark yet. Should we find someplace to pull over for a while?” 
 
    “I think that will draw more attention than simply driving in,” Ivan said, “The sun is down, and we’ve got at least another fifteen minutes. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    Ivan’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and accepted the call, putting the phone on speaker. 
 
    “Hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” Mr. Black’s voice said over the tinny speaker. “These phones sound bad.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” Ivan said. “Did you ice those two thugs?” 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “No, boss, we ice four. Two women who try to take us out in men’s room, then the two men, after they come in to check why women don’t come out.” 
 
    Ben chuckled. “Geez.” 
 
    “Oh, Ben there,” Mr. Black said. “Hi.” 
 
    “How’s it going?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Better if we had time to play with women,” Mr. Black said. “How you say… hook up?” 
 
    Ben laughed, Ivan shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m driving the rig, so I put it on speaker. Did anybody who saw you get away?” 
 
    “Not that I know of, boss. This place deader than doornail. Only men and two women in bar. Oh, and bartender, but he type to keep his mouth shut, I think.” 
 
    “Well, if my sources are correct, you took out half their team almost by accident,” Ivan said, grinning at Ben. “Be interesting to see what they try next. Do you have a good vantage point?” 
 
    “We had to flee scene, cops show up fast,” Mr. Black said. “Need to find new place. Rest of quarry may fly coop, you know.” 
 
    “If they do, no problem,” Ivan said. “Was hoping we could send another message.” 
 
    “No time for flaying,” Mr. Black said. “Sorry. Not sure where to make contact now. Can’t go back to bar. Probably can’t go back to hotel, either.” 
 
    “I understand,” Ivan said. “Why don’t we cut our losses?” 
 
    “Whatever you want, boss. Where we go?” 
 
    “Head for Manhattan,” Ivan said. “I’ll get in touch with you before you get there.” 
 
    “We go into rat’s nest?” 
 
    “Well, perhaps,” Ivan said. “We have reason to believe that those hunting us will flee. Nice to run into one or two of them in the panic of their departure.” 
 
    “What happen?” Mr. Black asked. “Due to attack at Heathrow?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s in the hospital, guarded by Scotland Yard.” 
 
    “She be dead soon, if enemy fear that she talk,” Mr. Black said. “Scotland Yard not that good. They screw up protection. Seen before.” 
 
    “Probably. We’ll have to watch this closely. The chances you’ll be able to hit any of them are slim, but it’s the best place I can place you at the moment.” 
 
    “No problem, boss, I like Manhattan. We leave now.” 
 
    “Be careful in areas with video surveillance. They’ll be searching for you.” 
 
    Mr. Black chuckled. “I hope they find. We have fun.” 
 
    Ivan shook his head. “Don’t get killed. I need you guys.” 
 
    “We be fine, boss. Talk to you soon.” The call ended. 
 
    “What about the other guys in Cheyenne?” Ben asked. “You don’t think that was all of them, do you?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter at this point. They don’t know where we are, or they wouldn’t be sitting there. I think Charles will call them back, if they don’t just flee on their own.” 
 
    Ben laughed. “They’ll probably go to Manhattan. Our friends can take them out there.” 
 
    “Not out of the range of possibility,” Ivan said. “How close are we?” 
 
    “Two miles,” Ben said. “It’s already dark, look.” 
 
    “It’s because we’re so far north,” Ivan said. “We’re lucky, actually. In early summer, it’s light until ten.” 
 
    “Heard that. Must be weird. I heard that it’s light all night if you go north further.” 
 
    Ivan nodded. “Yep. That’s it, there. See it?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s it. Shall I send a text that we’re here?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Ivan said. “Sam will be on the driveway in a minute.” 
 
    Ben sent the text and got a reply a second later. “They’re opening the gate.” 
 
    “Perfect, Sam’s Jeep is making the turn right now.” Ivan watched as the rigs in front of him followed, all of them going down the long driveway, disappearing into the parking structure under the facility, Ivan following. 
 
    “Feels too low for these monsters,” Ben said. 
 
    “It would be with the guns up,” Ivan said as he followed the caravan down, glancing in his rear-view mirrors to see other rigs behind him. “Wish these rigs didn’t all look the same.” 
 
    “Last of them are inside,” Ben said, looking in the mirror. “The gate is coming down again.” 
 
    “Good,” Ivan said, taking the curve, out of sight of the entrance now as they continued to descend, the driveway dumping them onto a huge, cavernous area with loading docks, RVs sitting here and there, and General Hogan’s Humvee in the closest parking spot to the docks. 
 
    “This is perfect,” Ben said. 
 
    “If the enemy knew where it is, it’d be a deathtrap,” Ivan said. “We’ll need to keep that in mind.” 
 
    The battle wagons jockeyed around, parking with their fronts towards the exit, just like the other team’s coaches. The metal door for the first loading dock rolled up, Yuri walking out as Ivan’s team left their rigs. 
 
    “This is something,” Tex quipped as he walked towards the loading dock with Karen. 
 
    “Yuri!” shouted Jules as he walked towards her with Shelly. The others greeted him as well, Sam giving him a hug. He introduced the team. 
 
    “Where’s George and the others?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Middle floor, in the intel room,” Yuri said. “Come, check out the facilities. You can bring your stuff in after I show you around.” 
 
    “My mom and dad are upstairs?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “Frank and Jane,” Yuri said as he stood by the door of the lift, motioning people to get on. “Yes, they’re in the intel room with the others. I know they’re anxious to see you.” 
 
    The lift groaned as it took the team up, opening onto the long hallway. Yuri led them out to the mall walkway. The voices of the other half of the team floated towards them, along with the smell of food cooking. 
 
    “Damn, didn’t realize how hungry I was until I smelled that,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Me too, honey,” Dana said. 
 
    Frank and Jane came out of the intel room, Robbie seeing them and running over, Morgan behind him. He hugged both of them, Jane crying with a joyous look on her face, Frank beaming. Lucy rushed over, barking and jumping up and down. 
 
    “You still have Lucy?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “She saved us more than once,” Frank said. “This must be Morgan.”  
 
    “Yes, sorry,” Robbie said, introducing her. 
 
    “So nice to meet you finally,” Morgan said. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” Jane said, Morgan flashing her an embarrassed smile. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Come on in, and we’ll introduce you to the others,” Frank said. 
 
    General Hogan and Derrick came into the room. “Food’s almost ready, folks. So glad you all made it safely.” 
 
    “Great to finally meet you in person, General,” Ivan said, shaking his hand. “So sorry to hear about your friend, Governor Nelson.” 
 
    “That one was almost as tough as losing General Walker.” 
 
    “They find out which faction did it?” Tex asked. 
 
    “No,” General Hogan said, “but I suspect it’s the people who are after us. The local folks who were after him no longer have a team together. Most of that group fled Texas shortly after they re-entered the union. The idea that they’d attempt a hit appears to be over-blown.” 
 
    “Anything on Maggie?” Ivan asked. “That one could be important for our situation.” 
 
    “She survived the first round of surgery, but she’s not out of the woods yet. Scotland Yard is taking this very seriously. They’ve turned the hospital into an armed camp, with military guards all over the place.” 
 
    “As well they should,” Ivan said. “These people are even more dangerous to the UK than they are to the United States.” 
 
    “I’ll second that,” George said. “All of Europe is a disaster at this point. At least the people are finally voting out the globalists, but like here in the states, they’ll be hard pressed to get them out of un-elected positions.” 
 
    “Anything else about that team in Cheyenne that was after us?” Dick asked. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “My associates killed four of them this afternoon.” 
 
    “Really?” Dick asked. “How’d they manage that?” 
 
    Yuri walked over. “The food is ready. Let’s move to the cafeteria. I’m sure you’re all hungry.” 
 
    “Great,” Ivan said. “I’ll fill you in on the events in Cheyenne over dinner, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Dick said. 
 
    The group disappeared down the main corridor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Charles was pacing in his office, glancing out the window at Manhattan, wishing he was anywhere but there. His phone buzzed. He rushed to his desk, hitting the button before he sat down. 
 
    “Sir, Mr. Lane is on the line.” 
 
    “Dammit. Wasn’t who I was hoping for. Put him on.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” his secretary said. 
 
    “We got problems,” Lane said. 
 
    Charles rested his head in his hands for a moment. 
 
    “You there?” 
 
    “Yes, sorry. It’s been a tough day. Go ahead. I’m listening.” 
 
    “We made those two Bulgarian thugs at a bar across the street from our hotel.” 
 
    “They turned the tables on you, didn’t they?” 
 
    The line was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Well?” Charles prodded. 
 
    “We sent the girls over there, to make nice with them.” 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me the operational details,” Charles said. “Just give me the gist. I’m busy.” 
 
    “Sorry. Bottom line is that the thugs killed both of our women, and when the two men went to check on them, they got killed too.” 
 
    “They took out four of your operatives? I’m paying you guys way too much.” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t paying us anymore. We’re outta here. Have a nice life. Solve your own damn problems.” 
 
    “Wait,” Charles said. “Sorry, like I said, it’s been a rough day.” 
 
    “Look, Charles, there’s no reason for us to stay here. Those guys stick out like a sore thumb wherever they go, and the local PD is all over it. They’ve left town by now.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    Mr. Lane chuckled. “Because there’s no dead cops.” 
 
    “All right,” Charles said, getting up to pace again. “Come back here.” 
 
    “To Manhattan?” 
 
    “Yes. We need to plan our reaction to this development, and to the Heathrow incident. Jean and I have already been working on it, but some additional eyes on the plan wouldn’t hurt. We could also use the additional muscle.” 
 
    Mr. Lane sighed. “Okay, we’ll be there. Our vehicles are here, so we’ll have to drive it. I’m not leaving them behind.” 
 
    “No problem,” Charles said. “Don’t get killed on the way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “They might beat us there,” Ed said, sitting in the passenger side of the Jeep, Tyler driving. 
 
    “Call them,” Sid said from the back seat. 
 
    “Yeah,” Clem said, sitting next to him. 
 
    Ed nodded, pulling his phone out. He had a brief conversation, then put his phone away. “No problem, they were late getting started anyway. The Chief decided he didn’t want to risk his guys. Doesn’t think they’re experienced enough, so there are two guys from El Cajon coming with them. They’ll call me when they get to the front gate.” 
 
    “The pleasures of small-town life,” Sid quipped. 
 
    “It is what it is,” Tyler said. “If they’re going to call us, we should take a few minutes to check out the residential area and the school.” 
 
    “That’ll work,” Ed said. “I’m glad they’re sending more experienced men. Don’t want anybody getting killed over this. Don’t really want a bunch of damage to the hotel, either. It’ll be more expensive to fix than the casino, I suspect. 
 
    “We should have them check the casino out,” Sid said. “You guys didn’t spend much time in there, from what you said. Might be some nasty surprises inside.” 
 
    “Well, there’s a bunch of heads someplace,” Tyler said. 
 
    Ed nodded. “Surprised it didn’t smell worse in there.” 
 
    “Time,” Sid said. “They’ve been in there for months.” 
 
    “It’s been hot and dry, too,” Clem said. “They might be partially mummified.” 
 
    “I’d say that’s likely,” Ed said. 
 
    “There’s the gate.” Tyler drove through it, going past the burned fire department and front office.  
 
    “Lots of damage there,” Sid said. 
 
    Ed nodded. “Yeah, but the office is fixable, and the fire station was a pre-fab. It won’t cost that much to fix.” 
 
    They drove through the curving road, behind the hill that hid the casino and hotel, then past that, onto a straight road, houses on either side, set back by a few hundred yards. 
 
    “All our livestock,” Tyler said. “Haven’t seen any alive, no carcasses either.” 
 
    “They probably fed the enemy,” Sid said. 
 
    “There’s the school,” Ed said, pointing. They rode close to it. “Oh, no. There’s the heads.” 
 
    They looked at the row of spikes, most having heads decayed almost to the skulls, some heads lying on the ground around the display. 
 
    “Those pigs,” Tyler said. “Should we get out?” 
 
    “Might be booby-trapped too,” Sid said. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    Tyler kept driving. The community center looked largely intact, a few of the front windows broken. The residential area looked better, but every car they could see on curbs or driveways were burned. 
 
    “It must have been horrible for those stuck here,” Clem said, a grim expression on his face. “Glad most of your tribe got out before it happened.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Ed said. “One-Eye got a lot of grief for sending half the tribe into the wilderness, but it was the right choice.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Tyler said. “We’d all be dead if we’d stayed.” 
 
    “Maybe we could’ve fought them off,” Ed said, “but I doubt it.” 
 
    “There were way too many,” Sid said. “We barely held them off ourselves, even with Garrett’s cavalry.” 
 
    “We have a lot of grim work to do, after this place has been deemed safe,” Ed said. 
 
    Tyler nodded in agreement. “Maybe we shouldn’t come back here.” 
 
    “We have to,” Ed said. “It’s all we have left. We have no choice but to rebuild.” 
 
    “I’ll help any way I can,” Clem said, “and I’ll bet the townspeople of Dodge City will pitch in as well.” 
 
    “We already owe them so much,” Tyler said, turning around at a four-way stop. “We’d better get back towards the gate. The police will be here shortly.” 
 
    “They’ll probably charge us for this visit,” Sid said. 
 
    “Don’t blame them for that,” Ed said. “We have lots of money in the bank. Won’t be much of it left by the time we get everything fixed, but we’ll earn it back.” 
 
    Ed’s phone rang. He answered it, telling the police that they’d meet them in front of the casino, giving them directions to get there, then putting his phone away. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The Jeep raced back to the casino and parked in front as several squad cars and a bomb squad truck rolled up. 
 
    Ed got out first, walking towards the officers. 
 
    “Are you Ed?” asked a big man coming out of the bomb squad truck. 
 
    “Yes,” Ed said, extending his hand. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    The man smiled. “I’m Officer Halsey, from El Cajon. You said there were bodies inside the casino, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ed said. 
 
    “Good, we brought investigators. The Coroner is on the way to.” 
 
    “Perfect, thank you,” Ed said, leading them around the back of the casino, through the swimming pool area to the back doors of the casino and the hotel. “There’s a bunch of headless bodies in there.” 
 
    “We haven’t checked for booby-traps yet, either,” Tyler said. “We see the explosives around the hotel door. Didn’t see anything inside the casino, but we’re not bomb experts.” 
 
    “Understand. We’ll check it out before the other team goes in. Show me the explosives you saw.” 
 
    Ed led them to the hotel door and pointed to the plastic explosives along the window frames. 
 
    “There isn’t electricity on, is there?” Officer Halsey asked. 
 
    “No,” Ed said. “It was dead when we got here, but we pulled down the main switch anyway, just in case. We had a bad occurrence outside of Julian. They rigged booby traps there using the motion sensors for the doors at a grocery store.” 
 
    “Good to know, thanks,” Officer Halsey said, walking closer and looking at the explosives and the wiring. “This isn’t the main charge. Not enough to do much of anything, and the wires are rigged incorrectly. They’ve got the place set to blow someplace else, I suspect. We might be here a while, and I want everybody but the bomb squad away from these buildings.” 
 
    “No problem,” Ed said. “We’ll go out to the office in the front of the property.” 
 
    “We might have to break some windows.” 
 
    “Do what you have to do, Officer, and be careful,” Ed said. “We don’t want you or your team getting hurt.” 
 
    “Appreciate that,” Officer Halsey said. “Men, let’s break into two teams. Oswald and Grunion, start poking around the casino. The rest of you come with me. Let’s find the other doors and check them out.” 
 
    Ed and the others left the area, the police officers not on the bomb squad following them. They got into their vehicles and drove to the office parking lot. 
 
    “This is gonna be a long day, gents,” Sid said. 
 
    “Mind if we take a look inside the office?” one of the officers asked. “I’m Officer O’Rourke.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Ed said. “There were only Islamists here originally, but UN thugs showed up eventually. Might find something helpful in there, I suppose.” 
 
    “Anything else you want to check out while we’re waiting?” Clem asked. 
 
    “The power sub-station,” Tyler said. 
 
    “We can’t touch it,” Ed said. “Not while the men are at the casino complex.” 
 
    Tyler nodded. “I know, but we’re gonna have to replace it. Might as well see how badly damaged it is.” 
 
    “Yeah, can’t hurt,” Clem said. 
 
    “Hey, men, we’re going to drive over to the power sub-station to see how badly it’s damaged,” Ed said. “We’ll be down that road over there.” He pointed to a road heading right from the main gate. 
 
    “You can’t turn on the power from there, can you?” asked Officer O’Rourke. 
 
    “No, the main breaker at the casino complex is turned off,” Ed said. 
 
    “Okay, see you soon,” the officer said. 
 
    Ed glanced at the others. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They piled into the Jeep, driving up the dusty road, over a small hill, and down into a valley. 
 
    “There it is,” Ed said, pointing to a small cinder-block building next to a power pole, large capacity wires going into it. “It looks okay from the outside.” 
 
    “The enemy might have cut the wires just about anywhere,” Sid said. “Might be a mile or two away.” 
 
    “I’d say that’s likely,” Tyler said as he parked on the side of the road. 
 
    They walked up to the building. 
 
    “Watch it, the door is hanging open,” Sid said as they walked up. 
 
    “See it,” Ed said. “Might be booby-trapped as well.” He got to the door and peered inside. “Hold it. What’s that?” He pointed to a black plastic box with three led lights on it. Green, yellow, and red. The green light was flashing. Sid and Clem looked inside. 
 
    “That’s a radio trigger,” Sid said. 
 
    “Get back!” Clem shouted, rushing away as the yellow light started to flash. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Ed said, turning to run, Tyler and Sid taking off too. Then there was a massive explosion, the cinder block building blowing apart in all directions, a big chunk of brick hitting Tyler in the back, the others blown to the ground as debris fell around them. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Sid said, looking at the ridge that hid the casino complex, smoke and debris flying into the air. 
 
    “Shit, the office went up too!” Clem said. “Crap, Tyler’s hit!” 
 
    “I know,” Ed said, rushing over to him. “Oh no.” 
 
    “He’s gone?” Sid asked. 
 
    Ed turned his teary eyes towards him, nodding yes. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    { 17 } 
 
    Central Park 
 
    Everybody was in the cafeteria, sitting at round tables in the dining room, finishing off their meal. 
 
    “That was excellent meatloaf,” Jane said. 
 
    Robbie nodded. “I’m anxious to get my laptop set up in that intel room. Lots of catching up to do since we’ve been traveling.” 
 
    “The war’s over, though, right?” Morgan asked. “It’ll be harder to see anything now.” 
 
    “The apps have run their course,” Frank said. “We’re not even seeing straggler hits anymore. Mainly dead hits and lots of people in detention camps.” 
 
    “Wonder what we’ll do with them?” Jane asked. 
 
    “So far I don’t have a good feel for what the government will be like,” Frank said. “We have a Republican acting President and a mix everywhere else. Don’t even know which parties control the House and Senate at this point.” 
 
    “They’ll probably hold special elections,” Jane said. 
 
    “Hope so,” Morgan said. “The stories about the California government scare me. How are we gonna deal with that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Frank said, “but it’s keeping me up at night.” 
 
    There were murmurs coming from the table that Ivan and General Hogan were at. 
 
    “Oh, crap, something bad happened,” Robbie said. “Look at Jules. He’s crying. C’mon.” Robbie got up, Morgan joining him, and they rushed over. 
 
    “Oh no, what happened?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Shelly looked up at her, tears on her cheeks. “We lost Tyler.” 
 
    Robbie broke down, looking at Sam, who was crying while trying to comfort Erica. 
 
    “What happened?” Morgan asked, arms around Robbie as the rest of the team rushed over. 
 
    “Booby trap at the Indian reservation,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “They didn’t call you directly,” George asked. 
 
    “No, Seth and Garrett put a message in the drop box,” General Hogan said. “I got an alert. Ed, Sid, and Clem were all injured, but not badly.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Sam said. “Those bastards always do this. What were they thinking, going in there?” 
 
    “I sent questions about that back to the drop box,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “We can’t call them?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “No, the enemy may be watching who they call,” Ivan said. “We can’t risk it.” 
 
    General Hogan’s phone buzzed. “Message coming in.” He read it, then turned to the group. 
 
    “The El Cajon bomb squad and about six officers from the Dulzura force were there. We don’t think any of them survived.” 
 
    “My God,” Tex said. 
 
    “The enemy knew exactly what they were doing,” General Hogan said, still reading the message. “They rigged motion detectors around the casino, which counted the number and frequency of the hits. They wanted a lot of people to be there before the bombs went off, and they set up bombs with radio triggers in all the other buildings still standing. Everything went off at once.” 
 
    “How do they know this so fast?” Ted asked. 
 
    “The leader of the bomb squad was recording what he saw on his radio as he was working. He saw what they had set up and described it. They were trying to get away when the trigger got to enough hits. Weren’t far enough. The hotel and casino buildings came down, and they got buried in the rubble.” 
 
    “This makes me really angry,” Tex said, “and there’s nobody to hit. The folks that did this are either dead or gone. Probably dead.” 
 
    “I’d say there’s a better than even chance that our team killed them,” Sparky said, his voice solemn. 
 
    “What else is going on?” Allison asked. “Are we going to meet on this soon? I feel like we’re out of control.” 
 
    “Yes, we should meet after we let our food settle a little bit,” Ivan said. “In the intel room.” 
 
    “I agree,” General Hogan said. “I know this is tough, everybody. There’s likely to be more deaths before this is over. We need to keep our eyes on the prize and stay strong.” 
 
    “What’s the prize?” Erica asked, tears streaming down her face. “Killing more people?” 
 
    “That’s the sad truth,” Shelly said. 
 
    “We should hold off the meeting,” George said. “Too many people are mourning. I didn’t know Tyler, but I know how I’d feel if Jeb or Kurt or Charlie got killed.” 
 
    “Okay, we have time,” Ivan said. “Let’s meet in the morning. I’ve got some more research to do anyway. It’ll help us have a better meeting.” 
 
    General Hogan sat silently for a moment. “Anybody object to putting it off?” 
 
    Nobody spoke up. 
 
    “Guess that’s a no,” General Hogan said. “We’ll hold the meeting tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Robbie and Morgan walked back towards their table, Frank and Jane following them. 
 
    “Was Tyler a friend of yours?” Jane asked. 
 
    “He was. Second in command of the tribe we’re allied with. I wasn’t as close to him as Sam and Erica, though. They were very close. Erica especially, since she’s from the tribe.” 
 
    “Sam looked more upset than she was,” Jane said softly. “He looks like he carries the weight of the world on his shoulders.” 
 
    “He lost his wife early on,” Robbie said. “Lost a lot of friends, too. The enemy rolled into his RV park while he was on a mission. Killed everybody there. It was awful, from what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Before your time?” Frank asked. 
 
    “I was with Jules’s team. We had operations up north. San Francisco and Sacramento, mainly. Came down here after enough citizens stood up and took over.” 
 
    “Maybe we can stretch our legs a bit, and check out your battle wagon,” Frank said. 
 
    “Sure, we can do that now if you’d like. I need to grab my laptop and some other stuff anyway.” 
 
    “Me too,” Morgan said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The four of them took off, Robbie letting Jules know on the way out the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    General Hogan, Ivan, George and Heidi, Malcolm, and Ted and Haley walked out into the main drag of the mall, empty storefronts here and there, some of them turned into sleeping quarters. 
 
    “I’m glad that meeting got called off,” General Hogan said. “There’s so many moving parts at the moment. I’d rather have the team on their PCs checking things out tonight.” 
 
    “We’ve got a huge unknown to deal with,” Ivan said. 
 
    “What’s that?” George asked. 
 
    Ivan turned towards him. “It’s so strange not to be afraid of you.” 
 
    George chuckled. “I know what you’ve done for my state. You have my deepest respect, Ivan.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied. “The unknown is Margaret Hines.” 
 
    “The Maggie you were referring to earlier?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ivan said. “She’s got enough info to sink her team, and they know it. Scotland Yard is guarding her at a hospital in London. She’s been through one surgery, and is scheduled for a second one in the next several hours.” 
 
    “How are her chances?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “Only about 50-50, from what my sources have said,” Ivan said. 
 
    General Hogan nodded in agreement. “Heard the same. It’s not the most dangerous thing she’s facing.” 
 
    “I was reading about the attack before dinner,” Ted said. “The Islamists found out what flight she was coming in on, and damn near killed her.” 
 
    “How’d she survive?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “Her personal security team dived on her and returned fire,” Ivan said. “The two leads were killed at the scene. She’d be dead if not for them and Scotland Yard, who was also there.” 
 
    “Was Scotland Yard there specifically for her?” Ted asked. “The reports I read said the agent was there doing his normal airport security job.” 
 
    “He wasn’t the only member of Scotland Yard there,” Ivan said, “so reading between the lines, I think they knew about the flight and planned to nab her.” 
 
    “Why do the UK authorities want her?” Haley asked. 
 
    “This is only a rumor,” Ivan said. “They know of her involvement with the globalist team that started the war and kept it funded. Her firm’s books don’t look right, and her board wants to eject her from the company so it doesn’t come down with her. That’s why she made the trip.” 
 
    “That was incredibly stupid on her part,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “There’s another possibility,” Ivan said. “She might not have had any intention to meet with her board. She might have wanted to retreat to one of her well-guarded estates and ride out the coming storm.” 
 
    “Coming storm?” Heidi asked. 
 
    Malcolm chuckled. “Yeah, us.” 
 
    Ivan nodded. 
 
    General Hogan grinned. “Yep. My money is on that. If she’d have gone to her firm’s headquarters, she’d have been arrested there. Quite publicly, I’d imagine.” 
 
    Ivan was listening, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” George asked. 
 
    “We have a recent development,” Ivan said. “There’s a connection between Maggie and Charles Livingston.” 
 
    “Other than both of them being high up in the globalist community, what are you saying?” 
 
    “They’re lovers,” Ivan said. “She might have been going over there to prepare a place for both her and Charles to ride this out.” 
 
    “They’re not untouchable in the UK,” Ted said. “Don’t care where they try to hide out.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Malcolm said. “She’s upper crust. Probably connected to the Royal Family in ways not commonly known. Her firm is old enough to have been in existence when royalty actually ran the country, and she’s in the direct line from the founder.” 
 
    “How’d you know that?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “It’s common knowledge,” Malcolm said. “I found it on the usual web resources.” 
 
    “Let’s get to the bottom line,” Ivan said. “Regardless of what Maggie’s plans were, she’s in custody right now, and we know that at least one, possibly two entities would like to see her dead.” 
 
    “Islamists would be one, right?” Haley asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Ivan said, “and I was thinking that Charles or other members of the globalist elite might be after her as well.” 
 
    “You just said Charles and Maggie were lovers,” Haley said. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “That’s what’s bothering me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” George said. “Could be that the UK government wants her dead too, actually.” 
 
    “Scotland Yard?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “No, they’re probably straight arrow,” Malcolm said. “I’ll bet she’s been helped by certain members of the House of Lords, though. They might have a lot to lose if she talks.” 
 
    “Damn, sucks to be her,” Haley quipped. 
 
    Malcolm nodded. “I sure as hell wouldn’t want to trade places with her.” 
 
    “What can we do right now?” George asked. 
 
    General Hogan sighed. “Wait and watch. If she gets taken down, that’ll put us in the situation we started with. If she lives and they can get her to talk, it might lead to the exposure of the globalist’s team and their operations. They’ll be hunted anyplace they go. We’ll not be on their radar anymore. They’ll be trying to survive.” 
 
    “People with as much money and power as these folks have are capable of multi-tasking,” Malcolm said. “They might disappear someplace that nobody can get to them, but still have commando teams working.” 
 
    “What if their assets get frozen so they can’t pay the commando teams?” Ted asked. “Seen that happen before. I’ve even seen commando teams try to collect their fees. Sometimes they kill those who’ve made promises they can’t keep.” 
 
    George shot Malcolm a glance. A grin formed on Malcolm’s face. 
 
    “Okay, I’ve seen that look before,” Ted said, eyeing George. “What’s on your devious mind, soldier?” 
 
      
 
    “How do we know she was even injured?” 
 
    Malcolm cracked up. “They know we’re gonna kill them if they don’t disappear. Wouldn’t be surprised if one or more of these folks fake their own death to escape.” 
 
    “These people have a lot of power,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “From a money standpoint, you’re right, of course,” George said. “They’ve bungled several attempts to take us out, losing their own people in the process, and frankly, why didn’t they take us out during the war, when we were running all over the place?” 
 
    “They tried, if you’ll remember,” General Hogan said. 
 
    “Well, we fought a war against them, that’s true,” Malcolm said, “but they never tried to assassinate us, and if they’re really as dangerous as we’re making them out to be now, they would have.” 
 
    “So you’re thinking we should just relax?” Ted asked. “C’mon.” 
 
    “No, not in the least,” Malcolm said. “I think we ought to be going after them hammer and tongs. We might have to draw them out, though. That might work even if they’re dead.” 
 
    “We need an alternate hide out,” George said, “so we can leak its location.” 
 
    General Hogan smiled. “You guys are getting me to think outside the box. We need to keep track of each and every team member. Charles Livingston is obviously the big power in the group. We need to keep that in mind, and now I get why Ivan was interested in the possibility that Charles and Maggie are lovers.” 
 
    “You’ve got to put yourself into their heads,” Malcolm said. “If I were Charles, here’s what I’d do. Eliminate everybody that knows about the operation, and then make myself dead as well, provided I wouldn’t be successful in taking out my pursuers.” 
 
    “And he won’t be successful at that,” George said. “We’ll smear these cretins. This kind of operation is right up my alley.” 
 
    “Don’t get overconfident,” Ted said. “No funny stuff like we’ve heard about. I’ll not stand by while our team gets killed off in operations that carry too much risk.” 
 
    “Not gonna happen,” George said. “Yeah, we’ve had high body counts on our operations, but we never lose team members… well, except for my dog. We don’t kill innocent bystanders either.” 
 
    “I heard what happened at Sailor Boy’s house in Anza,” Ted said. “You killed everybody there.” 
 
    Malcolm laughed. “Yes, we killed everybody at that house, and I’d do it again given the same circumstances.” 
 
    Heidi shot George a glance, and he shrugged. “He’s right, honey. Every single person killed in that house was either a serial killer or a person working in a white slavery operation. You participate in those kinds of activities at your own risk.” 
 
    “What about Walt?” Heidi asked. “He wasn’t part of the white slavery operation, was he?” 
 
    “I didn’t plan on killing him,” George said. 
 
    Malcolm nodded. “This is true, I didn’t tell George I was going to kill him, and frankly, if circumstances were different, I wouldn’t have. He was pushing me out the door to Jason Beckler when I shot him. That being said, he did try to kill me, and damn near succeeded. I don’t forgive that easily.” 
 
    “Well, he was actually going after me, not you,” George said, “but you caught the brunt.” 
 
    “Okay, so you haven’t been responsible for getting team members killed,” Ted said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I was, once,” George said. “The last battle with Saladin. That’s what gave me PTSD. Too many of our guys bought it in that one.” 
 
    “Wait just a minute, George,” Ted said. “You were not at fault for what happened there. Not one bit. You bringing all of this up has been helpful to me, though, and I’m glad you did it.” 
 
    “Why?” General Hogan asked. “I don’t like the way this conversation is going.” 
 
    “We can’t let these folks live,” Ted said. “They’re responsible for the deaths of millions of people. They’re not making it out of this alive, period. I was looking at this too much as a self-preservation operation. I was even feeling a little sorry for myself and the team, since none of us has much choice. That’s wrong headed, and it’ll get us killed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Malcolm said. “We’re going to be a terror to these creeps, and we need to be in that mindset.” 
 
    Ivan stood. “We’re going to have a powerful partnership. Here’s my next step. I’ve got some operations folks in London. They’re going to get a very difficult job. I’m sending them in to see if Maggie is really in that hospital. Please excuse me.” He walked away, his phone going to his ear. 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” Malcolm said. “Let’s go get our laptops and start searching. We have a list of names, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ted said. “None of them mean much to me yet, except Livingston, Lance Evans, Maggie, Justice Carleton, UN Secretary General Mateo,  and that crazy Frenchman Jean.” 
 
    “If we take the principles out first, the others will disappear,” General Hogan said. “I suggest we take out the second-stringers first. They think they’re unknown. They’ll probably be easy to hit.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lance Evans was walking from the elevator to the lobby of his hotel. “Stupid bitch,” he muttered to himself as he walked out onto the street, getting into his limo. He glanced at both sides of the hotel doors, his men there as he ordered, keeping watch. 
 
    “Where to, boss?” the chauffeur asked. There was a goon named Maxie sitting in the passenger seat next to him, glancing back, smiling at Lance, but turning back towards the windshield quickly. 
 
    “Tavern on the Green,” Lance said. “Park in the lot off 65th.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes open and your guns ready. Maxie, you got the M4?” 
 
    “Yes sir, loaded and ready,” Maxie said. “Who are we expecting?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I don’t trust the person I’m meeting there. He doesn’t want me in his office anymore all of a sudden, even though we’re partners.” 
 
    “Can you tell us who?” Maxie asked. 
 
    “Charles Livingston.” 
 
    “He’s gonna eat dinner at Tavern on the Green? Since when?” 
 
    “And now you know why you’re coming along with the hardware,” Lance said. “I’m wearing a vest too, but that’s not gonna stop a head shot, so stay sharp. I’ve got a couple men placed at the scene already, but we might not get all the way there.” 
 
    The limo crawled into the heavy traffic, making its way south on Broadway.  
 
    “Traffic isn’t so bad,” the driver said. “Seen it a lot worse. We’re almost to 65th Street already.” 
 
    “Hold the play by play unless you see somebody I need to worry about,” Lance said. 
 
    The limo made the turn onto 65th, which was moving slower than Broadway. After nearly ten minutes they crossed Central Park West, taking the Transverse road, slipping into the secluded VIP parking lot. 
 
    “Here we are,” the driver said. 
 
    “I got eyes,” Lance said. “See anything, Maxie?” 
 
    “Hardly anybody around. I’ll walk you in there.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you’ll stay with me the whole time. Got the topcoat on?” 
 
    “You want I should bring the M4 into the joint?” 
 
    “No, I want you to model the coat for the other patrons.” 
 
    The driver laughed, but the evil stare from Maxie shut him up. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get this over with,” Lance said. He pulled the Glock out of his waistband, checking the magazine, then opening the door of the limo, getting out, his eyes darting around. Where’s Abe? 
 
    There were two clicks, Maxie doubling over, his head and neck hit, blood spurting everywhere as Lance pulled his piece. The limo’s engine started behind him, the driver racing out of the parking lot, back onto Central Park West. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” Lance shouted. 
 
    “You really should get better help, mate,” said a man with an English accent, coming out of the bushes, his hand clutching a silenced pistol. “Your goons are taking a dirt nap.” 
 
    Lance fired and missed, the hit man returning fire, hitting Lance in the chest, knocking him down in an instant. The hit man laughed. 
 
    “You ain’t a good shot either, you bloody wanker. Let’s see what a bullet does where there’s no vest.” He fired, hitting Lance in the right arm, his pistol dropping to the ground as he screamed in pain. 
 
    “Not so loud. We don’t need any innocent bystanders killed, you know.” He walked slowly towards Lance, staring down at him with a wicked grin. “Say your prayers, you creep. Charles says hi.” Suddenly there was a flash of steel coming from behind the hitman, making a bloody line on his neck, cutting deep, blood spurting everywhere, the man not even able to get out a scream as he fell. 
 
    “Torrey?” Lance gasped, watching him rush over. 
 
    “Zippy, get over here,” he yelled. A large, slow looking man rushed over.  
 
    “Stan’s in the van, Torrey. Should we carry him there?” 
 
    “Always with the stupid questions,” Torrey said. “I’ll give you a hand.” The two men picked up Lance and rushed him to a waiting van, which took off onto the street before the side door was closed. 
 
      
 
      *** 
 
      
 
    Ivan rushed into the intel room. Malcolm had just gotten his laptop set up, George and Heidi next to him with theirs, Ben on the next row, Frank and Jane next to her, Jasmine not far away with Jerry by her side. 
 
    “You were right, Malcolm,” Ivan said, out of breath. “Maggie isn’t in the hospital. There’s some other woman there. My contact says she looks similar, but it’s definitely not her.” 
 
    Malcolm cracked up. “These folks are too predictable.” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” George quipped, both men laughing, Heidi shaking her head. 
 
    “Hey, something happened to one of the principles in Central Park,” Jasmine said, eyes glued to her screen. “Lance Evans.” 
 
    “Is he dead?” Ivan asked, rushing over to her side. 
 
    “No, there was a shootout between Lance and some other guy. The eyewitness said Lance was hit and fell to the ground. The hit man was walking over to finish him off when somebody else jumped on his back and slit his gullet with a straight razor.” 
 
    Jerry laughed. “Slit his gullet?” 
 
    Jasmine flashed a smile at him. “Okay, I guess that was a little colorful.” 
 
    “They escape?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Lance got loaded into some van and driven away,” Jasmine said. “Hey, somebody already put part of this on YouTube. Holy shit.” 
 
    “Play it,” Malcolm said, rushing over with George. The others gathered around as Jasmine clicked the play button. 
 
    “Well, Lance is already down,” Ivan said. “He’s got a vest on or something.” 
 
    “Ouch,” George said. “He just got shot in the arm, see that?” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t watch this,” Jane said, turning her head away as the hit man approached, gun pointed at Lance’s head. Then somebody jumped on the hitman’s back, a blade flashing, blood flying everywhere.  
 
    “Oh, wow,” Jerry said. “This won’t last long on YouTube.” 
 
    “It’s already down,” Ben said from his machine. Suddenly the video stopped playing on Jasmine’s machine, frozen on the face of the man with the straight razor. 
 
    Malcolm squinted at the screen, his brow furrowed. “I think I might know who that is. Hey Frank, you still have access to the FBI’s facial recognition system?” 
 
    “I should,” Frank said. 
 
    Malcolm pulled his cellphone out and snapped a picture of Jasmine’s screen. “I’m texting you a picture. It’d be good to know who it is.” 
 
    “You know, don’t you?” George asked softly. 
 
    Malcolm glanced at him and smiled, then looked towards the others. “Well, folks, let the hunt begin.” 
 
      
 
    To be continued in Bug Out! California Book 13, 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. 
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