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    To be prepared for war is one of the most effectual means of preserving peace. 
 
      
 
    ―George Washington 
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    Previously, in Bug Out! California Book 5 
 
    After the disastrous battle in Julian, Seth, Kaitlyn, Angel, and Megan fled, getting motel rooms in Jamul. By morning, the enemy had found them and attempted an ambush, which was unsuccessful. Seth and the others escaped into the hills. 
 
    Garrett’s group merged with Ji-Ho’s group and Sam’s group to form the new Dulzura Group. Garrett helped the other two groups set up at the old Williams ranch a few miles from his headquarters. 
 
    Jules’s team headed north, stopping at a protected location in Paso Robles. He concentrated on building his team, rating the individual members and setting up a leadership structure. 
 
    Robbie found out that his father Frank Johnson was the most important person in the resistance, due to his understanding of the RFID system the enemy was using. Frank developed that system for manufacturing and wrote a white paper on it before he retired. Robbie told Jules, who got worried and met with Ivan. The leadership argued over what to do. Protecting Robbie’s father was viewed as more important than Robbie’s life, so there was discussion about neutralizing Robbie, which Ted, Tex, and Sparky shut down. Ivan agreed to make no moves against Robbie, but said if he was captured, Jules’s team would have to either rescue him or kill him. The team agreed to that. 
 
    The Dulzura group was attacked at the Williams place by a massive enemy force. Garrett’s men came to help, and they defeated the enemy. After the battle, Ivan agreed to send more Battle Wagons to Ji-Ho.  
 
    Tyler and his warriors were worried about the rest of their tribe, who were hiding in the wilderness south of Barrett Lake. Sam and Sid agreed to travel to their secret base with them to check. It was a long, treacherous journey over rugged terrain. 
 
    On the trip north from Paso Robles, Jordan’s coach ran into a roadblock manned by the UN, who recognized them as resistance fighters and attacked. Jordan’s coach tried to get away, but it was damaged in the battle, and Jordan’s team was killed. The incident pointed out weaknesses in the Battle Wagon design. The surviving members of Jules’s team found out where the UN base was, and mounted an attack with local law enforcement officers and many local citizens, defeating the enemy. They continued north and arrived at a winery in Los Gatos, where their battle wagons were retrofitted to fix the weaknesses discovered after the roadblock disaster.  
 
      
 
    Sam’s team got to the tribe’s base, but they weren’t there. Tyler told them of an alternate location, near a ghost town. They went there and found the tribe. Sam met Ed, the tribal chief, and Erica, a widow and a brilliant warrior. Enemy fighters found them there several hours after Sam and Sid arrived, and a small battle ensued. The women and children of the tribe left the area on foot as Sam, Sid, Tyler, and the other warriors held off the enemy and defeated them. The tribe decided to walk to the Williams place. Sid and a few others left for home in the Jeeps to get help. Sam stayed behind to walk with the tribe and guard their rear. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {1} 
 
    Laundromat 
 
   T he three Jeeps rolled down the road into the Williams estate, Sid’s in the lead. The veranda of the big house was full of people, sitting around chatting. Yvonne saw the Jeeps and ran to meet Sid, embracing him the second he got out. 
 
    “You’re a sight for sore eyes, sweetheart,” Sid said as they hugged. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re back,” she said. “I was so worried.” 
 
    “Good, Ji-Ho and Garrett are both on the veranda. I need to have a quick chat. C’mon.” 
 
    “Where’s Sam?” Yvonne asked as they walked towards the house. 
 
    Sid chuckled. “Walking back with Erica.” 
 
    “Who’s Erica again?” 
 
    “Widow,” Sid said. “Beautiful gal. She’s also the person who trained Kaitlyn to fight.” 
 
    “Sounds like a match made in heaven.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” They climbed the steps. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Sid said. He sat on a chair, Yvonne sitting next to him. 
 
    “Where Sam?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “Walking back with the tribe,” Sid said. “We got attacked by Islamists while we were at their hideout.” 
 
    “Crap,” Garrett said. “Lose anybody?” 
 
    “No, we beat them like a red-headed stepchild,” Sid said. 
 
    Yvonne elbowed him, and he snickered. 
 
    “Ed with them?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Yes, he’s the leader,” Sid said. 
 
    Ji-Ho frowned. “I thought that Tyler.” 
 
    “No, I’m the war chief,” Tyler said, walking over with James and Ryan. They pulled up chairs. 
 
    “I invited the tribe to come here,” Sid said. “Hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “Good, I was hoping you did that,” Garrett said. “They’re good people. We could use them on our side, and they’ll be safer with us.” 
 
    “We hope,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    Clem walked over with John and Sarah. They pulled up chairs close by to join the conversation. 
 
    “Where’s Sam?” John asked. 
 
    “Coming here on foot, with the rest of the tribe,” Tyler said. 
 
    “How many people we talking?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “Couple hundred or so,” James said. “About half are good warriors. The rest are young and old.” 
 
    “Some of the old are smart as a whip,” Garrett said. “More brain power is valuable.” 
 
    “That true,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “Why are they leaving their hideout?” Clem asked. 
 
    “We were attacked by Islamists,” Sid said. 
 
    “Oh. Figures.” 
 
    “How soon will they get here?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “It’ll probably take them a couple days at least,” Sid said. 
 
    Tyler shook his head. “I’d say three or four.” 
 
    “Yeah,” James said. “Unless we can pick them up. It’s possible once they get past those big rocks.” 
 
    There was a loud horn blast from the gate. Ji-Ho stood up, grinning ear to ear. “Battle Wagons arrive.” He walked down the steps and headed to the gate. 
 
    “He’s like a kid in a candy store,” Sarah said, shaking her head.  
 
    Yvonne laughed. “Seriously, but I’m glad we got them.” 
 
    “Yep,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Where was the tribe, anyway?” Clem asked. “We got worried when you were gone overnight.” 
 
    “They were at a ghost town next to a mine,” Sid said. “Nice place.” 
 
    “I’ve been there, years ago,” Garrett said. “We modeled parts of Dodge City after that place. I’d love to go back someday.” 
 
    “The Islamists burned it after we left,” James said, face grim. 
 
    “No, really?” Garrett asked. “Those bastards.” 
 
    “Were they following you guys?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “They’d be on foot if they try it,” Sid said, “and the tribe is heavily armed.” 
 
    “Yeah, the Islamists might not want to mess with those folks,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Erica, for example,” Sid said. “She fights like Kaitlyn. Found out she trained her after we finished the battle. She did a drop, roll, and shoot maneuver that was beautiful.” 
 
    James chuckled. “That’s Erica.” 
 
    “They’re lining up,” Garrett said, pointing at the row of coaches forming. “I thought we were only getting six.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” Clem said. “I count twelve.” 
 
    “Hats off to Ivan,” John said. 
 
    “Wonder what’s in that trailer?” Garrett asked. “Behind the green coach.” 
 
    “Probably ammo and equipment,” Sid said. “Might as well go down there and check it out. You guys are okay with the tribe coming here, right?” 
 
    “Hell yes,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Definitely,” John said, Clem nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Thank you for being so kind to my people,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Sid asked. “You guys are like family to us.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” John said. “You saved us more than once.” 
 
    “And you saved us as well,” James said. “We are brothers forever.” 
 
    The group made their way to the row of coaches. Ji-Ho was beaming.  
 
    “Look, they give original request,” he said. “I surprised but very happy. Very very.” 
 
    “Now all we need is a couple of drones,” John said. Sid and Clem snickered. 
 
    “Hey, drone do job well,” Ji-Ho said. “Almost take out Saladin.” 
 
    “I agree,” John said. “We’re just teasing you.” 
 
    “I know,” Ji-Ho said. “Where Kaylee and Trevor?” 
 
    “Probably enjoying each other in the first battle wagon,” John said. 
 
    Sarah turned to him. “John!”  
 
    Yvonne chuckled. “They’re like newlyweds. Good for them.” 
 
    “That good,” Ji-Ho said. “Here come. See?” 
 
    Trevor and Kaylee trotted over. 
 
    “Wow, uncle, how come we got so many?” 
 
    “Ivan surprise,” Ji-Ho said. “Nice. You move to one of these. I move back into my original rig. My stuff there.” 
 
    “Okay,” Trevor said, “but don’t you want one of the new ones? They’re safer and have more fire power.” 
 
    “No, I want my old one,” he said. “It home. Comfortable for me. You more important. World belong to young.” 
 
    Kaylee shot a worried glance at Trevor. He nodded. 
 
    “Wonder what that was about?” Yvonne whispered to Sid. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sid whispered back. “Maybe Ji-Ho is sick.” 
 
    “I hope not,” she said. “He’s our connection to Ivan.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Ji-Ho climbed into the first coach, with black paint on the sides and front. “Come, let’s check out siege mode.” 
 
    Kaylee and Trevor climbed the steps. 
 
    Seth and Kaitlyn walked over, followed by Angel and Megan. 
 
    “Wow,” Seth said. “Look at these.” 
 
    The motors in the coach whirred as the shields moved into place. Then two turrets raised from the roof, the mini-gun in back and a smaller turret near the front. 
 
    “What’s that again?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “That’s an M19,” Sid said. “Automatic grenade launcher.” 
 
    “Whoa, dude,” Angel said. “That thing looks bad-ass!” 
 
    “Seriously,” John said, looking at it. “Belt fed, see?” 
 
    “Where’s the rest of the tribe?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “They’re coming on foot,” Tyler said. “It’ll be a few days before they get here.” 
 
    “Where’s Sam?” Angel asked. 
 
    James snickered. “He’s walking with Erica.” 
 
    Kaitlyn’s eyes lit up. “Really? That’s great.” 
 
    “Hold your horses,” Sid said. “They aren’t together yet.” 
 
    “Emphasis on yet,” Ryan said. “Those two were made for each other, kinda like two other couples I know.” 
 
    Seth’s face turned red, but he pulled Kaitlyn close. “I hear you’ve been requested to do a job for your chief, Tyler.” 
 
    “Yep, as long as that’s what you two want.” 
 
    “It’s what we want,” Seth said. 
 
    “Yep,” Angel said. “When?” 
 
    “Can we wait until the tribe gets here?” Kaitlyn asked. “I want my mom and Erica to be there.” 
 
    “Of course,” Seth said. 
 
    Ji-Ho came out of the coach, smiling. “What you think?” 
 
    “That thing is awesome,” Angel said. 
 
    “It safer than old model. Armor underneath and in back to protect engine while under way. Grenade launcher make big difference too. Plus better electronics. Little less headroom in front of coach when turret not out, though. Have to watch head.” 
 
    “How are we gonna divvy these up?” Seth asked. 
 
    “We meet,” Ji-Ho said. “When Sam back with other chief. I will give one to Trevor and Kaylee, though, and take back original.” 
 
    “Are these battle-proven yet?” Sid asked. 
 
    “No,” Ji-Ho said. “Team in north getting retrofit to match. They see action soon. I’ll get report.” 
 
    “Good,” Sid said. “There’s always the unexpected.” 
 
    “Yes, true,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Morgan woke next to Robbie. The bedroom of their battle wagon was comfortable. She felt safe and happy, but two things were bothering her. The coming battle was one. The other was more important, provided they survived. Her mind was going over ways to discuss that one with Robbie. She got out of bed and went into the salon, where she could hear the muffled sounds of a saw cutting metal in the big warehouse, forty yards from where they were parked. 
 
    “Hey,” Robbie said, walking out, scratching his bed-head. 
 
    “Wow, you look so debonair,” she said to him as he approached. They embraced and kissed. “Brush your hair.” 
 
    He glanced at himself in the reflection of the microwave door, then chuckled. “Okay, that’s bad.” He went into the bathroom and got out his brush. 
 
    “Want coffee?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Hell yes,” Robbie said. “I’m still waking up. You kept me awake too long last night.” 
 
    She giggled. “You didn’t seem to mind.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” he said, walking out. “Better?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. We could both use showers.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Robbie said, sitting at the dinette. “Glad we have a couple days to relax before we have to fight again.” 
 
    “You and me both,” she said, watching the coffee maker sputter as it finished brewing the first cup. She took it out of the machine and set it in front of Robbie, then put her cup in and changed the pod. 
 
    “Thanks,” Robbie said. “Wonder if we get to check out the main part of the winery?” 
 
    “I’ll bet they want us to stay out of sight,” Morgan said, grabbing her cup. She sat across from him and took a sip. “Mmm, that’s good.” 
 
    “It is. You look like you want to tell me something.” 
 
    “I do,” she said. “I’m a little nervous about it.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Robbie said. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m late,” she said. 
 
    He looked at her blankly. 
 
    “I might be pregnant, silly.” 
 
    “Oh! Really? How sure are you?” 
 
    “We need to get a test kit. I’ve never been pregnant before, so I might be wrong. My schedule stays like clockwork most of the time, though, so this is very unusual.” 
 
    “Maybe nerves are messing with your internal clock,” Robbie said. 
 
    “I doubt it. I’ve been through a lot worse than we’ve seen lately.” 
 
    “True,” Robbie said, looking deep in thought. 
 
    “What do you think about it?” 
 
    He was silent for a moment, Morgan looking more and more nervous. 
 
    “Honey, settle down, okay?” he asked. “I see the wheels turning. Nothing would make me happier than having a baby with you. Really.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But nothing,” Robbie said. “Would you be willing to keep the baby if we find out you are pregnant?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said softly. 
 
    “Good, because that would be my choice too. The only thing I’m worried about is providing for you while we’re at war.” 
 
    “Providing for me?” 
 
    “Keeping you safe and healthy,” Robbie said, “and as stress-free as possible.” 
 
    “Well, it could be a lot worse. At least I know for sure that it’s yours.” 
 
    “Oh, crap, I didn’t think about that. Those cretins weren’t using protection.” 
 
    “Nope. I had a period since you rescued me, though. We’re good.” 
 
    “Thank God for that,” Robbie said. “We should get married.” 
 
    “Do you want that?” 
 
    “Yes. Hell, I already consider us married. Don’t you?” 
 
    “I do,” she said. “It would be nice to make it official, though.” 
 
    “Make an honest woman out of you, huh?” Robbie said. “I can’t believe I’m lucky enough to have you.” 
 
    “I feel the same.” 
 
    Robbie got out of his seat. 
 
    “Need something?” she asked. 
 
    He knelt in front of her, and took her hand. “Morgan, will you be my wife?” 
 
    She teared up immediately. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure. I love you so much. You can tell, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said softly, “and yes, I’ll marry you.” 
 
    He stood, pulling her up into his arms and kissing her tenderly. 
 
    She broke the kiss and snickered. “Wow. Morning mouth and coffee.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he said, coming in for another kiss. 
 
    She kissed him back tenderly. “Oh, what the hell. If we keep this up, we’ll end up back there again.” 
 
    He picked her up. She squealed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, eyes dancing. 
 
    “Taking my woman,” he said, carrying her into the bedroom. They went at each other with passion. 
 
    “Whoa,” she said when they were done, laying on her back next to him. “That was intense.” 
 
    “It was,” Robbie said, pulling her hand to his face, kissing the back of it. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
 
    “Likewise,” she said. “You could’ve had me earlier, you know.” 
 
    “It wasn’t time yet,” Robbie said. 
 
    She looked over at him. “Actually, I think you’re right about that. We probably would’ve developed into a couple, but it would’ve been different.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. “You guys up?” 
 
    “Justin,” Robbie whispered. “Hope they haven’t been there long.” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Morgan said, an embarrassed smile on her face. 
 
    “Be out in a minute,” Robbie shouted. He and Morgan got dressed, and bolted out into the salon, Robbie going to the door. Katie and Justin were standing outside. “Come on in.” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Katie said. “Sorry if you weren’t up yet.” 
 
    “They took our rig in for the retrofit,” Justin said. “They took Gil’s in too, so I suspect they’ll be here in a minute or two.” 
 
    “Here they come,” Robbie said, looking past Justin as he came in. “Come on in, folks.” 
 
    “Good morning,” Gil said, holding hands with Tisha. She smiled as they came up the steps. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Morgan said. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Gil said. 
 
    “Sure,” Katie said. 
 
    “Uh oh, what happened?” Tisha asked, eyeing Morgan. “You look like the cat that swallowed the canary.” 
 
    Morgan and Robbie shot each other a glance. Robbie shrugged. 
 
    “We’re engaged,” Morgan said, face turning red. 
 
    Tisha chuckled. “Knocked you up, did he?” 
 
    “Tisha!” Gil said. 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” Morgan said. “I might be pregnant. Not sure yet.” 
 
    “We would’ve done it anyway,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Yeah, I could see it coming,” Justin said. 
 
    “What about you guys?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Justin snickered. “I knew you’d go there.” 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t want to marry me?” Katie asked. She shot a grin over at Morgan and Tisha, both of whom cracked up. 
 
    “See what you started, man?” Gil asked. 
 
    “Seriously, dude,” Justin said. 
 
    “Answer the question,” Katie said with false outrage. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it in private,” Justin said, a twinkle in his eye. Katie stopped, staring at him. 
 
    “What?” Justin asked. 
 
    “You would, wouldn’t you?” Katie looked him in the eye. 
 
    “Like I said, we’ll talk later.” 
 
    Tisha cracked up. 
 
    Gil laughed. “Hey, what if I asked you?” 
 
    Tisha stopped laughing for a second, looking at him, and then started laughing again. “Honey, you’d have a harder time getting away from me than you would getting me to marry you. Trust me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could see that,” Robbie said. 
 
    “This conversation is getting too dangerous, man,” Gil said. 
 
    Katie felt a buzz, getting a scared look on her face. “Shit, that’s my phone.” She pulled it out of her jeans pocket. 
 
    “Who is it?” Justin asked. 
 
    “I don’t recognize the number. She answered it, her eyes getting wide. She hit the speaker button. 
 
    “Sis?” 
 
    “Steve? Oh, my God, you’re still alive?” 
 
    “Yes, Colleen and I are still alive. How about our group? Everybody survive?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, smiling through tears. “What are you calling from. Not a cellphone, I hope.” 
 
    “Nope, a land line at the laundromat.” 
 
    “Steve, dude, so glad to hear from you,” Gil said. 
 
    “Seriously, man,” Justin said. 
 
    “You still where you said you were going?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s safe here. Never had the UN or the Islamists around, and there’s a bad-ass sheriff here who watches the place like a hawk. I’m doing deputy work for him part time now.” 
 
    “Wow, excellent,” Katie said. 
 
    “What are you guys doing?” Steve asked. 
 
    “We’re fighting with Ivan,” Justin said. 
 
    “Who? You don’t mean the guy on the video?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s who we mean,” Robbie said.  
 
    Gil chuckled. “It’s pretty crazy, dude.” 
 
    “Robbie just got engaged to Morgan,” Katie said. 
 
    “No way. Colleen and I are married. We have a baby on the way, too.” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” Katie said. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thanks. Wish I was there with you guys.” 
 
    “Stay where you are, if you’re safe,” Robbie said. “We’re in danger all the time. You don’t want that.” 
 
    “Maybe you guys should come up here.” 
 
    “Eventually we might,” Justin said. “When the work is done.” 
 
    “You and Katie are still together?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Katie said. “Gil’s got a girlfriend too.” 
 
    “Tisha,” Gil said. 
 
    “Hi,” Tisha said. 
 
    “Good for you, man.”  
 
    “I’m a happy camper,” Gil said. 
 
    “Where are you now?” Steve asked. 
 
    “We’d better not say over the phone,” Robbie said.  
 
    “Yeah, better not to go there,” Katie said. “We’ll have lots of crazy stories for you when we get through this.” 
 
    “We all know how to fight now,” Morgan said. “Things are different. If you’ve avoided that, you’re lucky.” 
 
    “How come you haven’t called before now?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Our cabin has no cell coverage,” Steve said. “I was sitting in here doing laundry when I saw the phone.” 
 
    “You’re doing the laundry, huh?” Gil asked. 
 
    “Colleen is at work,” Steve said. “She has a full-time job now. I’m only working part time, so I’ve been doing things like laundry and housework.” 
 
    Gil and Justin glanced at each other, grinning, ready to pounce. 
 
    “No, guys,” Robbie said. “This is cool.” 
 
    “Oh, they were gonna mess with me, eh?” Steve asked. “Some things never change. Sorry, guys, but I don’t care. I love her so much. We have a nice life.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” Robbie said. 
 
    “So does Gil,” Tisha said. 
 
    Gil put his hand on her shoulder. “Okay, okay, so do I.” 
 
    “Me too,” Justin said. “I hope we can all get together again.” 
 
    “We will. Uh oh, got to go. The Sheriff is calling me.” 
 
    “Take care, brother,” Katie said. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, sis.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    Katie set her phone down on the counter. “Wow, didn’t expect that.” 
 
    “I figured he didn’t make it,” Robbie said. “Glad I was wrong.” 
 
    “I knew he was alive,” Katie said. “In my heart. I was afraid he was captive or something, though.” 
 
    “They don’t tend to keep men alive,” Justin said. “You gonna tell him everything?” 
 
    Katie was silent for a moment, sadness creeping onto her face. “I don’t know. Do you guys think we’ll survive?” 
 
    Everybody was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Geez, are we in worse trouble than I thought?” 
 
    “Oh, I think we’ll make it,” Robbie said, “but there’s a lot we’re gonna go through to get there.” 
 
    Morgan leaned into him, on the verge of tears. The others sat silently. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {2} 
 
    Hovercraft Ride 
 
   S am and Erica were approaching a meadow between two small ridges, with a sandy surface that was almost flat. The shadows were getting long, the sun close to the horizon.  
 
    “I think we’re stopping for the night,” Sam said, his feet and back aching.  
 
    “Looks like you’re right,” Erica said. “We’ve stopped here before. Not sheltered enough for a long stay, but there is a spring nearby.” 
 
    “Oh, and a pool for skinny dipping?” 
 
    She chuckled. “No such luck there. Don’t think you’d be up for it anyway.” 
 
    “Where are we sleeping?” 
 
    “Plenty of tents to go around,” Erica said. “You can even have one to yourself, but I’d advise against that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’ll end up in the same one anyway,” she said, glancing at him. 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Really,” she said. “You don’t want me out of your sight.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Okay, whatever you say, mam.” 
 
    People were gathering around, picking through tents that were carried on the backs of the young men. Ed drove the hovercraft up in a cloud of dust, smiling when he saw Erica and Sam. He shut down the engine, and the craft sank onto the sand. 
 
    “Still together, huh?”  
 
    “So far,” Erica said. 
 
    “How does it look up ahead?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Clear. Some rough terrain coming tomorrow morning, though.” 
 
    “Wonder if the enemy is following us?” Erica asked. 
 
    “I’m going back to wipe out some of our tracks,” Ed said as he walked over. “At least to the second fork. I’d better take off, before it gets too dark. You want to go along, Sam?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. 
 
    “Good, let’s go, then. I’m sure Erica won’t mind setting up the tent for the two of you.” 
 
    “No problem at all,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “You think we’re spending the night together?” Sam asked as they walked away. 
 
    “Don’t you?” Ed said, shooting him a grin. “Sometimes it’s just best to accept things. Climb aboard. Bring your rifle.” 
 
    Sam sat in the passenger seat, setting his M-16 down in the back. Ed got into the driver’s seat and fired up the engine, lifting the vehicle. Then he put his foot on the clutch and engaged the rear propeller, and they were off. 
 
    “Wow, this thing is great,” Sam said, barely loud enough to be heard. 
 
    Ed grinned. “One of my favorite toys. Small engine, too, so it sips gasoline. Speak loudly, though. I don’t hear so well anymore, and this thing makes a lot of noise.”  
 
    Sam nodded in agreement. “My hearing isn’t so great anymore either. Old age setting in, I guess. Where are you getting the fuel?” 
 
    “The Jeeps left cans along the way.”  
 
    “Ah, Sid, Tyler, and those guys?” 
 
    “Yep,” Ed said. “They wanted to return, but I told them to hold off until we’re a lot closer. I don’t think we’ll need them.” 
 
    They cruised along the path, the bottom rotor blowing the sand below them. Sam looked behind. “That does get rid of the footprints, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Good enough for an Indian tracker, or even a good paleface tracker? Not really. Good enough for these peasants from the Middle East? Yep.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Well, tracking was never my forte.” 
 
    “But you know how,” Ed said. “I’ve seen how you look at the ground.” 
 
    “Okay, you found me out,” Sam said. “Hunting, and Special Forces too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured.” 
 
    “Did you bring me along for protection? Do you think we’re being followed?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Ed said. “This is hard country, though. My expectation is that they gave up.” 
 
    “How accurate are your expectations?” 
 
    “They vary.” 
 
    “How widely do they vary?” 
 
    “Widely enough for me to bring you along,” Ed said. “You mind?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Sam said. 
 
    “Tell me about your group,” Ed said. “Honestly.” 
 
    “You mean Ivan’s group, or the group I started with?” 
 
    “Both,” he said. “We’ve got time.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said. “I didn’t start with a fighting force. I was running the RV Park in Dulzura. We heard of attacks happening along Highway 94 and started watching. The enemy eventually sent a scouting party to our park, intending to kill us and steal our supplies. We got the drop on them and killed them instead. After that they were trying to attack us constantly.” 
 
    “You blocked up the highway,” Ed said. “That was a military operation, was it not?” 
 
    “Yes, by that time we were in it pretty deep. We’d decided to be partisans at that point, and some of us left the RV Park to help your tribe attack that supply depot.” 
 
    “Yes, where One Eye was killed.” 
 
    “And my wife,” Sam said. “The enemy went to the RV Park and slaughtered everybody there, too.” 
 
    “I heard about all this. It was hard on you. Your wife and your friends.” 
 
    “It was,” Sam said, trying to push the feelings back. “How much further are we going?” 
 
    “Another few miles. We want to be back before it gets dark. There’s no lights on this thing. It’s pretty fragile. You have to be careful what you drive over.” 
 
    “I could imagine,” Sam said. “What else do you want to know?” 
 
    “How close are you to Ivan the Butcher?” 
 
    “Not very,” Sam said. “I know him through a mutual friend. Ji-Ho.” 
 
    “I heard about him from Tyler,” Ed said. “He said Ji-Ho is a Korean millionaire with a questionable past, brave to a fault, and loyal to Ivan.” 
 
    “That’s accurate,” Sam said. 
 
    “What kind of questionable past does he have?” 
 
    “He was a weapons dealer,” Sam said. “The US Government didn’t like his dealings very much, but they’ve never been able to nail him.” 
 
    “Why is he involved here?” 
 
    “He has family in North Korea,” Sam said. “He knows what a police state is like. He doesn’t want that here.” 
 
    “How does he know Ivan?” 
 
    “Arms deals,” Sam said, “among other things.” 
 
    “Do you trust this man?” 
 
    “I’ve fought with him before,” Sam said. “I’d trust him with my life, and he’d trust me with his.” 
 
    “Friends like that are good to have.” 
 
    “I think so,” Sam said. “What are your plans after the war?” 
 
    “We’ll go back to our land, and get the Casino running again,” Ed said. “This has been very bad for us. We’ve lost many people. It’ll be hard to recover.” 
 
    “That’s why you welcome the pairing of Kaitlyn and Megan,” Sam said. 
 
    “Well yes, basically,” Ed said, “although I don’t have any illusions about that, and watering down the blood of the tribe isn’t my first choice. It’s just that we’re getting too small to sustain ourselves. We were never a huge tribe to begin with. Now we’re down to about a hundred couples of child-bearing age.” 
 
    “It’s starting to get dark,” Sam said. 
 
    Ed smiled. “Yes, I’m forgetting myself in the conversation.” He made a sweeping turn and headed back. 
 
    “You don’t know that Kaitlyn and Megan will stay with the tribe,” Sam said. 
 
    “You are correct,” Ed said. “I don’t know that you and Erica will either.” 
 
    Sam chuckled and shook his head. “Hey, I like her, and she is downright gorgeous, but I’m not going to rush into anything with her.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m teasing you about that a little bit,” Ed said, “but I’d be proud to have you in the tribe, even if you didn’t live with us.” 
 
    “I’m very impressed with your tribe,” Sam said, “and your culture. I hope you can keep it going.” 
 
    “We will, in some form,” he said. “We’re just barely going to make it back before sunset. How’s your night vision?” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “I’m not a youngster. Maybe it’s a little better than yours.” 
 
    “Okay, if you see anything in the road that sticks up, like tree branches or rocks over about a foot tall, mention it just in case I don’t see it.” 
 
    “Will do,” Sam said. “At least we didn’t see any enemy fighters.” 
 
    “I didn’t really expect any, but you can’t be too careful.” 
 
    “I think you wanted to pick my brain,” Sam said, smiling at him.  
 
    He glanced over and grinned. “Sure, that was part of it. Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “You’re moving your people into our group,” Sam said. “Any good leader would ask questions.”  
 
    “Are there any plans beyond what you and Sid mentioned already?” 
 
    “Not for me,” Sam said. “My core group of people would like to get the bad guys out of our area and then settle back into a normal, peaceful life.” 
 
    “Your core group?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s not many people. Myself, Sid and Yvonne, John and Sarah, and Clem.” 
 
    “The others came along afterwards, I assume?” 
 
    “Yes, we merged with Ji-Ho’s group.” 
 
    “That’s where Kaitlyn and Megan’s men came from, correct?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Yes. I can’t tell you what they’re planning to do after we clean up eastern San Diego County and Imperial County. I said I’d stick with them until that job is done.” 
 
    “You won’t continue on with Ji-Ho after your goals are complete?” 
 
    “Not unless I see a really good reason to do so,” Sam said. 
 
    “And you don’t know about Kaitlyn and Megan’s men?” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “When they got separated from the main group, after that bad battle near Julian, both said they’d be okay with disappearing into the woodwork with Kaitlyn and Megan.” 
 
    Ed smiled. “They want to go live happily ever after.” 
 
    “You know how young love is,” Sam said. 
 
    “They didn’t, though, did they?” 
 
    “Nope,” Sam said. “Probably due to Trevor and Kaylee. They were all from the same circle of friends in Torrance when this mess started.” 
 
    “Kaylee is Ji-Ho’s niece, correct? That might lead the group to stay together longer.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Sam said. “Again, I really don’t know. We don’t have a hierarchal structure, and I’m not a leader, except sometimes in battle. Watch that branch on your right.” 
 
    “I see it, thanks,” Ed said, swerving the hovercraft. 
 
    “You’re speeding up a little.” 
 
    “The sun always goes down faster than I expect, and there’s not much moon tonight. What about Garrett’s people?” 
 
    “We didn’t join with them until recently,” Sam said. 
 
    “How did that happen?” 
 
    “We went to see if we could recover some rigs from my RV Park, since we were close to Dulzura again at the time. We found that Garrett and his men were using the RV Park as a kill zone.” 
 
    “Kill zone?” 
 
    “Yeah, they were luring enemy fighters there, ambushing them, then storing the bodies in my clubhouse, covered with pig’s blood and carcasses.” 
 
    Ed chuckled. “That’s pretty bloodthirsty.” 
 
    “War is war,” Sam said. “We joined up after that, as much out of necessity as anything. Fought a couple of battles together. We’d probably be dead now if not for them.” 
 
    “What they’re doing ruins your park, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll have to tear down the clubhouse and rebuild, but that’s about it. I’ve got the resources to do that if I choose.” 
 
    “You aren’t sure you want to go back there, are you?” Ed asked. 
 
    “That place is full of memories. Connie, and others. I don’t know if I can live there anymore. I might just do a quick renovation and sell the place. Maybe open up something elsewhere.” 
 
    “Closer to us, I hope,” Ed said. “Look, we’re almost home. See the smoke?” 
 
    Sam got a nervous look on his face. “I hope that’s just a campfire.” 
 
    “It is,” Ed said. “I can tell by the smell. We know which kind of wood to use.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “So, your sense of smell is still sharp, eh?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. We’re just around the bend. Sorry to have taken you away from Erica for so long.” 
 
    Sam shook his head and chuckled. “How do you know she’s really interested in me, anyway?” 
 
    “I know both of you,” Ed said, “but don’t worry, I won’t push you. The choices you each make for your lives are your own.” 
 
    The hovercraft rounded the bend, in sight of the tribe, and slowed. Ed shut down the engine, and it settled into the sand. 
 
    “That was interesting,” Sam said. 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “You find out everything you need to know?” Sam asked with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “No,” Ed said, “but I got a good start, and I know who else I need to talk to when we get to the Williams place. Thanks.” 
 
    “Welcome,” Sam said. He walked towards the fire. An arm went around his waist as he walked, and he looked to his right and saw Erica’s smiling face looking up at him. 
 
    “How was your ride?” she asked. 
 
    “Interesting,” Sam said. “No sign of bad guys.” 
 
    “We’ve got sentries on both ridges,” Erica said, “but we’re probably safe here.” 
 
    “Think this is the last night on the road?” 
 
    “Before we get to the William’s place? No, we’ll probably have to camp tomorrow night too, unless we have help getting home.” 
 
    “It would take a lot of vehicles to move all of us,” Sam said. 
 
    “True. Hungry?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. There’s some chili in the big pot. We need to eat it tonight. No way to keep it good for another night.” 
 
    “What do we eat tomorrow night?” 
 
    She snickered. “Granola bars, nuts, candy, crackers.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Hey, no problem. We’re on a hike.” 
 
    “That we are. Let’s get some of that chili. We’ll have to eat it out of paper coffee cups.” 
 
    “You haven’t eaten yet?” 
 
    “No, I waited for you,” she said. Each of them got a cup-full of chili, out of the pot sitting on a rusty grate over the fire. They sat on some small boulders that ringed the fire pit. 
 
    “Did you guys put the fire pit and boulders here?” Sam asked, taking his first bite of chili with a plastic spoon. 
 
    “Yes, we come here from time to time. This isn’t bad chili.” 
 
    “Hits the spot,” Sam said, taking a second spoonful. 
 
    “Well, get seconds if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “I probably will,” he said. 
 
    “What did you two talk about?” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “History of my group. What our plans are for the rest of the war and afterward.” 
 
    “Do you think he liked what he heard?” 
 
    “Basically, yes,” Sam said. “He talked you up some.” 
 
    She looked at him and smiled. “Sorry. He can be matchmaker. If I didn’t know differently, I’d suspect he had something to do with Kaitlyn and Megan.” 
 
    “Those girls were definitely the aggressors,” Sam said. “Seth and Angel didn’t know what hit them.” 
 
    Erica laughed. “Yeah, I’ll bet. Both those girls were having trouble finding somebody in the tribe who they liked, but weren’t too closely related to.” 
 
    “I got that impression,” Sam said. “Did you set up the tent already, or do you need a hand?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re okay with that now, are you?” 
 
    He got a sheepish grin on his face, nodding yes. “Why fight it?” 
 
    “Oh, good, that gives me a lot of license.” 
 
    Sam shot her an embarrassed glance. “I wasn’t meaning that way.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she said. “We’ll need to hit the sack pretty soon. Long day tomorrow.” 
 
    “I know. You might regret this. I just ate chili.” 
 
    “So did I,” she said. “Want more?” 
 
    “No, I think I’ll stop at this.” 
 
    “Good, then let’s go,” she said, getting up. “Throw your cup into the fire, and toss the plastic spoon into the pan of water.” 
 
    “Re-using the spoons, huh?” 
 
    “Sure. They wash up fine, and they’re light as a feather on the trail. We’ve washed and re-used plastic plates and bowls too. Same reason.” 
 
    “Good idea,” he said, following her to the fire, then on to the sea of tents beyond. 
 
    “So many,” Sam said. “I feel guilty for not carrying one of them.” 
 
    “Everybody has their job. Just be thankful and don’t worry about it. You did a job tonight, remember?” 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “You protected Ed and gave him information. You also kept him company. I can see how much he likes you.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual. He’s a wise man.” 
 
    “He is,” she said, kneeling in front of a tent, pulling the zipper up. She crawled in and switched on a small light. Sam followed her, looking around. 
 
    “Not much, but we don’t need much,” she said. “There’s a bottle of water up by the back there.” 
 
    “Space blanket?” Sam said, looking at the silver Mylar over a woven pad. 
 
    “We probably won’t even pull it over ourselves until very early morning,” she said. 
 
    “We sleeping with our clothes on?” 
 
    “You do what you feel comfortable with,” Erica said. She pulled her top off over her head and glanced at him. “Put your eyes back in your head.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said as he unbuttoned his shirt. 
 
    “I’d be upset if you didn’t look at me like that.” Her pants were off by the time he finished with his shirt, and she laid down on the pad, turning on her side, facing him. “Please continue.” 
 
    “You saw me at the pool already.” 
 
    She giggled. “And you saw me, but you still got hit pretty hard by it just now.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful, and we’re alone this time,” Sam said, feeling himself getting excited. He felt a twinge of embarrassment as he finished getting undressed. 
 
    “My, you look different than you did before,” she said. 
 
    “Like I was saying, we’re alone now.” He laid on his back. “Don’t worry, it’ll settle down in a second.” 
 
    “No it won’t,” she said, moving closer to him, her leg going over his torso. “I’ll make sure of that.” 
 
    Sam groaned as she moved against him, and he pulled her closer, kissing her deeply. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {3} 
 
    Shadow Government 
 
   J ules backed the coach into the work bay, Shelly in the passenger seat. “I think we in.” 
 
    “The tech is motioning to keep moving backwards,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Okay.” He gave the massive coach a little more gas. 
 
    “Hold it there,” Shelly said. 
 
    Jules shut down the coach. “What time?” 
 
    “It’s about five,” Shelly said. “What time is dinner?” 
 
    “Six. Take a walk?” 
 
    “Sure, why not,” Shelly said, getting out of her seat. Jules followed her out the door of the rig. 
 
    “How long?” Jules asked the tech. 
 
    “Five hours,” he replied. 
 
    “So, we sleep in house tonight?” 
 
    “No, you’ll have this back by about ten,” the tech said. “We’ll have two more coaches in here by then, and they’ll use the house.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jules said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m just as glad,” Shelly said as they walked out. “That coach kinda feels like home now.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “It is home.” 
 
    “Hey, Partner,” Tex said as he saw them leaving the warehouse. “They’re doing yours now, huh?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. 
 
    “Hi, Tex,” Shelly said. “Where’s Karen?” 
 
    “She’s inside freshening up,” Tex said. 
 
    “Things all right between you two?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re past the battle stage, I think,” he said with a sheepish grin. 
 
    “Good,” Shelly said. 
 
     “Yes, good,” Jules said. “How’s coach?” 
 
    “They did a great job,” Tex said. “Love the sight on the M19, and I love that we can shoot either gun from three different locations in the coach.” 
 
    “Three locations?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Both front seats, and bedroom,” Jules said.  
 
    “Bedroom? Why?” 
 
    “It’d be a life saver if we get attacked while we’re asleep, little lady,” Tex said. “I was wondering why Ivan would be okay with gutting our bedroom. They used ours as the pilot to do that retrofit.” 
 
    “The bedroom fine now?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Seems fine,” Tex said. “We’ll see how it is to sleep in tonight. What are you guys up to?” 
 
    “Walk before dinner,” Jules said. 
 
    “How romantic,” Tex chided. 
 
    “Shut up,” Shelly said. A faint smile washed over her face. 
 
    “I’m just kidding. Enjoy.” 
 
    Jules and Shelly walked off, down a path with a canopy of tree branches. 
 
    “It’s pretty here,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Yes, is,” Jules said. “Reminds me of family estate in Belgium.” 
 
    “Your family has an estate?” Shelly asked, looking up at him. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Still?” she asked. 
 
    “Still,” he said. “Sister and brother there. Me when I’m in Europe.” 
 
    “You don’t like it over there anymore? Or did you leave when Ivan was forced out of the EU?” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “I not follow Ivan out, if that’s what you say.” 
 
    “You didn’t? Then why did you leave?” 
 
    “American citizen,” Jules said. 
 
    “You’re an American citizen?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “Fifteen years.” 
 
    “Are you still a citizen of Belgium?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “Family business still there. Dual citizen. Sticky mess with taxes, but I put up with.” 
 
    “Why are you over here now, with all this mess? Couldn’t you just ride this out from there?” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “You not understand war fully.” 
 
    “It’s just a bunch of crazy jihadists trying to spread Islam, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Then why UN here?” Jules asked. 
 
    “I was wondering about that.” 
 
    “You don’t think they here for moral purpose, I hope.” 
 
    “There’s been stories of UN Peacekeepers abusing populations before,” Shelly said. 
 
    “UN over here using martial law, rape, and murder to subjugate population. This my country. I stop. I fight.” 
 
    Shelly looked at him, the wheels turning in her head. 
 
    “You know globalists control EU and UN, no?” 
 
    “That’s conspiracy theory stuff, isn’t it?” Shelly asked. 
 
    Jules looked at her, watching her think it through. 
 
    “Quit staring at me like that. It feels like you can see into my brain.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jules said, looking away.  
 
    “Why would the globalists want to send the UN over here to subjugate Americans?” 
 
    Jules chuckled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” she asked, getting annoyed. “They’re here to help with the Islamists, right?” 
 
    “UN and Islamists on same team. Work together. EU involved. This why I not stay there.” 
 
    “Shit,” Shelly said. “Is the US Government in on this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Shelly said. 
 
    Jules stopped walking, and pulled her close. “You part of resistance. Be proud.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” she said, pulling herself away from him. “This isn’t making sense.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jules said, backing away, eyes still on her. It wasn’t anger in his eyes. It was love and pride. “You on verge of understanding.” 
 
    “You’re saying that my own government participated in my rape.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said, “but own government no longer of the people. This is what we fight to take back. We stop their pilot project in west.” 
 
    “Pilot project?” 
 
    “Martial law in California,” Jules said. “Pilot for whole country.” 
 
    “So why are they working with the Islamists?” 
 
    “They think the muscle help them,” Jules said. “Saladin turn. Take world for Caliphate after globalists win.” 
 
    “How come this kind of fighting isn’t going on in the EU?” 
 
    “EU already subjugate people. Royalty still in control of Europe. No guns for people, no free speech for people, restrictions on everything. Noose in place around European neck. If America fall, trap door under Europe kicked out from under people.” 
 
    Shelly was trembling, looking up at him with teary eyes. “This can’t be true. You’re lying.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jules said softly. “They stupid. We win. Martial law gone in LA and Orange Counties. Nearly gone south of there. Gone in rural areas to east. Now we make final assault. Take back northern areas.” 
 
    “What if they send in reinforcements? They must have huge resources.” 
 
    “Three hundred fifty million guns in citizen hands,” Jules said. “That’s what spoil plan. That why constant gun control talk come from Feds over many years. Won’t work. Once people really free, tyranny very difficult for globalists to impose.” 
 
    Shelly was silent for a few minutes as they walked. 
 
    “Are you really a mobster?” she asked. 
 
    Jules laughed. “I said. Resistance. That full-time job for now.” 
 
    “Is Ivan a mobster?” 
 
    “Same as me, for now,” Jules said. “Later he go back, maybe.” 
 
    “He’s going to take over if we win, isn’t he?” 
 
    Jules laughed. 
 
    “That isn’t funny.” 
 
    “No, Ivan not do that. Even if want, he have same problem globalists have. Can’t fight army of three hundred million.” 
 
    “I have to think this whole thing through,” Shelly said. “We should turn back. Dinner will be soon.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “Hungry.” 
 
    “Do the others know?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Tex, Sparky, Ted, and Cody know. Robbie smart, figured out on own. Small wonder.” 
 
    “Why small wonder?” 
 
    “Father key to victory in southwest,” Jules said. “Don’t tell anybody.” 
 
    “Who’s his father?” 
 
    “Genius,” Jules said. “Hope to meet someday. You handle top secret?” 
 
    “Top secret?” 
 
    “Yes, tell nobody, not even inner circle. You can do, no?” 
 
    Shelly searched his eyes. “Why would you tell me?” 
 
    “You’re my second,” Jules said. 
 
    “What do you mean by that? If something happens to you, I wouldn’t be running things, would I?” 
 
    “No,” Jules said. “Tex or Ted. I mean you’re my right-hand person. You must know what I know.” 
 
    “You trust me that much?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “You can’t tell this? Should be obvious by now, no?” 
 
    She sighed. “I know you like me, but this is different.” 
 
    “Different, yes, but not unconnected,” Jules said. “Well?” 
 
    “Yes, you can trust me, Jules,” Shelly said, “and I trust you.” 
 
    “You trust me?” 
 
    “Several nights sleeping naked in bed with you,” Shelly said. “You haven’t tried anything. You won’t unless I let you. I know that.” 
 
    “Good, that true,” Jules said. “Robbie. Ivan and I make him think he’s in danger because of father.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Robbie find out father is leader of resistance.” 
 
    “How? Is he talking to him?” 
 
    “Communications difficult. Father thinks Robbie in army.” 
 
    “Oh, a cover story,” Shelly said. “So how?” 
 
    “Internet searches. Ran across photo of resistance camp in Utah. Parents motor home on picture. Mom’s face behind the windshield.” 
 
    “Did you know about that?” 
 
    “No,” Jules said. “No idea. Ivan and I make plan to keep him with group no matter what.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To protect,” Jules said. “If enemy know, they use. I sure they already looking for him and sister.” 
 
    “Oh. How do you know his father is so important?” 
 
    “General Hogan tell Ivan when they chat,” Jules said. 
 
    “Still not getting this.” 
 
    “I make talk like Ivan wants to lock up or kill Robbie so he can’t be used against father,” Jules said. “Hated to do. Now Robbie scared, but Ted and Sparky made him believe he’ll be okay.” 
 
    “You don’t want him sneaking off to join his parents, then?” 
 
    “Right,” Jules said, “and we don’t want enemy to see internet searches on father either. This make Robbie think twice. That all.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just tell him the truth?” 
 
    “No,” Jules said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s his parents,” Jules said. “Emotions charge situation. He might monitor, see trouble, want to save. That would be bad.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” she said. “There’s a lot that I don’t know, isn’t there?” 
 
    “You know more than most of group; almost as much as me.” 
 
    “What don’t I know?” she asked. 
 
    He chuckled. “I not show management workup, but I will.” 
 
    “Management workup?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “We rate team like I rate normal employees. Code. Work to develop people.” 
 
    “Who did this rating?” 
 
    “I, with Tex, Ted, and Sparky,” he said. 
 
    “So how did I rate?” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “I figured you’d ask.” 
 
    “Sorry. You don’t have to tell me.” 
 
    “You in chief of staff position,” Jules said. “Useful for you to know.” 
 
    “You’ve got this written down, don’t you?” 
 
    Jules laughed. “I run multi-million-dollar business. We do with executive team. All executives do.” 
 
    Shelly thought about it for a moment. “You’re right. We did that when I was producing.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “What you and I do valuable. You understand that, no?” 
 
    “Never thought of it that way,” she said. 
 
    “We rank leader, trusted, probation, high potential,” Jules said. “Color code. I like visuals.” He pulled out his phone and brought up a file, showing it to her. 
 
    “My name is coded in red,” she said. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “High potential,” Jules said. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, smiling at him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Welcome, but not gift. You are what you are.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Blue is obviously leadership. What’s green?” 
 
    “Trusted,” Jules said. 
 
    “And yellow?” 
 
    “Probation,” Jules said. 
 
    “Is that bad?”  
 
    “No, not bad, unproven. Trusted people participated in battles before.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it,” she said. “What are those black blocks. I can’t read names.” 
 
    Jules looked at her silently, tears forming around his eyes. “They were sacrificed.” 
 
    “Oh, God, it’s the people who are dead now,” Shelly said. “This really bothers you, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It does. I’m too emotional. My flaw.” 
 
    “That’s far from a flaw,” Shelly said.  
 
    “I can’t talk about. I hid names because of that.” 
 
    She put her arm around his waist. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Hey, Jules, wondered where you were,” Sparky said, walking towards them with Dana. “Dinner’s almost ready. Smells good.” 
 
    “Hi,” Shelly said. “We were just on a walk. It’s so pretty here.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Dana asked, smiling, arm around Sparky’s waist. Shelly realized hers was still around Jules and dropped it, face turning red. 
 
    “Let’s eat,” Jules said, smiling. “I’m famished.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sparky said. “Me too.” 
 
    They walked towards the house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Sam, come over here.” 
 
    His head snapped around, looking at the trail, dark and cold. “Connie?” 
 
    “Who do you think it is, sweetheart? Did you forget my voice already?” 
 
    “No, I…” 
 
    “Softly, or they’ll hear,” Connie whispered. Her form walked towards him, in a white shift, her eyes glowing. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said, walking towards her. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she said. “Or I’ll disappear. I have something to tell you first.” 
 
    “Oh, honey,” Sam said, his cheeks getting wet with tears. 
 
    “Don’t leave the fight,” she whispered. “Not yet. I know you want to. I know it’s bothering you, like it did when you were in the service. This isn’t something you can walk away from. Stay the course. You’re more important than you know.” 
 
    “I’ve cheated,” he said, full of shame. 
 
    She giggled, like she always did before. “Oh please.” 
 
    “I did,” he said. “With another.” 
 
    “My time is over,” Connie said. “It’s her time now. She’ll give you what I couldn’t.” 
 
    “No,” Sam said. 
 
    “Protect her, but trust her to fight,” Connie said. “She’s the mother of your children.” 
 
    “How can you know that?” 
 
    “Just trust,” Connie said. “Come closer.” 
 
    He moved towards her on the dark path, and suddenly it wasn’t dark anymore, and she looked like she did the day they met. 
 
    “Oh Connie, I love you so,” he said. 
 
    “Remember me like this,” she said. “Come to me.” 
 
    He rushed forward, arms going around her, and she vanished into thin air. 
 
    “Connie!” he cried. 
 
    The gunshot woke him, and he sat up, feeling Erica move next to him. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Erica said. “We’re under attack.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Sam said, his heart racing as he pulled his clothes back on. Both were out of the tent in a flash, Erica with her AK-47 and Sam with his M16. “I’ve got to get the M60.” 
 
    “Where is it?”  
 
    “Under a blanket in Ed’s hovercraft,” he said, breaking into a run, getting there just as Ed did. 
 
    “Take your M-60. I’ll take a couple of warriors with me in this to figure out how many there are. Protect your woman.” 
 
    Sam froze, the dream rushing back into his head. 
 
    “Snap out of it,” Ed shouted. “We need you.” 
 
    “I’m good,” Sam said, grabbing the M60 and the belts of ammo, throwing them over his shoulder. “Know where they are?” 
 
    “Following our trail,” Ed said, “Guess they do have some decent trackers.” 
 
    “Or some other way to see us,” Sam said. “They keep finding us.” 
 
    Several warriors rushed over with their AK-47s and a mortar. “You ready, Uncle?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Yes, get in,” he said.  
 
    Sam watched them take off down the road towards the pass, as more shots were fired by the sentries on the north ridge. Then Erica was by his side. “C’mon, I know a good place to sneak past that hill.” 
 
    He nodded and followed her in a run, the guns heavy in his hands, ammo belt slapping his back. 
 
    Erica ran into a notch in the side of the mountain and climbed up quickly with the grace of an antelope, Sam trying to keep up. Then she stopped at the top and peered over. 
 
    “It’s awful dark still,” she whispered as he got next to her, “but the sun will be up soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, the east is already glowing,” Sam said, setting down the M-16 and aiming the M60. There was more gunfire from the ridge. 
 
    “They aren’t shooting back at us,” Erica said. Then there were muzzle flashes from below them as a machine gun started, firing at the top of the ridge 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Now I have them.” He opened fire with the M60, Erica joining in with her AK-47. There were screams below them and the gunfire stopped. Then there was a pop, a mortar falling in the area, lighting up everything. 
 
    “Willie peter,” Sam said. 
 
    “Geez, I can feel the heat from that up here,” Erica said. “Look, there’s a few running away.” 
 
    “Got them,” Sam said, firing the M60 again, dropping all of them. 
 
    “You’re good with that thing.” 
 
    “It feels like a comfortable old pair of shoes,” he said, grinning at her. “Wonder if that was all?” 
 
    “Probably,” Erica said. “They’d still be returning fire. Did you leave anything in the tent?” 
 
    “Nope, everything I own is with me right now,” he said. 
 
    “Good, because the tribe is leaving now. It’ll be hard to figure out which tent we were in.”  
 
    Sam turned around and watched as the tribe was leaving the area, the tents already gone. Most of them were around the pass at the south ridge. “Wow, they’re good.” 
 
    “Yep,” Erica said. 
 
    “We’re going to wait until it’s light and clean up stragglers, right?” 
 
    “You got it,” Erica said. “Hopefully they didn’t have a larger force behind them.” 
 
    “You said a mouthful there.” 
 
    “We probably just stopped a scouting party,” Erica said. “I think one of the sentries saw them. Doubt they wanted to attack yet. They might not even have known we were just past the ridge. We’d know if there were a bunch more around.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Smell and sound,” Erica said. “The warriors are trained to pick that up.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sam said. They sat silently for a while, watching the area below them as the sun rose slowly.  
 
    “Hear that?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. “That’s Ed’s hovercraft.” 
 
    “He’s coming back. Wonder if he found a larger group?” 
 
    “Maybe. We shouldn’t go down to meet him yet. We should watch from here until it’s completely light.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    They watched a while longer, the sun breaking over the far mountains now, bathing the area in yellow light. 
 
    “Nobody down there that I can see,” Erica said. “There’s no cover, either.” 
 
    “Not when it’s light, anyway. Those burned up bodies down there look a little disgusting. Maybe we should bury them.” 
 
    “Let the vultures take care of it,” Erica said. 
 
    Sam’s phone dinged. Then Erica’s. 
 
    “Broadcast text message,” Sam said, looking at his phone. “I’m almost out of battery.” 
 
    “Me too,” Erica said. “We can use Ed’s machine to recharge, but I’m sure we’re a ways back in the line. I’m gonna shut mine down. No reason to run both of them down to nothing. Bring up the message on yours, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. He turned his screen so they could both read it. “Just like we thought. Scouting party.” 
 
    “They probably got a message off to their leadership,” Erica said. 
 
    “Probably. Wish we knew if more were behind them.” 
 
    “I know,” Erica said. “We’re liable to stay on the road until we get to your base.” 
 
    “Tough on the older folks.” 
 
    Erica laughed. “Hell, tough on us. I had plans for you before we left the tent, too, you know. Provided you weren’t feeling too guilty about last night.” 
 
    “You think I was feeling guilty?” 
 
    “You said Connie in your sleep, right before the gunfire started.” 
 
    “You were awake?” 
 
    “Not for long,” Erica said. 
 
    “I had a dream. That’s all.” 
 
    “Never ignore your dreams,” she said. 
 
    Sam chuckled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Sam said. 
 
    “C’mon.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you about the dream someday.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” she said, brow furrowed. 
 
    “Trust me, you’ll like what it was about.” 
 
    “You’re going to tell me that and just stop?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep,” he said, watching her. He pulled her close and kissed her deeply. 
 
    “Wow, what was that for?” 
 
    “You know what it was for. We should take off, or we’ll get too far behind the tribe.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think it’s safe now,” Erica said, shooting him a sidelong glance before climbing down. 
 
    “Hope Ed is around so I can put this damn M60 back in the hovercraft.” 
 
    “He’s down in the clearing where we were camped,” Erica said. “See?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, now I see him. Good.” 
 
    They climbed down the hill and walked over to him. 
 
    “You guys okay?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re fine,” Erica said. 
 
    “Mind if I put this M60 in the hovercraft?” Sam asked. 
 
    Ed smiled. “That’s why I waited here.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Sam put the heavy weapon in the back. 
 
    “Mind taking up the rear for a while? I already took the two warriors back to the main group.” 
 
    “Sure, we’ll watch the back door,” Sam said. 
 
    Erica nodded in agreement. “No problem.” 
 
    “Okay, see you soon.” Ed fired up the hovercraft and drove forward. 
 
    “Alone again,” Sam said. 
 
    “Good,” Erica said. “Can you kiss me one more time?” 
 
    Sam pulled her into his arms again. “I think that could be arranged.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {4} 
 
    Call for Help 
 
   I t was moving time. 
 
    “Is that everything?” Trevor asked, carrying a bundle of items out of Ji-Ho’s rig. 
 
    “Yep,” Kaylee said, arms also full. “We hardly have anything.” 
 
    Trevor chuckled. “True.” 
 
    They walked to the Black coach and climbed the steps. Ji-Ho and two techs were still in there, giving a training presentation to several of the others. 
 
    “We better wait for a few minutes,” Kaylee said. “Look, there’s a picnic table there. Let’s set the stuff down and sit for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” Trevor said. He set down his bundle, then sat on the table with his feet on the bench. Kaylee snuggled in next to him. 
 
    “What do you want to do for the rest of the day?” 
 
    Trevor shot her a wicked grin. 
 
    “Other than that,” she said. “I’m a little sore.” 
 
    “Yeah, when we get started, we get a little intense,” Trevor said. “Is it wrong to want it again already?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Wonder when the first mission is gonna be?” 
 
    “I heard Garrett and Ji-Ho talking about a base,” Trevor said. “Supposed to be the last big one in the area.” 
 
    “Was it the one they were talking about a few days ago?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “Nope, this was based on new intelligence,” Trevor said. “We’re going to hit them on I-8. Apparently, they’ve been using that as a replacement for Highway 94.” 
 
    “Highway 94 is the one that the Dulzura folks stopped up in the pass, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Trevor said. “I think we’re a few days away from starting that campaign, though. Don’t worry about it yet.” 
 
    “Look, they’re done,” Kaylee said, nodding towards the group of people leaving their coach. Ji-Ho saw them and walked over. 
 
    “Moving in,” Ji-Ho said. “Good.” 
 
    “How’d the training go?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Okay. We need hands-on. Maybe take to area where we can fire and not attract attention.” 
 
    “This might be as good as anywhere,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Ji-Ho said. “Tribe got attacked on trail.” 
 
    “No, really?” Trevor asked. “Sam okay?” 
 
    “Yes, they kill enemy,” Ji-Ho said. “Short work.” 
 
    “How long until they get back?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “Two days,” Ji-Ho said, “unless they walk through night. Discussion go on about that now.” 
 
    “Aren’t some of them older people?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “Yes, and some children. I expect they don’t push too hard.” 
 
    Clem walked over. “Ji-Ho, we just heard from Garrett. Meeting in two hours, about the next attack. They’re coming here, bringing some barbeque.” 
 
    Ji-Ho nodded and gave thumbs up, then turned back to Trevor and Kaylee. “You two should attend.” 
 
    “Be glad to, wouldn’t we?” Trevor asked, looking at Kaylee, who nodded yes. 
 
    “Good, then stow items, make self at home in coach for two hours,” Ji-Ho said. “I go take nap.” 
 
    He walked away slowly. 
 
    “I don’t like the way he’s moving,” Kaylee said. “He looks like an old man now.” 
 
    “He’s not young, you know,” Trevor said. 
 
    “I know he’s not, but he shouldn’t be changing so fast all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Let’s take our stuff in,” Trevor said. Kaylee nodded, and they grabbed it off the picnic table and carried it into the rig. Trevor shut the door behind them, then set his pile down on the couch and pulled Kaylee to himself. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” she said. “Let’s stow this in the back.” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” Trevor said, smiling at her. He picked his stuff up and followed her into the bedroom. They stowed everything, and then she escaped to the salon before he could grab her, giggling on the way. 
 
    “Hey, no fair,” he said, grinning at her. 
 
    “We should talk, since I’ve got your attention,” she said, sitting down on the couch. She patted the spot next to her. He sat. 
 
    “Okay, what’s on your mind?”  
 
    “If we keep doing what we’ve been doing, something’s going to happen. You know that, right?” 
 
    “You want me to be more careful? Or do you want to get some protection at the drug store?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “Where is this going?” 
 
    “You’re being serious, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “You want what Kaitlyn and Megan are about to go through,” Trevor said. 
 
    “No,” she said quickly, but then thought for a moment. “Maybe. What do you want?” 
 
    “You, but you already knew that.” 
 
    “How sure are you?” 
 
    He looked at her, seeing how worked up she was. “Hey, you okay?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we’re going to be killed before we’re really together.” 
 
    “We’re really together right now,” he said, pulling her close, wiping tears off her cheeks. 
 
    She sighed. “I know, I’m being dumb.” 
 
    “No you’re not. You want Tyler to do a ceremony? I’m game.” 
 
    “We aren’t Indians,” she said. 
 
    “Fine, then let’s see if there’s a justice of the peace in Dulzura.” 
 
    “You’d do that?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said.  
 
    “But you haven’t asked on your own. You’ve only said it after I was upset. I’m pushing you into it.” 
 
    Trevor chuckled. “You are the most important part of my life by far. I’m kind of a dork. I don’t show what I’m thinking easily, especially with the opposite sex. You know that. You’ve known me for a long time.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” she said. “You’re not a dork. I feel the same way about you. You’re the most important part of my life too.” 
 
    “Then we should do it,” Trevor said. 
 
    “What would your parents think?” 
 
    “They’d love you,” Trevor said. 
 
    “We aren’t the same race.” 
 
    Trevor laughed. “Are you serious? My mom’s sister is married to a Japanese man. Has been for thirty years. He’s my mom’s favorite relative. Trust me. She’s not like that at all.” 
 
    “You’re her son, though. Sometimes that makes a difference.” 
 
    “Would it make a difference to your parents?” 
 
    “Yeah, it would, but I don’t care, and they’ll like you once we start popping out kids.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s how it is,” he said, smiling at her. 
 
    “Stop it. It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    “I know,” Trevor said.  
 
    “Maybe we should talk about something else.” 
 
    “Kaylee?” Trevor asked, his face serious. 
 
    “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Will you be my wife? Will you marry me?” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Answer the question,” he said, a stern look on his face. 
 
    “You really mean it, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I really mean it,” Trevor said. “I want to be with you for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Oh, Trevor,” she said, pulling him in for a hug, shaking as she cried. He pulled back from her. 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, smiling, then laughing. “Of course, yes.” 
 
    They kissed tenderly, then backed up and looked into each other’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ed’s been behind us for too long,” Erica said, trudging along next to Sam in the mid-afternoon heat. 
 
    “Should we go backwards and find him?” 
 
    Erica thought about it for a moment. 
 
    They stopped walking. 
 
    “No, we should keep going,” Erica said. “He had two warriors with him, and they’re well-armed. I’m just being paranoid.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said. 
 
    They walked silently for a while, Erica’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “We could try to call him,” Sam said. 
 
    “Maybe in a little while. We don’t have much juice left in our phones, remember?” 
 
    “Wait, I hear him,” Sam said. “Listen.” 
 
    Erica turned her head backwards and then smiled. “Yes, that’s him.” 
 
    “See, he’s fine,” Sam said. They continued walking, listening to the sound of the hovercraft getting closer and closer, and then it was right behind them. They turned around and watched as Ed drove next to them. He looked at them, brow furrowed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Erica asked. 
 
    “There’s a couple hundred Islamists on our tail.” 
 
    The two warriors in the craft nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Any chance we can take them on?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Maybe, if we had a perfect setup,” one of the warriors said. 
 
    “Describe perfect,” Sam said. 
 
    “Nice ridges that we could fire on them from,” Ed said. “There’s nowhere like that for the rest of the trip.” 
 
    “We need superior numbers, then, don’t we?” Erica asked. 
 
    “It’s a race against time, at this point,” Ed said. “If we keep going, they’ll have a hard time catching us. They’re a few miles behind us, and they’re not moving quite as fast.”  
 
    The warriors nodded in agreement, then one of them spoke. “They obviously aren’t used to walking through this terrain the way that our people are.” 
 
    “Even if we keep going, we’ll have to deal with them eventually,” Erica said. 
 
    “Yes, but we’ve got lots of strength at the destination,” Sam said. “Garrett has a huge force, and we have those battle wagons too.” 
 
    “Do we need to warn them?” Erica asked. 
 
    Sam froze for a moment, then smiled. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “What?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Garrett has cavalry. Maybe we ought to have them ride their horses out here with a few hundred men.” 
 
    “You think they would do that?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Probably. I’ll make the call, but my phone battery is getting pretty close to dead.” 
 
    “We’ll charge you guys up,” Ed said. “That’s not a problem.” 
 
    “I’ll bet the folks who came in Jeeps would come too,” Sam said. “There are others with Jeeps as well. Don’t know if we have good enough drivers for all of them, though.” 
 
    “Call,” Ed said, “but while you’re walking. I’m going up to warn the others. We don’t camp tonight.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Sam said, pulling out his phone. “Crap. No service.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, there’s a higher place that we’ll get to in about an hour,” Erica said. “That’ll probably give you service.” 
 
    “See you soon,” Ed said. He took off in the hovercraft with the two warriors. 
 
    “He’s worried,” Erica said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s pretty obvious.” 
 
    “What if they can’t get here fast enough?” 
 
    “Then we’ll take them on when we get to Dulzura,” Sam said. “We’ve got almost nine hundred fighters waiting for us there.” 
 
    “What if there are more bad guys on their way to Dulzura?” Erica asked. “On the highway instead of this trail?” 
 
    “Then we fight them. Maybe we die. Maybe we live. I feel like I’m on borrowed time anyway.” 
 
    “You don’t look worried, though,” Erica said. 
 
    “I’m not. Not anymore.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you. Just trust me.” 
 
    “No, that’s not good enough. It was that dream, wasn’t it? You seem more relaxed since last night.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m more relaxed because of what we did,” Sam said, glancing at her. 
 
    She stared into his eyes for a moment as they walked. “No, something’s different. Tell me.” 
 
    “It’s just a dream,” Sam said. “If it makes me feel more confident, just go with it.” 
 
    “Just go with it. Sounds like Ed.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Yeah, that’s what he said about you. Just go with it.” 
 
    She looked at him, a smile on her face. “Your wife told you something in that dream.” 
 
    “I really don’t want to go into it,” Sam said. “It’s dumb.” He pulled out his phone and looked at it. 
 
    “Nothing, right?” Erica asked. “Told you. We need to be at the higher place.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right. Just anxious, that’s all.” 
 
    “But every time you check, you turn on the screen. It uses more battery.” 
 
    “I know,” Sam said. 
 
    “You’re really not going to tell me, are you?” 
 
    “Nope,” Sam said. “Is it going to make you angry?” 
 
    “A little, maybe.” 
 
    They walked along for another half an hour, the grade of the trail climbing. “That’s it up there, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s further than it looks. You aren’t complaining about soreness as much now.” 
 
    “You were right,” Sam said. “This is getting me into better shape. I’m into it now. I feel great.” 
 
    “Good. Especially now that we won’t bed down tonight.” 
 
    “Listen,” Sam said. “Ed’s coming back.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s got some news.” 
 
    “Here he comes, at a good clip. He’s alone.” 
 
    Ed pulled up and stopped by them. 
 
    “Climb in you two,” he said. “Plug your phone in here.” He held up a charging cable. “You’ve got Apple, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said, climbing in and then helping Erica. He fished his phone out of his pocket and plugged it in as the engine vibrated the craft. 
 
    “Hold on,” Ed said, heading forward. 
 
    “How’d they take it?” Erica asked. “Not stopping for the night, that is?” 
 
    “Same as they always do,” Ed said. “Grit and determination.” 
 
    “That’s what I expected,” Sam said. “You have a strong culture and strong people.” 
 
    “We do,” Ed said. “Thanks for noticing.” 
 
    They sped up the grade, getting to the top. “Okay, try it now.” 
 
    Sam nodded and pulled the phone towards him, leaving it plugged in, bending down to get close enough. “Only got one bar. Hope it’s enough.” He hit Sid’s contact. It rang twice. 
 
    “Sam?” Sid asked. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Hi, Sid. No, we’re being followed by a couple hundred Islamists.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Sid said. “How far away?” 
 
    “Maybe a mile. We aren’t stopping tonight. Hopefully they will, and it’ll allow us to gain some ground.” 
 
    “You guys are scaring me,” Sid said. “You didn’t call just to tell me about it. You want the cavalry out there, don’t ya?” 
 
    “How’d you guess? You know what trail we’re on. Think you could have a chat with Garrett and Ji-Ho?” 
 
    “Perfect timing,” Sid said. “They’re here. I’ll go talk to them now. You said a couple hundred, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Sam said. 
 
    “All right. How hard will it be to have another call?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sam said. “Spotty coverage. We’re at the top of a ridge right now. Once we get off it I might not have service.” 
 
    “Okay, don’t worry,” Sid said. “I suspect Garrett and his men would love a little cavalry operation. You know those guys. We’ll bring the Jeeps too. And mortars, and our other toys.” 
 
    “Great, thanks,” Sam said. “Talk to you soon, I hope.” 
 
    “If you don’t hear from me, trust that I’ve got help on the way, all right?” 
 
    “All right, thanks,” Sam said. He ended the call. 
 
    “Well?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Sam said. “Garrett just happens to be at the Williams place right now. He also said they’d bring the Jeeps with some of our toys.” 
 
    “Toys?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Mortars, M60s, BARs, a few RPGs. Everything you need for a good party.” 
 
    Erica snickered and shook her head. “I’m gonna like these folks.” 
 
     “And they’re gonna like you,” Sam said. 
 
    “I’ll get you guys up with the main group. We’re gonna pass out food and rest for about ten minutes, then be on our way again. Can you still cover the back door?” 
 
    “Whatever you need,” Sam said. 
 
    Erica touched his arm, their eyes meeting as the hovercraft sped towards the main group. She mouthed I love you to him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dinner was over, and desert, and after-dinner drinks. The rows of picnic tables still look festive between the warehouse and the groundkeeper’s quarters, with strings of clear lights above them. 
 
    A tech approached Jules and whispered in his ear as he talked to Ted and Cody. He nodded at Shelly, who was sitting at the next picnic table over, chatting with Karen. She nodded back, then got up and came over. 
 
    “Is our coach ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I’ll go get if you want to keep talking to Karen.” 
 
    “No, she’s leaving now anyway,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Where Tex?” 
 
    “Already in their coach,” Shelly said as Jules got up. “She’s nervous about that bedroom.” 
 
    “I hope it better,” Jules said. “Might not be enough.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Shelly said.  
 
    “She still resist Tex?” 
 
    Shelly smiled and glanced at him. “Funny how men and women are.” 
 
    “What mean?” 
 
    “She’s interested in what’s going on between you and me, and we’re interested in what’s going on between her and Tex.” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “Humans.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re something, aren’t we?” They entered the warehouse, the technician waiting for them by the door. 
 
    “There’s just a couple things I need to show you, sir,” the tech said. He led them inside. “First of all, watch your head. This grenade launcher is in a bad place.” 
 
    Jules chuckled as he looked at it, an octagon-shaped structure hanging down from the ceiling. “You right. No matter how much I try, I still bump head. Wait and see.” 
 
    “We put this hard rubber on the outside,” the tech said, pushing on it, “but it’s not going to be enough if you’re moving fast when you hit it. Please be careful.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jules said, smiling, shooting a glance at Shelly. “You shorter. Not as bad.” 
 
    “Yes, not as bad,” Shelly said. “Watch me bump my head too.” 
 
    The tech opened the rear part of the structure. “Load here. Make sure the belt feeds properly through here and here.” He pointed to the spots, making sure that both Jules and Shelly saw it. 
 
    “No problem,” Jules said. “What else?” 
 
    “In front, see the new sight above the passenger seat?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. 
 
    “The driver has to send the control to the passenger.” He showed a lever on the side of the driver’s sight. 
 
    “Can the passenger fire both mini gun and M19?” 
 
    “Yes,” the tech said. “The two sights work the same. The passenger might have their hands full, because the controls for the front and rear machine guns are still on the tray in front of the seat.” 
 
    “Understand. Can one sight fire both big guns at same time?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s a new feature. It’s a little buggy. I’d avoid it if possible.” 
 
    “How could you do both at once?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “The dual mode splits the screen into two separate reticles,” the tech said. “Like I said, avoid it for now. We ran out of time. You’ll probably get some updated software in the next few days.”  
 
    “We got it,” Jules said. “What else?” 
 
    “Bedroom sight,” the tech said, walking back there. “Come on.” 
 
    Shelly and Jules joined him.  
 
    “See, on mini gun structure? Pull this down and in front of your face.” 
 
    Shelly laughed. “So, we can lay in bed and fire?” 
 
    “Yes,” the tech said. “We had a lot of fun with this back at the plant.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jules said, a sly grin on his face. “I bet.” 
 
    “Is this all?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Yep, that’s it,” the tech said. “There are the added siege mode features, but they don’t require any change in procedures.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” Shelly said. “Let’s get this thing out of here. I’m tired.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s,” Jules said. 
 
    The tech nodded. “It’s all yours.” 
 
    “Good,” Jules said. “How many more?” 
 
    “Four,” he said. “We’ll be done mid-day tomorrow.” 
 
    “All right, thank you,” Jules said. He got into the driver’s seat and brought the rig out of siege mode, as Shelly sat in the passenger seat. He rolled slowly out of the warehouse, then drove to the place they’d been parked before, backing in quickly. “I go hook up.” 
 
    “Good,” Shelly said. “See you in a couple minutes.” 
 
    He left the coach. Shelly took a paper towel, got it damp, and then wiped off a few places where she saw grease smudges, just finishing as Jules got back inside. 
 
    “Everything look okay?” he asked, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Just a few smudges,” she said. “They’re gone. I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “I join, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, normal rules apply.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, smiling at her. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {5} 
 
    Milk Maid 
 
   K aren entered the yellow coach.  
 
    “Tex?” she asked softly. As she approached the bedroom door, she could hear him breathing, fast asleep. She slid the door open, looking around in the bedroom, waiting for the flashback of Lily to hit her. Nothing. She sighed, then slipped inside, stripping and climbing into bed. Tex stirred, rolled over to face her, and settled back into sleep. Karen glanced over at him and found his peaceful expression calming. She turned onto her back and looked at the ceiling, with its mini gun structure hanging down. How did I get here?  
 
    Tex stirred again, moving closer to her, hand going over her stomach, making her jump. His eyes opened slightly. “Oh, sorry,” he muttered, pulling his hand back. She grabbed it and put it back on her belly, petting it tenderly, a warm feeling almost overpowering her. In seconds he was back to his light snore, and she felt herself drifting towards sleep. For a split second the peppermint smell rushed back into her head. She shuddered, waking Tex. 
 
    “Hey, you okay, little lady?” he asked sleepily, not realizing that his hand was resting on her, or that she held it. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she whispered. “I started slipping back into that dream, but I came out of it.” 
 
    “Want me to go out into the salon?” he asked, pulling his hand back. 
 
    “No, I want you to stay right here,” she said, taking his hand again. “Please?” 
 
    “Sure, honey,” he said softly, his hand caressing her. She trembled, turning towards him, pulling his arm back over herself, moving tight against him, not caring that her breasts were resting against his hairy chest. 
 
    “Can I trust you?” she whispered. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, his hand moving on her back now, pulling her closer. Her leg went over his hip, entangling them. 
 
    “I feel safe. I’m not bothering you too much, am I?” 
 
    “No. I’ll hold you all night if it helps.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, checking herself, trying to bring on the bad thoughts. They weren’t there. She started to cry softly. 
 
    “Is this bothering you?” 
 
    “No, dummy. It’s helping me. Just hold me. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” He settled in, trying to keep his libido under control. It was a struggle. Everything that filled his hopes and dreams was in his arms at that moment. The last thing he wanted to do was blow it now. 
 
    “This is hard for you,” she whispered. “I can feel it. I can feel you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I’ll back off. He moved away, but she pulled him back tighter. 
 
    “No, stay,” she said, opening her eyes, meeting his. “We can, if you want. I’ll let you.” 
 
    “No,” Tex said. “You don’t want to. I’ll settle down after a few minutes. I promise.” 
 
    “But you want it,” she whispered. “I’ll get into it once we start.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” Tex said. 
 
    “It’s okay, really,” she said, moving her hand on his side. 
 
    “I need to know that you’re ready, and I’m not getting that from you,” he said. 
 
    “What are you getting?” 
 
    “Fear and guilt,” he whispered.  
 
    “I’ll battle that for the rest of my life,” she said. “It’s okay. I know you want it.” 
 
    “You don’t get me, do you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t want it, I want you. I can wait until you’re ready. No, I have to wait until you’re ready.” 
 
    “What, until I love you?” she asked. “You keep this up and it’ll happen.” 
 
    “That’s what I want more than anything,” he said, “but that can’t be rushed, especially after what you’ve been through.” 
 
    “Do you love me?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t think I should tell you that,” he said.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You might feel pressure. You might get overwhelmed.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said. “Tell me anyway. Then we can go to sleep.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That would keep you awake, trust me.” 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t,” she said. “It’ll force out the bad, either way. If you don’t love me now, you will soon. I can tell.” 
 
    Tex sighed. “All right, all right.” He laid there silently for a moment. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Yes, I love you,” he said, feeling his eyes tear up. She saw them glisten in the low light of their bedroom, and started to cry. 
 
    “See, I told you,” Tex said. 
 
    “I’m happy,” she said, pulling him closer. “Now hold me. Make me know that it’s going to be okay.” 
 
    They fell asleep in each other’s arms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sid rushed over to the veranda. Garret was there with Ji-Ho, John, Sarah, Yvonne, and Clem. Tyler was walking up, getting there at about the same time that Sid climbed the steps. 
 
    “Uh oh, what’s wron?” Garrett asked, looking at Sid’s face. 
 
    “I just heard from Sam,” Sid said, out of breath. “There’s about two hundred Islamists following them on the trail.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “How long ago did you talk to him?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Just a couple minutes ago,” he said. “He’s at the rear of the group with Erica, watching the back door.” 
 
    “We need to do something,” Garrett said. “Quickly.” 
 
    “I was hoping that was what you were gonna say,” Sid said. 
 
    “Sounds like a good opportunity for a long ride,” Garrett said. “You know the trail they’re on, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Sid said. “I propose that we take our Jeeps and lead you guys to where they are.” 
 
    “We should take about three hundred men,” Garrett said. “The rest should be here, ready for an attack, just in case they want to hit us in both locations.” 
 
    “I agree,” Sid said. 
 
    “Me too,” Tyler said. “I’ll go get the others. Let’s take off right away.” 
 
    Garrett pulled his phone out of his pocket and hit a contact, walking off the veranda with the phone in his ear. 
 
    “What’s going on?” James asked, walking up with Seth and Angel. 
 
    “The tribe is about to come under attack,” Tyler said. “I was just coming to get you. Let’s get the Jeeps loaded up again. We’re going out there.” 
 
    “I’ll go get the others,” James said, turning and trotting away. 
 
    “Let’s go get Kaitlyn and Megan,” Seth said. “You know they’ll want to be in on this.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Angel said. They trotted off together as Garrett came back. “It’s all set. My guys will be here in a few minutes. Where exactly are we going?” 
 
    “You know the trail to the ghost town and mine?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Garrett said, “but only from the Barrett Lake side. I assume you guys got in from somewhere along Highway 94.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sid said, pulling out his phone. He loaded the map application and held it out for Garrett to see. “We went as far as we could on Highway 94. You guys might not want to go that way.” 
 
    “I know this area,” Garrett said. “We could be there quickly if we go as the crow flies, this way.” He traced the route with his finger. “See?” 
 
    “How long of a ride is that?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Less than a day to get to these ridges here,” Garrett said. “Where would we engage the enemy, though?” 
 
    “Maybe we could go in the Jeeps and send GPS coordinates,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Yes, that would be a good way to do it,” Garrett said. “How long would it take for you guys to get the Jeeps to the tribe?” 
 
    “Not long,” Sid said. “Three hours max.” 
 
    “We should take off now,” Tyler said. “With as much ammo and men as we can carry.” 
 
    “I agree,” Garrett said. “My forces will take off now too. We’ll make a course correction when we get the GPS coordinates.” 
 
    “What go on?” Ji-Ho asked as he walked up. Sid and Garrett filled him in. He got a worried look on his face. 
 
    “We can’t lose ability to fight rest of battle,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “We can’t afford to lose the tribe,” Sid said, “and remember that Sam is with them. He won’t leave them. He’ll fight to the death for them if he thinks that’s all they can do. We need to get there, and fast.” 
 
    Ji-Ho thought for a moment. “How many people we keep here to watch base?” 
 
    “Most of my men,” Garrett said. “I’m only taking three hundred. That leaves you with about six hundred men, plus these battle wagons. I’d keep enough of your people here to man them.” 
 
    “The clock is running,” Sid said, standing up. “C’mon, let’s go.” 
 
    Yvonne stood. “You know I’m going, right?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Sid said. They took off for the Jeeps. 
 
    “Are we taking ours or one of the newer ones?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “One of the newer ones. There are some wicked rocks to climb on the way out there.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” Yvonne said. Sid led her to the one that he and Sam were in. “Let’s grab some of those Jerry cans. I think they all have fuel in them.” 
 
    Yvonne nodded, and they grabbed three, putting them in the back with their rifles and two BARs. Tyler and James rolled up, followed by Zac and Ryan in another Jeep. 
 
    “Are Seth and Angel coming?” Sid asked. 
 
    “No. Ji-Ho caught them. He’s giving each couple a battle wagon, and running them through the training now. Trevor and Kaylee are doing the same.” 
 
    “Okay, makes sense, I guess. Hate to be without their guns in this, though.” 
 
    “We need to have someplace to come back to,” Yvonne said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Sid nodded, and got behind the wheel, Yvonne jumping into the passenger side. They took off on Highway 94, heading southeast. 
 
    “Think we’ll get there in time?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we will, but if Garrett doesn’t make it in time, we’ll probably get killed.” 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Yvonne said. She glanced over at him with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I don’t feel right not going,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “I know,” Seth said. They stood by their battle wagon, waiting for Ji-Ho and Trevor to show up for their training. Megan and Angel joined them, Kaylee following. 
 
    “My uncle will be here in a few minutes,” Kylee said. “He’s just about finished with Clem, John, and Sarah. He’s training a few of Garrett’s folks too. Ones that can’t ride.” 
 
    “Good,” Angel said. 
 
    “You okay with this?” Megan asked Kaitlyn. 
 
    “Not really, but I get it,” she said. “Hey, at least we have places to live now. Other than tents, that is.” 
 
    Ji-Ho rushed over with Trevor. 
 
    “Ready, guys?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Angel said. “Let’s get busy.” 
 
    The group went into the coach, watching intently as Ji-Ho and Trevor went over all the systems. It took about half an hour. 
 
    “Well, I must admit, this is pretty cool,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Seriously,” Seth said. “Just remember what Ji-Ho said. These aren’t indestructible.” 
 
    “Yes yes,” Ji-Ho said. “Good.” 
 
    “We’re going to ours,” Angel said. “See you guys.” He took Megan by the hand and left the coach, Trevor and Kaylee following. 
 
    “Any last question?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “Nope, I think we’ve got it,” Kaitlyn said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Welcome,” Ji-Ho said. He turned and left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “You think Megan’s okay with this?” Seth asked, eyeing Kaitlyn as she watched Megan and Angel through the window. She turned to him. 
 
    “I think so. She’s like me. Scared for her people. That’s all.” 
 
    “Okay,” Seth said, sitting on the couch. She sat next to him.  
 
    “This is our first home, isn’t it?” 
 
    Seth chuckled. “Oh, I don’t know. I was getting used to the tent.” 
 
    “Yes, we made some memories in there,” Kaitlyn said. “I hope my mom survives this.” 
 
    “I hope they all do,” Seth said. “Also hope we don’t get attacked here.” 
 
    “Wonder when more of Garrett’s men are gonna arrive?” 
 
    “He didn’t say exactly, but they’re never far away,” Seth said. “That I’ve noticed. They patrol all the time. That’ll make it hard for the Islamists to get the drop on us.” 
 
    “Trevor is coming over with Kaylee,” Kaitlyn said, seeing them through the window. 
 
    “Uh oh, hope nothing’s wrong,” Seth said, getting up. He opened the door, waiting as Kaitlyn got outside, then closing the screen after himself. 
 
    “Anything wrong?” Seth asked. 
 
    “No, but Ji-Ho had a good suggestion. We need to move these coaches around. We need them parked by the entrance points, and the parts between them that are weak, like over there where the trees are, along the road.” 
 
    “Okay, where do you want us?” Seth asked. 
 
    “You’ll take the side near the back gate, over there,” he said, pointing. 
 
    “Okay, no problem,” Seth said. 
 
    “I’ve got to go tell the others,” Trevor said. “Talk to you in a few minutes.” 
 
    Seth nodded, then opened the screen for Kaitlyn. 
 
    “You don’t always have to open doors for me, you know,” Kaitlyn said, smiling at him. 
 
    “It’s a sign of love and respect,” Seth said. “It doesn’t bother you too much, I hope.” 
 
    “No, I like it, I just don’t want you to feel you have to, that’s all.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Seth said. “Want to drive, or should I?” 
 
    “You go ahead. I’ll learn on the road.” 
 
    “Okay,” Seth said, getting behind the wheel. He fired up the big diesel and pulled forward, heading for the back of the property, where a small road went past the barn and corral. He did a K-turn with the massive coach, setting it up so it pointed towards a good escape route. “There we go.” 
 
    “You handle this thing with no problem,” Kaitlyn said, watching him. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ve driven these before.” 
 
    “That’s good. When?” 
 
    “When I was a kid. My uncle had one. We went on vacation with him, up to Yellowstone. I got to drive some then. I was only seventeen.” 
 
    “Good,” Kaitlyn said. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Relax, I guess,” Seth said. “Wait.” 
 
    “Wait. That’s going to be hard.” 
 
    “I know, honey,” Seth said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jules woke with a start. Shelly was facing him, breathing in his face, still asleep. He reached for his phone, looking at the screen. It was already noon. He sat up quickly, blankets going with him, uncovering Shelly’s nude form next to him. He sucked in some air, then got back down, covering her up carefully. 
 
    “Enjoy that?” Shelly asked, eyes barely open. 
 
    “Sorry, it was accident.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she said. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It noon already. Too late to sleep.” 
 
    “Is it really?” Shelly asked. “Wow. Guess we needed it.” 
 
    “Guess so.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” Shelly said, looking at him with a mischievous grin. “Did you enjoy that? I mean, you saw all of me. Or most, at least.” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “You tease me, no?” 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    “Yes, I enjoy how you look,” Jules said softly, “but was accident. Really.” 
 
    She giggled. “It’s okay, Jules, you’ve been a good boy. At least it’s easier now.” 
 
    “What’s easier now?” 
 
    “I have to go to the bathroom. I don’t have to wait until you’re gone.” She got out of bed and walked out the sliding door, turning to smile at him. Jules’s eyes glassed over. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Jules said under his breath. 
 
    “I didn’t hear that,” she said, turning around, showing her naked front to him. 
 
    “I said beautiful,” Jules said, eyes fixed on her. “You enjoy this, no?” 
 
    “Oh, maybe a little bit,” she said before rushing into the bathroom. 
 
    Jules watched the doorway for almost a minute after she was gone, trying to save every detail in his mind. When she came back in, he was still staring. 
 
    “Wow, I really hit you with the thunderbolt, didn’t I?” she asked as she slipped back into bed, pulling the sheet over herself. “Show’s over for now.” 
 
    “You’re getting back into bed?” 
 
    “For a little while,” she said. 
 
    “You just want to torture me some more, no?” 
 
    She giggled. “Is that what this is?” 
 
    “You woke up playful,” Jules said. “I like.” 
 
    “Well, which is it? Playful or torture?” 
 
    Jules laughed. “Maybe a little of both.” 
 
    Jules’s phone rang. “You hand to me?” 
 
    “Why, you don’t want to get out of bed for some reason?” 
 
    “Maybe so,” he said. 
 
    It continued to ring. Jules shot her a sidelong glance and then got out of bed quickly, grabbing it and getting back under the sheet. “Enjoy show, no?” 
 
    She giggled. “Well, at least I know you like me.” 
 
    “I already tell you that.” 
 
    “Sometimes there are things more convincing than words,” she said, the mischievous grin back on her face. 
 
    The phone quit ringing. 
 
    “Shoot, lost call,” Jules said. He looked at it. “Ivan. Better call back.” 
 
    He hit the contact and put the phone on speaker. It rang. 
 
    “Do I need to leave?” Shelly asked, looking serious. 
 
    “Yes, I want to watch,” Jules said. “No, I kid, you stay. He tell if top secret.” 
 
    “Jules,” Ivan said. “Sorry to bother you.” 
 
    “You never a bother to me, old friend,” Jules said. “Shelly here with me. Okay?” 
 
    “Oh, the one you want to take back to the farm with you?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “No, not say that, you trouble maker,” Jules said, looking embarrassed as he glanced at Shelly. 
 
    “Have it your way, Jules. Sure, she can listen. We need to get word to Ji-Ho about some enemy activity, and I’m going to be someplace where I can’t call. Haven’t been able to raise him.” 
 
    “Okay, what message?” Jules asked, sitting up, motioning to a pad of paper and a pencil on the shelf by the window. Shelly got up and grabbed it for him. “Thanks, Shelly. Go ahead, Ivan.” 
 
    “Our sources see two groups of Islamists, in very bad places. One group is following the Indian Tribe on the trail home. Two hundred. Second group is near their hideout in Dulzura. Three hundred men. He should get ready.” 
 
    “That not good,” Jules said. “I call right away.” 
 
    “Good, and keep trying until you get him. You could try Sam too, but he’s been out of cell range.” 
 
    “Okay, we get word there, no worry. Anything else?” 
 
    “No,” Ivan said. “Have fun with your milk maid. See you soon.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “Milk maid?” she asked. “Was that a reference to my breasts or something?” 
 
    “No,” Jules said. “I call Ji-Ho.” He hit the contact. It rang several times and went to voicemail. “Ji-Ho, it Jules. Large force of enemy fighters near base in Dulzura and behind Indians on trail. Call me.” 
 
    He put the phone down. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Where’s Dulzura?” Shelly asked.  
 
    “Southeast San Diego County,” Jules said. “This very bad.” 
 
    “How does Ivan see them?”  
 
    “Top secret? You keep mouth shut?” 
 
    “Of course, although I think I should be mad at you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “This milk-maid thing. I want some answers, after we get through with this.” 
 
    Jules nodded, brow furrowed. “Okay. Robbie’s dad create way to track Islamists via their RFID chips. We don’t have access yet, but exists. Contact call Ivan with info.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Wow. That would be huge. Have they been watching out for us?” 
 
    “Some, yes, but difficult. Bigger problems in Utah and Colorado than here. They don’t have time to wipe our butts for us.” 
 
    Jules’s phone rang. He hit the speaker button. 
 
    “Ji-Ho?” 
 
    “Yes. This from Ivan? Using new tool?” 
 
    “It is,” Jules said. “Be ready. You have enough fighters?” 
 
    “Sent many to trail behind tribe just now. Have plenty staying here, just in case of this. We good. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Good, Ji-Ho, then don’t waste time talking to me. Talk later. Bye.” 
 
    Jules ended the call, then looked at Shelly. “Thank you. Maybe we get dressed, go outside.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Shelly said, grabbing his arm as he prepared to get off the bed. “What farm was he talking about?” 
 
    “Family business, I tell, remember? Belgium.” 
 
    “You aren’t going back to being a mobster, are you?” 
 
    Jules cracked up. “I not say I mobster. Never. I tell you about family estate, too.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re rich, aren’t you?” 
 
    “A little,” Jules said. 
 
    “No, a lot,” she said, eyeing him. “Dairy farms, right? Milk Maid? Geez, I feel like an idiot.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you I was mobster,” Jules said. 
 
    “You knew I thought that, though. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Jules sighed. “I guess jig up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” she said. “Time to fess up. Now.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {6} 
 
    On the Ridge 
 
   J i-Ho got off the call with Jules, heart pounding in his chest. His hands trembled as he sent the text. He got replies right away from most of the people at the Williams estate, and could hear the whir of motors as the coaches went into siege mode in their new locations around the property. 
 
    “Tribe out of cell range,” he muttered to himself, but then there was a ding. Sid replied, thanking him, and saying he’d spread the word. He and the others in Jeeps had their walkie-talkies on. Ji-Ho smiled, then put his own coach into siege mode. “Hope Garrett’s men in place.” 
 
    He got into the driver’s seat and brought the sight in front of his face, scanning the area with it. It was quiet. No movement at all. Then he heard the sound of horses, and grinned. Garrett’s men. He turned the sight in the direction of the sound, seeing a handful of mounted men ride up to the front of the house. He left the coach to meet them. 
 
    “Garrett,” Ji-Ho said. “You got text?” 
 
    “Felt it buzz, but haven’t checked yet,” he said as he got off his horse. The others stayed mounted, their eyes darting around nervously. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Heard from Ivan through contact named Jules. Three hundred men massing in Dulzura. Two hundred following tribe.” 
 
    “Just as we thought,” Garrett said, pulling his Winchester out of the scabbard as he walked over. “We know where the ones in Dulzura are, and have some people watching them now. They’re hiding their numbers pretty well. We’ve only seen about fifteen men so far.” 
 
    “Maybe big group not with fifteen.” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough, I reckon,” Garrett said. “May be better to make an assault instead of waiting for them to come here. They might get close and lob mortar rounds instead of coming in for a stand-up fight. That wouldn’t be good.” 
 
    “How about men going to tribe?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “They’re at least half way there,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Good. Where enemy location? Maybe we take a little drive with battle wagons.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Garrett said. “They’re in a compound between Highway 94 and Marron Valley Road. Used to be a church retreat. We can probably park on those two roads and blast them, but we’ll need to move if they pull out the mortars. My men are on their way to Dulzura now, on horseback. I’m sending four hundred men in there.” 
 
    “Sound good, but you look worried,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “They’re well equipped. Better than usual.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Ji-Ho said. “More than mortars and RPGs?” 
 
    “Gaz Tigrs. I think you have them on firepower, but they’re more maneuverable.” 
 
    “Good thing we have new grenade launchers. M19 should handle. Save ammo on mini-gun.” 
 
    “You guys ready to move out?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Yes, I send text. Send south on 94. Half group split off on Marron Valley road. Okay?” 
 
    “Perfect,” Garrett said. “We’re going to have ourselves a turkey shoot.” 
 
    Ji-Ho sent the text to his people as Garrett walked back to his horse. He rode off the property. Engines around the park fired up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, are you going to fess up, or what?” asked Shelly, glaring at Jules. Her heart was beating fast, her face flushed with a mixture of embarrassment and anger. 
 
    “What you want me say?” Jules asked. “I did work for Ivan before, and work for him now in war, but not in mob for many years.” 
 
    “Why did you let me think you were a mobster?” 
 
    “Why you assume I was?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Don’t answer a question with a question,” she said. “Nothing pisses me off more than that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jules said. “You put me under pressure.” 
 
    “Boo hoo. Answer the question.” 
 
    “You reveal everything about yourself to me?” Jules asked. “I not know about your background, and I don’t press.” 
 
    “You’re avoiding the question,” she said. “You should have corrected me when I said you were a mobster.” 
 
    “Why, you just think I use to get in pants, no?” 
 
    “I’m not that shallow, you know,” Shelly said softly. “You’ve hurt my feelings.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jules said, eyes tearing up. “I like you. Been burned by women before because of wealth. I didn’t want you to think of me as rich guy. I wanted you to think of me as person.” 
 
    “But what you did made me think of you as a criminal,” she said. “I need to be away from you for a while. Turn around so I can get dressed.” 
 
    He nodded and turned around. She got dressed quickly and left the coach, walking into the midday sun. Karen saw her, and raced to catch up as she walked. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Karen asked. 
 
    “I’m pissed,” she said. 
 
    “Did Jules do something to you?” 
 
    “He’s not being honest with me,” Shelly said, slowing down, looking at her. “He’s a phony.” 
 
    “Did he trick you into doing something you didn’t want to do?” 
 
    Shelly stopped. “No, it’s not like that. I’d better not talk about it right now.” 
 
    “Okay, whatever you want,” Karen said. 
 
    “How’d it go with you last night?” 
 
    “Tex is trying so hard,” Karen said. 
 
    “Is he getting anywhere?” 
 
    Karen sighed. “Yes, he is. Part of it is me. I’m starting to recover from the bad times, though. Tried to put myself in the dreams last night. I couldn’t go there.” 
 
    “Why would you even try that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe to see if I’m getting better, or to see if Tex is helping me.” 
 
    “How about the coach?” Shelly asked. “The bedroom?” 
 
    “That didn’t bother me at all. We both slept in there.” 
 
    “Is he still pushing you?” 
 
    Karen laughed. “I told him he could have me last night if he wanted to.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” Karen said. “He wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He said he knows I’m not ready,” Karen said. 
 
    “Is that true?” 
 
    Karen was silent for a moment, then looked at Shelly. “Yes, but I’m getting closer.” 
 
    “You’re starting to like him,” Shelly said. “I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “He told me that he loves me last night,” Karen said softly. 
 
    “That’s a good thing, though, right?” 
 
    “I kinda forced it out of him,” Karen said. “I don’t know what I should do.” 
 
    “Just relax and let whatever happens happen,” Shelly said. “He’s not rushing you. Take advantage of that.” 
 
    “I’m coming to that conclusion. Why are you so mad at Jules? Seemed like you two were getting closer.” 
 
    “We were on a call with Ivan, and he slipped in a comment about Jules wanting to take me back to the farm.” 
 
    “Why would that make you mad?” 
 
    “He let me believe that he’s a mobster,” Shelly said. “Honesty is important to me.” 
 
    Karen stared at her for a moment. “This is what you want, though, isn’t it? Maybe you should give him a chance.” 
 
    Shelly looked into her eyes, her face turning red again, anger flashing. 
 
    “You knew.” 
 
    Karen looked down for a moment, then back at her. “Yes, I knew. Tex told me.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me, after our talks? Dammit. You’re as bad as he is.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Karen said. “Don’t be mad. Think about it.” 
 
    “I can’t be around you either,” Shelly said sharply. “Leave me alone.” She hurried away from Karen, out into the big field behind the house, crying now, humiliation washing over her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” Sam said. “That sounds like Jeeps coming.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Erica said, stopping for a moment, wiping sweat off her brow. The mid-afternoon sun was beating down hard. 
 
    “Wonder how far back they are now?” Sam asked, taking a drink from his water bottle. He offered it to Erica, and she took a swig. 
 
    “Don’t mind my cooties now, eh?” she said, smiling. “I hope we live through this.” 
 
    “Sounds like there’s a message in that comment.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” she said, handing the bottle back to him. “Us women understand looks like you’ve been giving me for the last couple days. When we get past this, better pencil in a few days of alone time with me. I’m gonna wear you out.” 
 
    Sam chuckled and shook his head. “See that next ridge? Maybe we can see the enemy from up there.” He pointed at a rocky ridge to the left of the trail ahead of them. 
 
    “Maybe,” Erica said. “If those vehicles we heard were the Jeeps, things will be moving quickly, I suspect.” 
 
    “We’ll need Garrett’s men to take on the Islamists. They’re on horseback, so they may be a little while longer.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” Erica said. “They can go as the crow flies. Good chance that they’re close by already.” 
 
    “Hope so,” Sam said. 
 
    They started the long climb up to the ridge, getting on top after about half an hour. 
 
    “If we want to look, we’ll have to go over there,” Sam said, pointing to the right. “See those rocks up there?” 
 
    “Yep,” Erica said. “That’ll cost us a little time.” 
 
    “True, but it’ll be worth it. C’mon.” 
 
    They scrambled off the trail and onto the jagged ridge, trying to keep behind the bushes and trees as best they could, making it to the rocks in ten minutes. They climbed up behind a big boulder and peered over. 
 
    “Shit, look,” Sam whispered. “They’re closer than they were. They didn’t stop for the night.” 
 
    “Well, at least they’re as tired as we are,” Erica said, looking with her brow furrowed. “We could take a few pot shots and pin them down.” 
 
    “That’ll give away our position,” Sam said. 
 
    “They already know where we are.” 
 
    “True. Let’s see if we’ve got cell coverage.” Sam pulled out his phone and looked, then hit Sid’s contact, giving Erica a thumb up sign. 
 
    “Sam,” Sid said. “Heard us come in, I suspect.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. “We’re up on the last ridge. The Islamists are not far behind. I can see them well. Could take some potshots to hold them. Maybe we should bring mortars up here and let them have it.” 
 
    “If we don’t do something quick, they’ll be past the kill zone,” Erica whispered. 
 
    “What was that?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Erica just said if we don’t slow them down soon they’ll be past the kill zone. She’s right. Where are you?” 
 
    “With the main group,” Sid said. “Ed is with me, and Tyler, and a few others.” 
 
    “Where are Garrett’s men?” 
 
    “Just sent them the GPS coordinates. They’re about half a mile away. Not far since they’re on horseback. They’ll be here quickly.” 
 
    “I think we should fire on them, but all we have is an M16 and an AK-47.” 
 
    “Where exactly are you?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Use Find My Friends on your phone,” Sam said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, forgot about that.” He laughed. “Hell, you’re only four hundred yards away. Hit them. We’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Ed’s got my M60 in the back of his hovercraft. Bring it along, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, and we’ve got BARs with us too. See you in a few. Hold them down.” 
 
    Sam ended the call, and looked over at Erica, who already had an Islamist in her sights. “Fire.” 
 
    She smiled and pulled the trigger, exploding an Islamist’s head.  “That got their attention. Looks like an ant hill after pouring gasoline on it.” 
 
    Sam nodded and opened fire with his M-16, taking out several Islamists as the others fled, screaming in Arabic. 
 
    “Look, some are trying to go around that way,” Erica said. “See them?” 
 
    “Good eye,” Sam said as he aimed and fired. 
 
    “Some on the other side too,” Erica said, shooting several men. Then gunfire erupted from below, hitting the front of the ridge, rock chips flying. 
 
    “They’ve made our position,” Sam said. “Keep your head down.” 
 
    Erica nodded and fired again, hitting two more Islamists as they tried to scurry out of the kill zone. 
 
    Shots came at them from the left side of the ridge, hitting rocks again. 
 
    “Dammit, there’s another group over there,” Sam said. “This isn’t good. They’re on two sides of us.” 
 
    “Can you see them?” Erica asked. 
 
    “No, but I have a pretty good idea where they are. I’m gonna watch. Keep an eye on the first group.” 
 
    “Okay,” Erica said, squeezing off a couple more rounds. 
 
    Sam’s phone dinged. He looked at it. “Sid. He’ll be up here in about two minutes. They’re setting up the mortars. Asking for coordinates.” 
 
    “You know how to do that?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. His comment was punctuated by another shot from the left, whizzing over his head. He aimed and fired several times into the bushes, a man screaming below. “That got their attention.” He texted the coordinates for both groups of Islamists to Sid. 
 
    More gunfire came at them, Erica having to slip down for a moment. When it stopped, she moved over a few feet and took aim, killing several men who were trying to rush up the side of the hill. 
 
    “We have the advantage,” Erica said, “at least with position.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of them down there, and we’ll run out of ammo before too long,” Sam said. He fired again to the left, hitting a couple of men. “They were trying to set up a mortar.” 
 
    “Crap,” Erica said. “Where’s our friends? I’m almost out of ammo.” 
 
    “Me too,” Sam said. Then there was a pop from behind them, and the area to the left exploded. “Whoa, nice shot.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Erica said. Another pop came from behind them, and there was an explosion in front of the main group. “That one was short, sweetie.” 
 
    “Sweetie?” Sam asked. He texted to Sid as another round hit the group on the left. A large secondary explosion went off. Then there were shots from the extreme right side. Erica moved quickly over towards Sam as he texted the third location to Sid. 
 
    “They’re getting around us,” Erica said. “I’ve only got about ten rounds left.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Sam said. A mortar round came down right in the middle of the main center group, more secondary explosions going off, but there were new shots from the left side. 
 
    “Where’s those bigger guns?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Almost here, I hope,” Sam said as he fired on the left side group. “Dammit, I’m out.” 
 
    Another mortar popped, and a round came down on the right side. 
 
    “Short again,” Erica shouted as the gunfire from below ramped up. Sam texted to Sid, and then Tyler, Ryan, and James arrived, with Sam’s M60, two BARs, and a bunch of AK-47 ammo, which they handed to Erica. 
 
    “Thank God,” Erica said, loading her magazines as fast as she could. 
 
    “You guys were out of ammo?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “There’s a shitload of Islamists down there,” Sam said as he picked up the M60. “This is gonna get their attention. He opened up, spewing rounds all along the bottom of the hill, catching the Islamists rushing up by surprise, killing most of them. Then Ryan and Tyler opened up with the BARs, one on the left side, the other on the right. Erica was back in action now, firing at the right position. 
 
    “They’re going to get around us,” James said, firing a BAR into the main group. “They keep coming. We can’t hit all of them from here.” 
 
    Mortar rounds fired, three at almost the same time, exploding in all three enemy positions. 
 
    “No secondary explosions that time,” Sam said. “They’re moving around us. Dammit!” 
 
    There was the pop of a mortar from in front of them, and the area behind the ridge exploded. 
 
    “Oh no!” James yelled. 
 
    “I see where they are,” Sam said, firing a volley into a wooded area on the right, killing the men who were manning the mortar. Several more rushed in to take their place as Sam texted the position to Sid. 
 
    Gunfire erupted behind them. 
 
    “They’ve gotten to the tribe,” Ryan shouted. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Unless we want a hundred more Islamists attacking them, we’d better stay up here,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Keep your focus,” Erica shouted. “There’s more coming up the middle, see them?” She opened fire, the others joining her with the BARs and M60, stopping the group just before they were hit with a mortar round. 
 
    “Yeah, take that, suckas,” Ryan shouted. 
 
    “Stay sharp,” Sam said, his brow furrowed as he fired on yet another group, rushing in from the left side. 
 
    “Where are they all coming from?” James asked. Gunfire intensified behind them. 
 
    “How many good fighters do we have with the tribe?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Quite a few,” Tyler said. “It won’t be easy for the enemy, but if Garrett’s men don’t show up in a hurry, we’re toast.” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s too many of them,” James said. 
 
    “Don’t go soft on us, boys,” Erica shouted, firing again on a group that was rushing up the hill from the right side. “C’mon, help me!” 
 
    Tyler and Ryan opened fire with the BARs. Sam was still busy with the enemy on the left side, the massive firepower of the M60 keeping them at bay. 
 
    Another mortar round flew at them, going too far, but closer than the first one. 
 
    “Where’d that come from?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Right side,” Erica said, firing at the position. “I just wasted their team, but there were others right there. We’re gonna get hit again.” 
 
    Sam rushed over with the M60 and fired at the mortar, breaking it, setting off the ammo box next to it. 
 
    “That’ll hold them up for a few minutes,” Ryan shouted. Then he opened fire on the middle group again, hitting another mortar team setting up, then firing on the mortar tube and the ammo box, setting it off. 
 
    “Nice job, man,” Tyler said. 
 
    Another large group ran towards the ridge from the left, stepping over the bodies of their dead compatriots. Most of them were mowed down by fire from the BARs, but then another group followed. 
 
    “There’s too many of them,” James shouted. 
 
    “Wait, listen,” Erica said. She looked over at Sam and grinned. 
 
    The pounding of hundreds of horse hoofs approached from behind them. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {7} 
 
    Leaves on Fire 
 
   S id was at the mortars with several warriors, directing fire, when he saw a group of Islamists rushing by, not noticing their position. 
 
    “Hey, look,” Sid whispered, grabbing his BAR. He took off running behind them, firing, killing all but two of the enemy fighters. Zac left the mortar and rushed behind him with his AK-47. 
 
    “Get back on that mortar,” Sid said. “I’ll get this. I’ve got Yvonne and a few others up on the side of that hill there. I’ll make sure I force them in that direction.” 
 
    “Okay,” Zac said, rushing back to the mortar. 
 
    Sid felt the hackles on the back of his neck rise, and looked for cover. A group of about twenty Islamists rushed by. The two who survived the first volley slipped out and pointed in Sid’s direction. They turned, rushing towards him, and he opened fire, spewing 30-06 rounds at them, taking out about half, the others fleeing for their lives, right into the kill zone under Yvonne and the others. They fired, dropping all of the Islamists in their tracks. Then another group rushed in, larger this time, Sid watching until they got in a good position, then opening fire again with the BAR, sending them rushing to the same place the others met their doom. Yvonne’s group fired, killing most, the others rushing past to where the tribe was, running into more warriors who shot them. 
 
    Sid’s heart was pounding in his chest. He struggled to reload the BAR as another group rushed through, not getting ready fast enough, Yvonne’s group trying to hit them, only getting about half. Then another group came in. Sid was loaded and fired, hitting about a quarter of them, some continuing on, others turning and heading towards Sid. They saw the mortar team and fired, killing several warriors, Zac getting under cover just in time, returning fire from his AK-47, Sid joining in. As Sid was pointed in that direction, another group came in, rushing past Yvonne’s team, losing a few men, but continuing, attacking the tribe. 
 
    “Dammit,” Sid said, heart pounding as he got up and ran towards the tribe, firing on the Islamists, then diving into cover as they turned and fired back. “We’re gonna lose.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a multitude of guns going off, and the pounding of horse’s hoofs. The smell of black powder floated towards him, and he smiled, getting up again to join the battle. Garrett’s men flooded in from three directions, firing their Winchesters and Colt revolvers, causing the Islamists to panic and retreat. They raced back into the kill zone where Sam and the others were, right into a volley of fire from the M60 and BARs. Sid saw nearly a hundred mounted men following them and sent a text to Sam to hold fire. The gunfire intensified all around them, as Garrett’s men chased down the Islamists, some of the mounted men going to swords, killing Islamists with frightening speed. Then the gunfire subsided to occasional shots as hiding Islamists were discovered and killed. 
 
    Yvonne rushed down the hill and leapt into Sid’s arms. “We won, honey.” 
 
    “Yeah, we did, but I was getting pretty damn scared for a while there.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Yvonne said. “Lose anybody?” 
 
    “Yeah, about half the warriors on the mortar team.” 
 
    “Zac’s okay, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” Zac said, walking over. “We lost too many good warriors, though. If those cowboys wouldn’t have shown up, we’d be dead.” 
 
    “True that,” Sid said. 
 
    Sam and Erica came down the hill with the others, tired but happy. 
 
    “Wow,” Erica said. “That was intense.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Yvonne said. “You must be Erica.” 
 
    “I am. Are you Yvonne?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, shaking her hand. “Lose anybody up on the ridge?” 
 
    “Nope,” Erica said. “It was getting pretty scary, though. We couldn’t hold them all.” 
 
    “We killed a lot, though,” James said. 
 
    “Yep,” Tyler said. “Wonder what’s going on in Dulzura?” 
 
    “Last I heard from Ji-Ho, the battle wagons were joining about four hundred of Garrett’s men to take on the three hundred Islamists that are hiding out at an abandoned church retreat,” Sid said. “At the Y between Highway 94 and Marron Valley Road.” 
 
    “I know where that is,” Sam said. “They better be careful. Lot of cover there for the enemy. Not a lot of room to maneuver in those battle wagons.” 
 
    “Garrett’s men will win it, I suspect,” Sid said. “We need to get back on the road.” 
 
    “Want us to go back with you in one of the Jeeps to help?” Sam asked. 
 
    “No,” Sid said. “Stay with the tribe. We don’t know if this was the last of the Islamists. There may be more behind this group.” 
 
    “He’s right, honey,” Erica said. 
 
    “Honey?” Sid asked. Yvonne elbowed him. Sam just grinned. 
 
    Ed cruised up in his hovercraft. “You guys okay?” 
 
    “We lost some of the mortar team,” Zac said, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “We lost a few warriors further up, too,” Ed said. “We’d better get back on the trail. Sam, could you and Erica continue to guard the back door?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. “No problem.” 
 
    Two of Garrett’s men rode up. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” Sam said. “You saved our butts. Big time.” 
 
    “No problem,” the first man said. “We’re going to follow the trail back to see if there’s any more coming, for at least twenty miles. Then we’ll come back this direction and protect you the rest of the way. That sound okay?” 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” Ed said. “We are forever in your debt.” 
 
    “We all do our part, sir,” the man said. He tipped his hat and they rode back towards the north. 
 
    “We made the right decision teaming with them,” Erica said. 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Tyler said. “Seen them in action several times. Those guys are amazing.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tex and Sparky were walking around the back section of the winery in the late afternoon sun. 
 
    “How’s it going between you and Dana?” Tex asked. “She keeping you interested?” 
 
    Sparky chuckled. “I made a deal with the winery team to use the house, even after the coach was finished. She’s a wildcat in bed.” 
 
    “Looks like you have mixed emotions, partner.” 
 
    “She’s trying too hard,” Sparky said. “She’s afraid of losing me.” 
 
    “Should she be afraid?” 
 
    Sparky was quiet for a moment. “She’d do better if she didn’t try so hard. I am getting to like her, but I don’t want to end up with an overly clingy woman. Been there, done that.” 
 
    “She’s a looker,” Tex said. 
 
    “Well, yeah, she is, but there wasn’t one woman we rescued who isn’t. That’s why they were taken in the first place.” 
 
    “True,” Tex said. “Here comes Ted.” 
 
    The two men smiled as he walked up.  
 
    “What’s up, guys?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Just talking about life and love, partner,” Tex said. “Speaking of that, how’s it going with Haley?” 
 
    “We’re just friends, for now,” Ted said. “We like each other a lot, though. Something might develop over time.” 
 
    “You sleeping in the same bed?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “That’s a pretty personal question,” Ted said. “No, I’m on the couch convertible. She’s short enough to handle the dinette bed. We gave the bedroom to the kids.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. Bryan and Brianna are with you,” Sparky said. 
 
    “How’s that going?” Tex asked. “Brianna is pretty hot. Maybe too hot for Bryan.” 
 
    “Be nice, Bryan is a good solid man. Trust me.” 
 
    “I know, Ted,” Tex said. “Just messing. They have a hot romance going?” 
 
    “You two are like women,” Ted said, shaking his head. “Yes, they seem to be bonded pretty tight. He worships her, and she’s more than willing. That’s pretty obvious. They’re young, though, and Bryan’s a little immature for his age.” 
 
    “Well good for them,” Tex said. “Hope it works out the way they both want.” 
 
    “You had the more interesting situation, Tex,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ted said. 
 
    “Wait, I thought you said we were like women,” Tex said. 
 
    Ted and Sparky chuckled. 
 
    “C’mon, I told you about Dana,” Sparky said. “Probably more than I should’ve said.” 
 
    “And me too, dammit,” Ted said. “Fess up.” 
 
    Tex looked at them, face turning red, eyes glassy. 
 
    “Shit, man, you’re in love with this girl, aren’t you?” Sparky asked. “Don’t get hurt. She’s more than a little flighty, from what I can tell. Remember that thing with Gil?” 
 
    “Tex, always the romantic,” Ted said. 
 
    “Cut it out, guys,” Tex said, half a smile on his face. 
 
    “Forget it,” Ted said. “Sorry.” 
 
    Tex was quiet for a moment as they walked along, then looked at them. “Okay, I love her. Is that what you want to hear?” 
 
    “I think we both figured that out a second ago,” Ted said. “How does she feel?” 
 
    “She’s moving in my direction,” he said. “I know she’s not ready yet, so I’m not pressuring her. Not even a little bit.” 
 
    “That’s unusual,” Sparky said, smirking at him 
 
    “Shut up, partner.” 
 
    “Well, she is a beautiful girl, especially if you like redheads,” Sparky said, “and like most redheads, she’s going to be the highest of high maintenance.” 
 
    “That’s a wives’ tale, man,” Ted said. “One of the best girlfriends I ever had was a redhead, and she wasn’t like that. Not at all.” 
 
    “I like high maintenance women,” Tex said. 
 
    “What, are you crazy?” Sparky asked.  
 
    “Hell no,” Tex said. “When I’m in love with a woman I put her on a pedestal and worship her. You know that. Keeping her happy is a big turn-on for me.” 
 
    “That’s why I told you not to get hurt,” Sparky said. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to get hurt with this one,” Tex said.  
 
    “Have you two been intimate yet?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Wait, you just called out Sparky for being too personal,” Tex said. 
 
    “So sue me,” Ted said. “Answer the question.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Tex said. 
 
    “Then how do you know she’s moving in your direction?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “She offered herself to me,” Tex said. “That had better not get out. Don’t tell your women.” 
 
    “I don’t have a woman,” Ted said. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Tex said, “but really, guys, don’t say anything. Please?” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Me too,” Ted said. “If she offered, you must have turned her down.” 
 
    “She did it out of gratitude,” Tex said. “I can tell she’s not ready.” 
 
    “You’re a good man, Tex,” Sparky said. “Hope she deserves you.” 
 
    “I hope I deserve her,” Tex said, “but thanks.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Sparky said softly, nodding to the left. Karen was walking towards them quickly. 
 
    “Uh oh, she looks upset,” Tex said. “Talk to you guys later.” He rushed over to her. 
 
    “What’s wrong, little lady?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, Tex, I feel so bad,” Karen said, hugging him, crying. 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Shelly. She’s mad. Really mad. Now nobody can find her. Jules is going crazy over it.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, pulling away to look at her face, wiping her tears away with his fingers. 
 
    “They were on a call with Ivan earlier, and he spilled the beans about Jules’s family business.” 
 
    “That should make her happy,” Tex said. “Now she knows he’s not a mobster.” 
 
    “She’s not taking it that way.” 
 
    “How’s she taking it?” Tex asked. 
 
    “She’s taking it as dishonesty,” Karen said, “and when she talked to me about it, she figured out that I knew. I had to admit it. Now she’s mad at me too.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” Tex said. He was silent for a moment, and then looked at her with a sly smile. “You know what this means, right?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s already in love with him,” Tex said. “Otherwise why would she care?” 
 
    Karen thought through it for a moment. “You might be right.” She backed away from him, breaking their embrace.  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Tex said. 
 
    “Sorry about what?” 
 
    “Holding you too long,” Tex said. “It’s not my place.” 
 
    Karen looked up at him, eyes tearing, getting onto her tiptoes and kissing him. They both moaned as the passion took them. 
 
    “Oh, God,” Karen said when they broke, her breath coming fast. 
 
    “What happened?” Tex asked, still reeling from the kiss. 
 
    “I’m falling for you,” she said. “It’s like I’m seeing you for the first time. It’s never hit me like this before.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just the worry,” Tex said softly. 
 
    She kissed him again, more passionately, then broke it, looking into his eyes. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Let’s just give it a little time,” Tex said. “To make sure.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “If Shelly wasn’t missing I’d drag you back to our coach right now. We need to help find her. You okay with that?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tex said. “Where was she headed last time you saw her?” 
 
    “Out into the big field behind the house, but that was over an hour ago.” 
 
    “Let’s go in that direction, then,” Tex said. “Do you know where Jules is?” 
 
    “Searching for her,” Karen said. They started walking, Karen taking his hand.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Nervous?” Kaylee asked, looking at Trevor as he drove the battle wagon. 
 
    “Of course,” Trevor said. “We’re going into battle, and I think I’m more comfortable running around with my Winchester than I am driving a big tank.” 
 
    “Maybe this is a little safer,” she said. 
 
    “I trust my own ability more than machinery,” Trevor said. “If we get into a bad position, I’ll want to get out of this thing, where I can fight.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Kaylee said. “We’re almost to the Y. Go to Marron Valley Road on the right. It’s a little ways after we get to Freezer Road.” 
 
    “Freezer Road, huh?” Trevor asked. “Wonder why they named it that?” 
 
    “Good question. Hope Garrett’s men are close by.” 
 
    Both of their phones dinged. 
 
    “Another broadcast text,” Trevor said. 
 
    “I’ll check it, you keep your hands on the wheel.” 
 
    “Okay,” Trevor said. 
 
    “We defeated the enemy on the trail,” Kaylee said, smiling. “Very few people killed or wounded.” 
 
    “Good. Does it say how soon they’ll be back to Dulzura?” 
 
    “Tomorrow, mid-day,” Kaylee said. “Some of them will be back faster. They’re putting as many people on vehicles as they can. They’re moving the very old and the very young that way, so the rest of the tribe can speed up.” 
 
    “So, it’s one down, one to go.” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Kaylee said. “What’s that ahead?” 
 
    “UN Roadblock? Get on the forward guns.” 
 
    “You sure? Who’s behind us?” 
 
    “Seth and Kaitlyn,” Trevor said.  
 
    “My uncle is back a ways, right? He’s not in as safe a vehicle.” 
 
    “He’s second from the end,” Trevor said. “The one at the end has some of Garrett’s people in it.” 
 
    “Good.” Kaylee reached down for the tray and pulled it forward, using the target reticle as they approached the roadblock. “Now?” 
 
    “Now,” Trevor said. 
 
    Kaylee pulled the trigger as Trevor raised the turret for the M19.  
 
    “Gaz Tigr,” Kaylee said. “See it, coming up from the shoulder.” 
 
    Several loud shots came out of the turret, and the Gaz Tigr blew up. 
 
    “Stay on those guys up front. I’m gonna raise the mini gun.” 
 
    “Remember what the tech said,” Kaylee said. “Don’t use both at the same time.” 
 
    “I know,” Trevor said. “Hit those guys fleeing to the side.” 
 
    “On them,” Kaylee said, following them with the target reticle and pulling the trigger, mowing them down. They breezed past the roadblock, and then heard bullets hitting the armor plate behind the engine.  
 
    “Knew it,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Should we hit them? Not sure I can with the rear machine guns. They’re too far off the road.” 
 
    “No, they’ll get hit by the other coaches,” Trevor said. Just at that moment they heard a mini-gun fire up. “Seth. He plastered them all over the trees back there. I can see it in my mirror.” 
 
    “Good,” Kaylee said. “There’s a nest over there, see it?” 
 
    Trevor nodded and fired the M19, several grenades hitting the makeshift structure a few miles off the road, blowing up mortar ammo inside, the whole area exploding into flames. Kaylee hit running Islamists and UN peacekeepers with the forward machine guns. 
 
    “Hear that?” Kaylee asked. “There’s action on Highway 94, too.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Trevor said. “I hope Angel and Megan are careful. They’re on that side.” 
 
    “There’s the compound,” Kaylee said. “See it?” 
 
    “That’s a lot of enemy fighters,” Trevor said, taking aim with the mini gun and firing short bursts, ruining their cover. Then the next coach hit the area with several M19 shots, blowing up what was left of the structures. 
 
    “These grenade launchers work pretty well,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “Yeah, they do,” Trevor said. “They’re kinda fun to shoot, too.” He shot several times at the first building, sending grenades right through the front windows, causing intense explosions inside. Islamists and UN Peacekeepers flooded out of the building, some on fire, most of them being picked off by Seth and the other coaches behind them. 
 
    “I’m going to park by the last building and set up siege mode,” Trevor said. “It’ll block the escape route. See it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I see it,” she said. “We need to save the big stuff for the Gaz Tigrs.” 
 
    Automatic fire hit them broadside, bouncing off the armor. 
 
    “Oh, you want to play, huh?” Trevor asked, firing off the M19 several times, taking out the machine gun emplacement. “They dug in.” 
 
    “You know what’s important, right?” Kaylee asked. “Take out anything that’s going to kill a lot of Garrett’s cavalry.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Trevor said. “Machine gun nests and vehicles.” 
 
    “Speaking of vehicles, look off to the right,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “I see them,” Trevor said, firing the M19 at two Gaz Tigrs, Seth and the others behind them joining in, blowing the vehicles sky high. 
 
    “We’ve got to keep our eyes peeled for those things,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “Seriously,” Trevor said. “A shot in a bad place from one of those will end us quick.” 
 
    There was a loud explosion on the Highway 94 side, then mini gun fire. 
 
    “We’re engaging something over there,” Kaylee said. “Can’t quite see it.” 
 
    “We’ll be past the trees when we get to our parking spot,” Trevor said. “Right about now.” He stopped the coach and flipped the switches for siege mode, then fired several grenades at the back of a machine gun nest and a Gaz Tigr next to it, hitting them both. 
 
    “Wow, that grenade launcher has some range,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “Yep. Look, we’ve got a whole bunch of troops running towards us. Maybe we ought to use the M60s out the gun slits.” 
 
    “On it,” Kaylee said, “Keep your eyes peeled and your fingers on the trigger for anything big.” 
 
    “You got it,” Trevor said. “Gaz Tigr, coming straight at us.” He fired the M19 before it could take a shot, disabling it but not blowing it up until the second grenade hit it. 
 
    Kaylee fired the M60 when the rushing Islamists were only about twenty yards from the vehicle. One of them had a Molotov Cocktail in his hand, which exploded over the area, starting a good fire in the dried leaves and pine needles around that side of the neglected property. 
 
    “Whoa,” Trevor said. “We got some help from mother nature on that shot.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Kaylee said. “That fire may spread too quickly. We might need to get away from here.” 
 
    Two Gaz Tigrs were caught in the flames, and attempted to drive through them, both catching on fire and blowing up before they could get to the road. The fire started to spread to the building by them, and Islamists flooded out in a panic, only to be cut down by machine gun fire from Highway 94 and Marron Valley Road, Kaylee joining in with the M60. 
 
    “Crap, here comes several more Gaz Tigrs,” Trevor said, firing the M19 at them, hitting one, missing the second. It opened fire, a round hitting the M19 turret. “Dammit, they just took out the grenade launcher.” 
 
    “Hit it with the mini gun!” Kaylee said, the gun starting before she could finish the sentence, the Gaz Tigr stopping, exploding after a couple seconds. 
 
    “This is bad,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Maybe we should pull away,” Kaylee shouted. “The fire’s getting too close anyway.” 
 
    “Here come more,” Trevor shouted, firing the mini gun, ruining both vehicles. “We need to move out of the way so Seth and the others can take them on. Trevor fired up the coach, taking it out of siege mode and driving forward, hitting two more Gaz Tigrs as they rolled. 
 
    “Text Seth, and tell him that our M19 is out of commission. I’ll find another place for us to park.” 
 
    “You got it,” Kaylee said, sending the text. Then there was a massive boom behind them. 
 
    “Shit, what the hell was that?” Trevor cried. “Hope it wasn’t Seth’s rig.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {8} 
 
    The Hayloft 
 
   T revor looked around in a panic for the big boom as he pulled the coach forward. 
 
    “Seth’s fine, honey,” Kaylee said, just before she fired another volley out the gun slit with the M60. 
 
    “Look, that Gaz Tigr behind the curtain of flames is looking for a way out,” Trevor said. “I’m gonna shoot it with the mini-gun.” 
 
    “Might not want to waste the ammo,” Kaylee shouted. “It’s gonna burn up anyway. The fire is all the way down the highway on this side and growing fast.” 
 
    Suddenly there was another big boom, and the Gaz Tigr blew sky high. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Trevor asked. “Look at all that smoke!” 
 
    “I smell black powder,” Kaylee said. “Garrett’s men are here.” 
 
    There was another boom, and one of the buildings in the compound lost a wall on one side, then a hail of bullets hit the UN Peacekeepers and Islamists trying to escape. 
 
    “That’s them, all right,” Trevor said as he scanned through the gun sight. There was another boom, hitting the building a second time, breaking half of it down. Trevor burst out laughing. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “That’s a frigging cannon!” 
 
    Another big boom went off, the smell of black powder getting more intense. 
 
    “Cannon?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “You know, like a Civil War cannon,” Trevor said. “They pulled it in with horses, I suspect.” 
 
    “Geez,” Kaylee said. “They still work.” 
 
    “And how,” Trevor said. “Makes sense, since they use black powder for everything.” 
 
    Kaylee fired the M60 at another group of fleeing enemy fighters, mowing them down. “Seems like we only have to keep them from escaping now.” 
 
    “I’m going to move the coach around so we’re facing the action,” Trevor said. “We’ve got a shitload of ammo for those forward and rear guns.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Kaylee said, holding on as Trevor moved the coach. When he had it oriented right, he shut down the engine and set up siege mode. Kaylee got into the passenger seat again and pulled out the tray. “Here comes some now.” 
 
    “Nail them,” Trevor said. She fired, taking out the first row of fighters, some of them diving for the trees. Trevor got up and grabbed the M60, then opened the gun slit on the passenger side and sprayed fire at the fleeing men, hitting all of them. 
 
    “Nice shooting,” Kaylee said. “Here comes some more.” She fired the forward guns, hitting most of the fighters, and the cannon fired again, hitting the building that the men were fleeing from, knocking down the wall. Kaylee aimed and fired into it. Somebody else fired several grenades into the ruined building and it exploded. 
 
    “Here comes the cavalry,” Trevor shouted, watching them flood in from two sides, guns blazing. Islamists and UN Peacekeepers were in a panic now, trying to leave the area, their only escape route through the flames cut off. Many dropped their weapons and held up their hands, only to be cut down by the horsemen. 
 
    “This is another rout,” Trevor said, smiling. 
 
    “They’re just killing those men,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “Who laid a trap for us and tried to kill the tribal women and children on the trail,” Trevor said. “I have no problem with this at all.” 
 
    After several minutes, there was silence. 
 
    “What now?” Kaylee asked. “Should we go home?” 
 
    “Soon,” Trevor said. “I want to go look around.” 
 
    “You’re going outside?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll take the Winchester. You stay here and man the guns, though, okay? Just in case there’s still a Gaz Tigr lurking around.” 
 
    “Okay. Don’t get shot.” 
 
    “I won’t.” He picked up his Winchester and chambered a round, then topped off the gun’s magazine and stuffed a handful of .44 mag ammo into his pocket, slipping out the door. Garrett and several of his men were huddled around the cannon. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get that thing?” Trevor asked as he approached. 
 
    “Long story,” Garrett said. “Got two more protecting our home.” 
 
    “It did a good job here,” Seth said, walking up to join them. “What now? Should we take off for home?” 
 
    “Don’t see why not,” Garrett said. “Heard that we won on the trail too.” 
 
    “Yep,” Garrett said. “The older people and children should be arriving back at the Williams place any minute now. You guys probably should take off. We’ll clean up here and join you in a little while.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Seth said. “You guys saved us again.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, but don’t sell yourselves short. You softened them up to the point that we didn’t lose any men. I call that a good day.” 
 
    “The fire helped,” Trevor said. 
 
    “How did that happen, anyway?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “We got rushed by a large group of fighters,” Trevor said. “Kaylee was at the gun slit with the M60. Hit them point-blank when they were about twenty yards out. One of them had a Molotov Cocktail in his hand. He fell and it lit the dry leaves and pine needles on fire.” 
 
    Garrett chuckled. “Nice break. Worked out well for us, this place being abandoned. Nobody’s cleaned up the landscaping for a while. That’s a bad idea around here.” 
 
    “Think it’ll continue to spread?” Seth asked. “Should we try to put it out?” 
 
    “I think it’ll stop by the roads, but when we pull out I’ll contact the fire department.” 
 
    “Hey, boss, they’re already on their way. Here the sirens?” 
 
    Garrett laughed. “Nope, my ears are still ringing from that damn cannon.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Seth said. “I know Kaitlyn will want to meet the members of the tribe that are coming in.” 
 
    “Yeah, you guys take off,” Garrett said. “We’ll see you in an hour or two. Keep your eyes open. If you see any enemy fighters near the Williams place, call me.” 
 
    “Got it,” Trevor said.  
 
    “See you back there, bro,” Seth said. 
 
    “Okay.” He went back to the coach. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re going home, but we need to keep our eyes open, and call Garrett if we run into any bad guys.” 
 
    “Good,” Kaylee said. 
 
    Trevor got behind the wheel, took the rig out of siege mode, and drove away, the other rigs following him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sam and Erica walked the trail. Garrett’s men had already come back, not finding more enemy fighters. The elderly and children were gone, taken back in the vehicles. Sid and Yvonne gave up their Jeep for that purpose, and were walking with the tribe now. Ed continued to patrol behind and then ahead of the group in his hovercraft, watching for threats. 
 
    “We’re moving a lot faster now,” Erica said. “I’m getting tired.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too, but I feel good,” Sam said. His phone dinged. 
 
    “We have cell coverage. That means we’re getting closer to civilization.” 
 
    “You going to read it?” 
 
    Sam nodded, and fished his phone out of his pocket. “Our folks just defeated the enemy. They’re heading back to the Williams place.” 
 
    “Good,” Erica said. Sam laughed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Garrett brought an old cannon along. Blew the hell out of the enemy positions with it.” 
 
    “You mean like an old-time cannon? Muzzle loader?” 
 
    “Yep,” Sam said, shaking his head. “That must have made a cool sound.” 
 
    “What a motley crew we are.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Sam said. “I love it.” 
 
    She smirked at him. “You’re a romantic just like Garrett is, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not quite that much, but there is that side of me, for sure.” 
 
    “I like that,” Erica said. “You fight well, too.” 
 
    “As do you. I can see how Kaitlyn got so good. 
 
    “She was a natural,” Erica said. “I only pointed her in the right direction. She picked things up in a hurry. She’s better than I am now.” 
 
    “Only because she’s young,” Sam said. “Trevor’s better than me for the same reason.” 
 
    “I’m anxious to meet your friends,” Erica said. “I liked Yvonne and Sid very much.” 
 
    “They’re my closest friends,” Sam said. “John and Sarah are close too, though, and Ji-Ho, and Clem.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll get along well with all of them,” Erica said. 
 
    Sam’s phone dinged again. He looked at it, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “I don’t like that look,” Erica said. 
 
    “Ji-Ho,” Sam said. “He passed out after they got back to the Williams place. They’re having trouble getting him to wake up.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Erica said. “Did he get wounded?” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like it,” Sam said. “Dammit, wish we were closer.” 
 
    “We’ll be home in a few hours,” Erica said. “Does he have a medical problem?” 
 
    “Not that I know of, but he’s no spring chicken.” 
 
    “Well, don’t let it drive you nuts,” she said. “Nothing we can do about it now, and he’s not alone.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jules was beside himself. He’d been all over the winery looking for Shelly, as had several of his friends. Tex and Karen rushed over to him. 
 
    “Did you try to call her again, partner? She’s no longer on the grounds, from what I can see.” 
 
    “I try. Went to voicemail. She ignore.” 
 
    “She’ll cool down,” Karen said. “If this upset her as much as it did, she has feelings for you.” 
 
    “I blow it,” Jules said. “I let charade go on too long.” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Tex said. “Your heart was in the right place. She’ll figure that out.” 
 
    “I hope,” Jules said. 
 
    “We’re going back,” Karen said. 
 
    “Thanks for helping,” Jules said. “I look more. Maybe she hide. I be back later.” 
 
    “Okay, partner,” Tex said. “Don’t worry, she’s fine.” 
 
    The couple walked away. When they were out of sight, Jules let himself go, crying out loud, walking and calling her name. Look in the places she could hide again. He headed towards the boundary of the property, where there was a line of trees, a few outbuildings, and a barn. He went into the first building, looking around for the second time, his heart sinking when he saw she wasn’t there. 
 
    “Maybe next one,” he said. It was empty too, but there were footprints in the dirty floor. Small feet. That her. He looked frantically around the outside of the building, then rushed to the next one, his heart hammering in his chest, calling her name again, breaking into sobs. The barn door creaked open, blonde hair swaying as Shelly looked outside, her eyes red from crying. 
 
    “I’m over here, Jules,” she said. He rushed to her. 
 
    “I so sorry,” Jules said. 
 
    “Shut up,” she said, moving into his arms, holding him tight as they both cried. 
 
    “I blow it bad. I know. Please forgive me.” 
 
    She moved back and looked into his eyes. “Don’t ever do that to me again. That’s a must, if this is going to work.” 
 
    “I promise,” he said. She hugged him again, then looked up at him, and kissed him hard. The passion exploded between them, the kiss going on for minutes as they held each other tight. They finally broke the kiss and stared at each other. 
 
    “You were crying,” she said. “I’m really getting to you, aren’t I?” 
 
    “I love you,” Jules said. “So much.” 
 
    She looked at him as he waited for her to react, getting a soft smile on her face. “I know. I’m in love with you too, in case you couldn’t tell.” 
 
    He kissed her again, his hands on her back as she returned it with passion. 
 
    “I want you right now,” Shelly said, pulling him inside the barn. “Up there.” He followed her up the ladder to the hay loft, Shelly pushing him down onto his back, pulling her shirt over her head, watching his reaction. “Get undressed, silly.” 
 
    He moaned and stripped out of his clothes, watching as she got naked before him, and then she was down with him, kissing him again as their hands roamed over each other. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” she said. “You made me fall for you. That was the last thing I thought I wanted.” 
 
    “I want you from first,” Jules said. “First for beauty, then because this.” He petted her head. “You soul mate.” 
 
    “I think you might be right,” she said. “I can’t believe I’m saying that. She moved on top of him, caressing his body with herself, kissing him again as he caressed her back. 
 
    “Oh, God,” he said, moaning as she moved on him, pausing to take him inside, then feeling the bliss, the love washing over him in a way he’d never experienced. 
 
    “Jules,” Shelly said as she moved, biting her lower lip. “I’m yours now.” 
 
    They exploded into passion together, coming down afterward, lying next to each other on their sides, not wanting to lose eye contact. Jules brushed the blonde hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “Now I don’t want to fight anymore,” Jules said. “I just want to disappear with you and make babies.” 
 
    “All in good time,” she said. “I know you. We have a war to win. Then we get each other.” 
 
    “You are brave woman,” Jules said. “We do. We fight and win. Then we live.” 
 
    “We can live until then, too, you know,” Shelly said. “Like we are now.” 
 
    Somebody called Jules’s name from outside.  
 
    “Tex,” Jules said. He slipped his clothes on quickly and stuck his head out the opening of the hayloft. “I find her. She fine!” 
 
    “Oh, great,” Tex said. “I was worried. Couldn’t just sit and wait.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Shelly,” Karen cried out. “Please forgive me.” 
 
    “I forgive you,” Shelly cried out. “In fact, I thank you. Now go make Tex happy. I’m not done in here with Jules yet.” 
 
    Tex chuckled, looking down at Karen, whose face was turning three shades of red. 
 
    “That sounds like good advice,” Karen shouted. “Have fun. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    The couple left. Shelly stood and walked to Jules, then spun for him, letting him take in her gorgeous body. “You like what you see? It’s for you. Only you.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Jules said, moving towards her. 
 
    “Get those clothes back off right now,” she said. 
 
    He practically tore them off and then they were with each other again, with more passion than before, eventually falling asleep in each other’s arms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trevor and Kaylee were watching Ji-Ho, his chest rising and falling slowly, breath laboring. Seth and Angel were there too, with Kaitlyn and Megan, the others outside the coach.  
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Kaylee asked, tears running down her cheeks. She looked at Ji-Ho, then back at Trevor. “He’s been out for too long. 
 
    Ji-Ho’s eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “He’s waking,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Uncle, can you hear me?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he croaked softly. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You’re scaring the crap out of us,” Trevor said. 
 
    “I talk to Kaylee alone, please?” 
 
    “Of course,” Trevor said, eyes full of worry. “I’ll be right outside, honey.” 
 
    Kaylee nodded as he left the coach with the others. 
 
    “We’re alone, uncle,” Kaylee said, getting closer to him. 
 
    “I have brain cancer,” he whispered to her. “Treatment stopped, not working. Maybe six months left, but I go downhill faster now.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Kaylee said, crying. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “You need be strong for war,” he said. “I do best I can with time left. I’ll recover fast, but this will happen more often as time go on.” 
 
    “Maybe we can find you better treatment,” Kaylee said, petting his forehead. “I don’t want you to leave me.” 
 
    “Already try,” Ji-Ho said. “Got wife set up safely. You last person I protect, set up.” 
 
    “What else is wrong?” Kaylee asked. “There’s something more. I can see it.” 
 
    “Parents,” Ji-Ho said, tears coming from his eyes. “My brother. Killed by UN thugs before escape. I so sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Kaylee cried, sobbing now. Ji-Ho took her hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry I not tell before. Had to get you away, in thick of it. Had to get you bonded, protected by somebody when I gone.” 
 
    “Trevor,” she whispered. “You knew all along that he was the one.” 
 
    “No, I hoped. I know Matt not right one.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything to help with his demise, did you?” Kaylee asked, looking him in the eyes. 
 
    “No, no, I not,” Ji-Ho said. “I swear. What happened is what I expect, though. I thought it you instead of blonde girl who get hurt. Glad it not you. Trevor is a good man. You marry, have children, live happy life.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re planning,” she said. “I’m in love with him. Deeply.” 
 
    “I can see,” Ji-Ho said, half a smile on his face now. He was becoming more awake. 
 
    “You should have told me about my parents,” Kaylee said, “but I understand.” 
 
    “Sorry. Glass water, please? I’m almost back.” 
 
    She got up and filled a glass, taking it to him as he sat up. He took a drink. “Thanks. I be okay. Maybe sleep for while. We won battle. Things looking up.” 
 
    “Yes, we won,” Kaylee said. “I’ll leave you alone, but I’m going to check on you in a little while, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Ji-Ho said, lying back down, setting the glass on the table by the couch. “Keep eyes open, protect man. I know he protect you.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re saying goodbye. Don’t do that.” 
 
    “I not, but never know,” Ji-ho said. 
 
    Kaylee got up and left the coach, rushing into Trevor’s arms. 
 
    “Shit, he didn’t die, did he?” Trevor asked as she sobbed. 
 
    “No, but he just told me that my parents were killed,” she said, looking at him through tears. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When they were trying to escape,” she said. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, honey,” Trevor said, pulling her close, hugging her as she started crying again. 
 
    “There’s more,” she said. “Uncle has brain cancer. He’s got only six months left at best.” 
 
    “No,” Trevor said, feeling himself starting to cry. “Not him.” 
 
    “You’ve gotten attached to him,” she said. 
 
    “He’s family to me.” The hugged, both crying. 
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    Homecoming 
 
   S eth drove the battle wagon back onto the Williams property. 
 
    “Look, there’s my people,” Kaitlyn said. “My mom!” 
 
    “Oh, great, she’s here!” Seth said, a mixture of relief and nervousness filling him. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kaitlyn said, watching him. “She’ll like you. Trust me.” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” Seth said. 
 
    Kaitlyn chuckled. “I can read you like a book, sweetheart. It’s okay.” 
 
    “Now we can get married, can’t we?” Seth asked. 
 
    “When the rest of the people get here. I want Erica here. She’s like my big sister.” 
 
    Seth smiled at her. “Okay. Hope they get here soon. I want you to be mine as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’m already yours,” Kaitlyn said. “It’s just a formality.” 
 
    “You know men are more sentimental than women,” Seth said, eyes tearing up. “The act of committing to you formally is a real turn on for me.” 
 
    “Me too,” she said. “I understand what you’re saying.” 
 
    Seth did a K-turn in the coach and parked it, facing towards the exit, other coaches doing the same as they streamed in. Kaitlyn was out the door as soon as Seth shut down the engine, running towards the group of tribal women. 
 
    “Mom!” Kaitlyn cried, hugging her tight. 
 
    “Kaitlyn, I’ve missed you so much,” her mother said. “So glad you survived. Where’s your man?” 
 
    “Probably giving me a few minutes to say hello,” Kaitlyn said. “He’s a good man, mom. I love him so much.” 
 
    “Good, I was hoping. Is Megan still with her man?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Kaitlyn said. “She’s on fire for Angel.” 
 
    “I wish her mother was still with us.” 
 
    “I know, mom,” Kaitlyn said. “Here comes Seth now.” 
 
    “Wow, he looks so white.” 
 
    “Be nice, mom,” Kaitlyn whispered. 
 
    “He’s handsome,” she said. “I meant no disrespect. I’ve heard he’s a good man.” 
 
    “Hi,” Seth said, walking up. “I’m Seth. You must be Kaitlyn’s mom.” 
 
    “Anna,” she said, holding out her hand. “Good to meet you, Seth.” 
 
    “Likewise. You raised quite a daughter.” 
 
    “She’s something, all right,” Anna said, shooting a grin at Kaitlyn. 
 
    “Mom,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Oh, don’t take it the wrong way,” Anna said. “You know how much I love you, and how much I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “Hi, Anna,” Megan said, walking up with Angel. “This is Angel.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” he said. 
 
    “What a nice-looking couple you make,” Anna said. “Nice to meet you, Angel.” 
 
    “I wish my mom was still with us,” Megan said. “I miss her so much.” 
 
    “I know, honey,” Anna said. “I miss her too.” 
 
    Trevor drove their coach through the gate, following Ji-Ho’s coach. They parked next to each other, close to the house. 
 
    Ji-Ho bounded out of his coach, looking right as rain. Kaylee saw him as she came out with Trevor. 
 
    “Uncle, you look back to normal.” 
 
    “I tell you that what happens,” Ji-Ho said. “I feel well for while, but have problems again later. Bad times come more often, but in-between still good.” 
 
    “Hey, honey, I’m going to see if I can fix the M19 turret,” Trevor said. “See you in a little while.” 
 
    “You’re climbing on top of that thing?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, heading for the ladder on the back. “Oops, better take my toolbox up there.” He went into the storage compartment and grabbed a small metal toolbox, then climbed the ladder with it and walked up to the front turret. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Seth asked as Kaylee walked over. 
 
    “Our M19 turret got hit in the battle,” she said. “He’s trying to fix it.” 
 
    “He’ll figure it out, I suspect,” Seth said. “This is Anna, Kaitlyn’s mom. Anna, this is Kaylee.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Kaylee,” Anna said. “You’re Ji-Ho’s daughter?” 
 
    “Niece,” Kaylee said. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Yes!” Trevor said from on top of the coach. 
 
    “You fixed it?” Kaylee asked, walking towards the coach. 
 
    “I’ve got to see this,” Seth said, walking in that direction. Kaitlyn joined him, taking his hand as they walked. 
 
    “What was it?” Kaylee asked, looking up at him from below. 
 
    “Bullet got stuck in the turret. It didn’t damage anything. Just a lucky shot.” He tossed the bullet down, Kaylee catching it and looking it over. She handed it to Seth. 
 
    “Wow,” Seth said. “This was a big slug.” 
 
    “I’m going inside to test, to make sure it’s working,” Trevor said. He put his tools back into the tool box and headed for the ladder. Kaylee went back there and watched him climb down. 
 
    “I’m going back over to my mom,” Kaitlyn said. Seth joined her. Ji-Ho was there, chatting with Anna. 
 
    “I see you’ve met,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    Anna smiled. “Yes. He’s invited us to move into the house.” 
 
    “Good, it’s comfortable, and there are plenty of beds,” Seth said. 
 
    Kaitlyn nodded. “Yes, it’ll be nice for you, after being on the trail.”  
 
    Ji-Ho’s phone rang. “Excuse me. Boss call, I must answer. Pick room upstairs in house. Settle in. Rest.” 
 
    “Thanks so much, Ji-Ho,” Anna said. 
 
    “Want me to show you around inside?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “No, you don’t have to. I’ll check it out. You spend time with your man. I know it’s been crazy for you two.” 
 
    Kaitlyn nodded, and watched as her mom followed Ji-Ho onto the veranda and into the house. 
 
    “I think Ji-Ho kinda likes her,” Seth said. 
 
    “Yeah, I picked up on that too, but we know what his situation is,” Kaitlyn said. “C’mon, let’s go back to our coach and relax for a while.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Seth said. “I didn’t mean that there was any romance there. Ji-Ho is married, even if he wasn’t so ill.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Kaitlyn said. “My mom’s worked as a nurse. I suspect she’ll be helpful to him as his disease gets worse.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to do that,” Seth said. 
 
    “I know, but she will, and it’ll make her happy to serve,” Kaitlyn said. “Trust me on that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Karen and Tex walked away from the barn. 
 
    “You know what they were doing, don’t you?” Karen asked, her face still red. 
 
    “Enjoying each other,” Tex said. “Good for them.” 
 
    “She said I should make you happy,” Karen said. 
 
    “You are, just by being here with me,” Tex said. 
 
    “But you want more, don’t you?” 
 
    “We’ve already been over this,” Tex said. “When you’re ready. You’ve told me that you might be falling for me. That has me walking on cloud nine, you know.” 
 
    “I didn’t say might,” Karen said. “I said I was falling for you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tex said. “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    “Good,” Karen said. “I wasn’t kidding.” 
 
    Tex looked at her for a moment, watching her red hair blow in the breeze, her eyes squinting slightly in the late afternoon sunshine. “You are so beautiful.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” she said. “I’m a mess. My hair is a tangle of split ends, and I haven’t had any moisturizer on my face for a month. And then there are the scars and bruises.” 
 
    “You think I care about any of that stuff?” 
 
    She sighed. “I guess I should just accept it and be grateful.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    Karen stopped and pulled Tex into her arms. “I know, honey. This is my stuff that I’m working through. I’m trying to feel like a desirable woman again. That can’t come from you. It has to come from inside me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tex said, his arms around her waist. “I get it.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “You hungry? I smell food at the house.” 
 
    “I could eat,” Tex said. They walked to the house together. Dana was just entering with Sparky. 
 
    “Is Jules still searching for Shelly?” she asked. 
 
    “They found each other,” Karen said. “They’ll be along in a little while.” 
 
    “Is it okay?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “I’d say so, partner,” Tex said.  
 
    “You mean she’s finally giving in?” Dana asked. “It’s easy to see how much she likes him.” 
 
    “I’ll let them talk about that,” Tex said. 
 
    “Smart,” Sparky said. “Let’s talk about something serious.” 
 
    Dana elbowed him, and everybody chuckled. 
 
    “Sorry,” Sparky said. “Didn’t mean that the way it came out. I want to know when the next mission starts. All the coaches are done as of earlier today.” 
 
    “Jules is supposed to get that info from Ivan,” Tex said. “I’m expecting tomorrow, though, just between us.” 
 
    “That soon, huh?” Dana asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I wish we had a few more days to relax,” Karen said. “This has been nice.” 
 
    “It has,” Dana said. “I don’t want to give up our privacy. We’ll be back to sharing the coach when we get on the road.” 
 
    Sparky shot her an embarrassed glance. 
 
    “What, did I embarrass you?” Dana asked. “Sorry. Don’t take it the wrong way. I just enjoy being with you, that’s all. I know you don’t want to be pressured.” 
 
    “We should talk about this alone,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Oh,” Dana said. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Karen and Tex shot each other a glance. 
 
    “Let’s go eat, and then maybe rest up for a while,” Karen said. 
 
    “Sounds good, little lady,” Tex said. He took her hand and they went inside. 
 
    “Holding my hand in front of the others?” Karen grinned at him. “You sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Tex said. “Do you?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Fun to tease you about it, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured. That smells good. Looks like brisket.” 
 
    “I’ll eat anything at this point,” Karen said. “I’m just happy to be here.” 
 
    “You are? Even though we’ve got battles coming?” 
 
    “You know what I’ve been through,” Karen said. “I never properly thanked you for rescuing me, you know.” 
 
    “Yes you have, and not another word about it,” Tex said. “Really.” 
 
    She shook her head yes, then reached up to his face and kissed him tenderly on the cheek. “I’ll always remember,” she whispered. “No matter what happens between us.” 
 
    Tears started forming in Tex’s eyes. He just nodded at her, and they got in line for the food. When their plates were full, they sat at a table with Ted and Haley. Sparky and Dana walked over. Robbie and Morgan were at the next table, chatting with Gil and Tisha. 
 
    “We still going after the target tomorrow?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “Don’t know yet,” Sparky said. “That’ll be up to Jules and Ivan. The coaches are all done, at least.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re impressive, too,” Morgan said. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Gil said. Tisha was sitting close, hand resting on his thigh as they picked through the remainder of their food. 
 
    “Aren’t you nervous?” Dana asked Sparky. He finished his mouthful of food and looked over at her. 
 
    “I’m nervous, but I’m also anxious to get it over with,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Ted said. “Too much sitting around before a big battle isn’t good.” 
 
    “Where’s Bryan been hiding?” Robbie asked. 
 
    Haley snickered. “He’s been attached at the hip with Brianna constantly.” 
 
    “Lot of that going around,” Gil said, glancing at Tisha. She smiled at him. 
 
    They all focused on eating for a while. 
 
    “You about done, Tex?” Karen asked. 
 
    “I am,” Tex said. “You in a hurry?” 
 
    “I’m tired, and I don’t want to go back alone. Is that a problem?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Tex said. He got up and helped her out of her seat. They picked up their plates and silverware, taking them to the kitchen. 
 
    “That was good,” Karen said as they left the house. “I’m glad we’re alone again.” 
 
    “Me too,” Tex said, his arm going around her waist as they walked to the coach. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” Karen said, climbing the steps. Tex followed her and shut the door behind them. 
 
    Tex smiled. “It is our home, isn’t it?” He sat down on the couch and pulled off his boots, then grabbed the TV remote and switched it on. 
 
    “You want to watch TV?” 
 
    “No, I just want to sit a spell with some background noise,” he said. “I’m tired.” 
 
    “We should rest in the bedroom,” Karen said. 
 
    “The way I’m feeling right now, it might not be a good idea,” Tex said. “I’m pretty mushy.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Okay, do what you want. I’m going to change.” She walked into the bedroom. Tex watched her until she disappeared, and didn’t look away for a couple minutes, feeling the warmth of his feelings for her. 
 
    “My God, how I love that woman,” Tex muttered to himself. 
 
    “What was that?” Karen asked, standing naked in the bedroom doorway. Tex’s eyes got wide as he took her in. “Get in here, Tex.” 
 
    He got up, slipping and losing his balance, almost falling. Karen giggled. 
 
    “You’ve got me wound up like a sidewinder,” Tex said. He took her into his arms and kissed her deeply, his hands all over her bare back. She broke the kiss. 
 
    “I think we need a nap,” Karen said. “I want you close to me.” She pulled back the covers and got into bed. “Get in here.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Karen said. “First I just want to sleep. If something develops after we wake up, we’ll just have to deal with it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erica and Sam made it to Highway 94 just before sundown. The Jeeps were shuttling groups of people to the Williams place now, and nearly half of the tribe was already there. 
 
    “Well, looks like we’re going to make it,” Sam said. 
 
    “So it would appear,” Erica said. “We live to fight another day.” 
 
    “Look, here comes a couple of trucks,” Sam said. Tyler jumped out of the cab of the first one. “Load up, folks. We’ve got more trucks coming too, and hot food waiting at the base.” 
 
    People started climbing up onto the beds of the first two trucks as more arrived. Ed’s Hovercraft drove up. 
 
    “You guys want a ride?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Erica said. 
 
    “You can get us all the way there in this?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yep, alongside the road. We won’t go as fast as the trucks do, but I can get you there in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Erica said. 
 
    Sam nodded in agreement and climbed into the back, Erica into the passenger seat. They took off as several more trucks arrived. 
 
    Ed glanced at Erica in the passenger seat. “We’ll all be at the Williams place within the hour.” 
 
    “You look surprised,” Erica said, speaking loudly to get over the sound of the propellers. 
 
    “I’m not surprised, but I am relieved. This has been a good day for our tribe. Could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    They cruised along, moving as the flat ground did, sometimes in sight of the road, sometimes not. 
 
    “Maybe we should be mounting guns on these,” Erica said. 
 
    Ed shook his head no. “Too heavy. About the best we could do is passengers with weapons. Oh, and by the way, the M60 is still in the back.” 
 
    “Expecting problems?” Sam asked. 
 
    Ed glanced back at Sam. “No, I think we took the wind out of their sails for a few days, but they’ll regroup and hit us.” 
 
    “I think you’re right.” 
 
    “As long as they give us a day or two,” Erica said. “That’s all I ask now. Oh, and a warm place to sleep for a night or two would be nice.” 
 
    Ed chuckled. “You’ll get that, I’m sure. They’ll probably give you one of those crazy battle wagons.” 
 
    “Not sure I want one,” Sam said. 
 
    “They have beds in them, and heaters, right?” Erica asked. 
 
    Sam and Ed chuckled. 
 
    “I can see where this is going,” Ed said. 
 
    “Yep,” Sam said. “Not that I have a problem with it.” 
 
    Ed drove, the smile fading, his brow furrowed, worry in his eyes. 
 
    “You think we’re still in trouble, don’t you?” Erica asked. 
 
    “This war isn’t over, and we’re fighting people with no respect for life or civilization.” 
 
    “Or common decency,” Sam said. 
 
    “We can win, though, can’t we?” Erica asked. “We have to win.” 
 
    “Yes, we have to win,” Ed said. “I think the citizens will win. I hope we live to see it. We’ve hurt the enemy badly. They’ll target us for it.” 
 
    “They might,” Sam said. “Especially the man running things.” 
 
    “Saladin?” Ed asked. “I read about him.” 
 
    “He holds a grudge, and gets revenge,” Sam said. “He’s an evil man.” 
 
    Erica looked at both of them. “You two are scaring me.” 
 
    “Don’t say that in front of anybody but your man,” Ed said. “You are one of our greatest warriors. You can be scared, but you can’t admit that you’re scared.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Sam said. “Your tribe needs people to look up to and trust. People who give them hope. That’s you, and Tyler, and James, and Ryan, and Zac.” 
 
    “I understand,” Erica said. “Same with Kaitlyn and this boy Trevor you’ve been talking about, and, of course, you. We’re joined now. We’re brothers in arms. Hell, Garrett and his men have earned that as well. We’d be dead now if not for them.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ed said. “These people inspire others to be better. They inspire bravery and hope.” 
 
    “There’s the road again,” Erica said as they approached. “Look, three truckloads of our people just went by.” 
 
    “And three more empty trucks are going back for another load,” Sam said. “We’re almost home. I recognize this stretch of road.” 
 
    “Good,” Erica said. “You’ve got something on your mind. I can see it on your face.” 
 
    “My mind is just expanding on what we were talking about,” Sam said. “Ivan. He seems crazy. He’s got a horrible background. He’s the last person anybody should follow in so many ways, but he put his finger on the key to taking our country back.” 
 
    “What?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Inspire others,” Sam said. “That’s what he put Ji-Ho out there for. That’s what his other groups are doing. Inspiring others. Making them understand that the citizens still own this country, and the citizens can take it back.” 
 
    “Yes, this is true,” Ed said. 
 
    Sam pointed. “There’s our driveway.”  
 
    “Guess I’ve got to cross some blacktop,” Ed said, looking both ways and then shooting across, onto the small access road that led to the front gate.  
 
    “Well, I don’t see any smoke,” Erica said. “Probably a good sign.” 
 
    They drove into the front gate and pulled up to the house. 
 
    Ji-Ho, Garrett, and Sid got off their chairs on the veranda, rushing down the steps to greet them as they climbed out of the hovercraft. 
 
    “Sam,” Sid said. “You’re back.” 
 
    “Nice to see you,” Ji-Ho said. “This Erica? Lovely.” 
 
    “Hi,” Erica said. 
 
    “And the great Silver Wolf,” Ji-Ho said, holding out his hand to shake. 
 
    “You can call me Ed,” he said, “and I’ve heard a lot about you too. It’s an honor to meet you.” 
 
    Ji-Ho smiled. “Dinner ready soon. Come, let’s go into house and chat. I have news.” 
 
    They went into the house and sat down on the living room couches. 
 
    “Hope this isn’t bad news,” Sam said. 
 
    “No, it special gift from Ivan, but we have to keep it close to vest. Leadership people only.” 
 
    “I’m not leadership,” Erica said. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Ji-Ho said. He pulled out his cellphone, tapped and slid his fingers around, then turned it towards the others. “Gather close, please.” 
 
    “What is that?” Sam asked. “What are those icons?” 
 
    “Those enemy fighters,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “This is the app that reads the enemy RFID chips,” Sam said. “How did Ivan get this?” 
 
    “Passed on in limited way from General Hogan team,” Ji-Ho said. “Ivan give capability to all leadership, but not to troops yet. We can talk about, but we can’t give others capability.” 
 
    “Wait, this lets us see the enemy?” Ed asked. “Anywhere?” 
 
    “Short range and long range app. Here, I show how work, then we side-load phones.” 
 
    “Wait, how safe are we right now?” Erica asked, shooting a glance at Sam. 
 
    “Here, I show,” Ji-Ho said, loading the long-range app. “Here next target. See icons near El Cajon?” 
 
    “My God, how many is that?” Erica asked. 
 
    “More than thousand.” 
 
    “There’s still some nearby,” Erica said. 
 
    “Those dead fighters not burned up,” Ji-Ho said. He moved his finger on the screen. “Fire destroy chips, but death no. Here dead Islamists on trail.” 
 
    “There’s no other group of enemy fighters closer than El Cajon,” Sam said, smiling. “We have breathing room.” 
 
    “And we get warning from short range app if they approach,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “Wow,” Sam said. 
 
    “Job change somewhat,” Ji-Ho said. “We start recruitment along with demonstration attacks in El Cajon. Start people fighting, like LA County and Orange County. Turn from strategic hit to big show. Rally people.” 
 
    Ed smiled, and sat down on the couch. “We’re going to win.” 
 
    “Yes, we win,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “We’ll win, all right,” Sam said. “We were always going to win, even without this new tool, but it will be a very bloody affair. Saladin will see to that.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {10} 
 
    Prisoner 
 
   E rica and Sam left the house, after Ji-Ho had tipped the leadership off on the RFID apps. They ate a hearty dinner, and made plans to load up phones for the leadership team the next morning. Ji-Ho gave them a battle wagon, and showed them how to use the weapons systems. 
 
    “What color is it again?” Erica asked. 
 
    “White,” Sam said. “It’s the one on the end, furthest from the house.” 
 
    “Who had it before?” Erica asked. 
 
    “It was used in the battle by three of Garrett’s people. It’s never been lived in.” 
 
    “They didn’t want to keep it?” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “No, they want to be on horseback. Can’t say that I blame them, given their skills and tools.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could see that. Not sure how I’ll feel about fighting in one of these things.” 
 
    They got to the coach, Sam reaching up to open the door. He held it as Erica climbed the steps. She giggled. “Smells like black powder in here.” 
 
    “We’ll open the windows and air it out,” Sam said as he got inside. He shut the screen door, then went to the windows and opened all of them. “Glad Ji-Ho got us trained.” 
 
    “We really have to go into siege mode at night?” 
 
    “We can still get out,” Sam said. “It will improve the headroom in the living room and bedroom, too.” 
 
    “Okay,” Erica said. “Can we set it up now?” 
 
    “Ready to settle in already, huh?” 
 
    She laughed. “We’ve been on the trail for several days, and we haven’t slept for a long time. First, I want to sleep. Then I’m going to keep you occupied for a while. You okay with that?” 
 
    “Yes, mam,” Sam said. He got behind the wheel and flipped the switches to set up siege mode. Erica went into the bedroom to check it out. Sam joined her after a few minutes. She had just turned down the covers on the bed, and was unbuttoning her shirt. 
 
    “You are in a hurry,” Sam said, coming up behind her, his hands going around her waist, pulling her against himself. 
 
    “Sleep first, remember?” she said. 
 
    “Oh, all right,” Sam said, faking disappointment. 
 
    She snickered. “You probably couldn’t even perform. We’ve been up for over thirty-six hours.” 
 
    Sam let her go, and turned her around to face him. “How did this happen?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How did we become so close so fast?” Sam asked. 
 
    “You mean how did you fall for me?” 
 
    Sam chuckled as he got undressed. “Maybe I’d better keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” Erica said. 
 
    “Look, it’s not what I wanted, or what I expected,” Sam said. “It just happened.” 
 
    Erica finished undressing. Sam looked at her, trembling as he feasted his eyes. 
 
    “Put your eyes back into their sockets and get into bed,” she said. 
 
    He tossed his clothes into the corner of the room and got under the covers, moving towards her. “This feels nice.” 
 
    “It does,” she said. “Not that I don’t enjoy camping.” 
 
    “You aren’t surprised at all about this, are you?”  
 
    She rolled on her side, facing him. “No, I wasn’t surprised. I knew from the moment I saw you.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Sam said. “Really?” 
 
    “Really,” she said, brushing his hair out of his eyes. “You look so tired.” 
 
    “It’s hitting me pretty hard now that we’re in a nice soft bed.” 
 
    “When are you gonna tell me about the dream?” Erica asked. “After that you changed. You decided that I would be your woman.” 
 
    “What? I didn’t say that. I’ll admit that I like you a lot, but we’ve got a ways to go in our relationship. We’ve just barely met.” 
 
    “Uh huh. What was the dream about? Your wife was in it. You said her name.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean anything,” Sam said, his eyes tearing up. 
 
    “Then why are you on the verge of crying?” She paused, looking at him. “Don’t worry about it now. Let’s sleep for a while.” She turned, facing away from him. “Cuddle up, okay? I need you close.” 
 
    Sam moved against her, his body trembling slightly. 
 
    “You’re crying,” Erica whispered. 
 
    “Sorry. I’ll be okay in a minute.” 
 
    “Sam,” she said softly. “I’m sorry I pushed. Let’s sleep, okay? We’ll sort this out when we’ve rested.” 
 
    Sam was silent for a moment. “Dammit.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Erica asked, turning back towards him. 
 
    “I can’t sleep now.” 
 
    “Yes you can,” she said. 
 
    He searched her eyes for a moment, then kissed her forehead. 
 
    “Connie told me it was okay,” Sam whispered. 
 
    “That’s what I figured.”  
 
    “She said you are the mother of my children,” Sam said. “I can’t believe I told you that. It was just a dream.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Erica said, moving closer to him. “Guess we aren’t going to sleep right away. She kissed him hard, her hands reaching for him, pulling him over her. They made love urgently and fell asleep in each other’s arms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ji-Ho woke when the short-range app buzzed. It was about six in the morning. “No, not already,” he muttered to himself. He looked at the screen. There were three icons approaching the east side of the property. He expanded the view in a panic, looking for more hits. There was nothing. He sent a text to Trevor and Seth. Three enemy fighters on east side of property. 
 
    They both replied a few seconds later. After seeing them, Ji-Ho did a broadcast text, and got out of bed. He slipped on his clothes, grabbed his M-16, and went out the door. Seth, Kaitlyn, Trevor, and Kaylee were outside his rig. He showed them the phone after refreshing it. 
 
    “Let’s go get them,” Trevor whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    The two couples checked their magazines and rushed forward in a crouch, Ji-Ho right behind them. A shot rang out, chipping the bark on a tree just right of Ji-Ho’s head. 
 
    “Uncle, get down,” Kaylee yelled. Kaitlyn and Trevor took off running towards the enemy position, weaving in and out of cover as more shots rang out. Kaylee and Seth fired into the bushes where the enemy was, and one of them screamed in agony. Then there was a rustle and the two other fighters bolted, running for the highway, Kaitlyn and Trevor right on their tails. Kaylee and Seth took off after them, Seth shooting the wounded Islamist in the head as they went by the bushes where he hid. They caught up with Kaitlyn and Trevor. 
 
    “I think we lost them,” Trevor said, looking down the highway. “They probably went back to the trail they came on.” 
 
    “Text your uncle,” Seth said. “Ask him where they went. He can use the app.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kaylee said, sending the text. It came back after a few seconds. 
 
    “What’d he say?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Across the road, down toward a river bed. It leads to the trail the tribe came on. He’ll be here in a minute. We should wait, and let him guide us.” 
 
    “Wonder if there’s more around?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Uncle said no,” Kaylee said. 
 
    Ji-Ho rushed across the street. “They make good time. Here, take phone, I can’t keep up with you kids.” He handed it to Kaylee. “Code is your father’s birthday.” 
 
    Kaylee nodded, and the two couples took off, across the road and into the dense foliage next to the river bed, Kaylee refreshing the screen every few seconds. 
 
    “They stopped,” Kaylee whispered. “About fifty yards ahead, to the left of the river bed.” 
 
    They snuck forward, staying under cover. There was the sound of a magazine being pulled from a gun and put back. 
 
    “Hear that?” Trevor whispered. “They’re almost out of ammo.” 
 
    Kaitlyn smiled. “Let’s go get them.” 
 
    Trevor nodded, Seth glancing at her, worry in his eyes. “Don’t get shot.” 
 
    She gave a thumb up and took off, AK-47 in hand, Trevor behind her with his Winchester. A shot rang out, and both dived for cover. 
 
    “I saw where that came from,” Seth said, aiming his Winchester. He fired, and there was screaming in Arabic, then silence. 
 
    “Where is he?” Seth asked Kaylee. 
 
    “Same place. He thinks he’s hidden.” 
 
    Trevor moved forward to the clump of bushes. There was a moan from the fallen Islamist. Trevor shot him in the head, and then somebody threw an AK-47 on the ground. 
 
    “Don’t shoot, please.” 
 
    “Come out,” Kaitlyn said. “Keep your hands where we can see them.” 
 
    A figure appeared, just a teenager, eyes filled with horror, hands in the air. 
 
    “You got a handgun?” Trevor asked, his Winchester pointed at him. He shook his head no, then looked down at the ground. Trevor looked at Seth and Kaitlyn. “Cover me while I frisk him.” He did that as the others watched, rifles aimed at the trembling boy. “He’s clean. Let’s take him to the base.” 
 
    Seth and Trevor grabbed him, one on each arm, and they led him to the road, then across, where Ji-Ho was hiding. 
 
    “Why not kill?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “He surrendered,” Trevor said. “We should question him.” 
 
    The boy shot a worried glance at Ji-Ho, then looked back at Trevor. “I’ll talk.” 
 
    They brought him back to the Williams place and took him into the parlor. The room was rich looking, paneled in lush wood, with fine furniture. Seth and Trevor sat him down on an antique love seat and pointed their guns at his head. Ji-Ho stayed outside and sent a text to Trevor. 
 
    Don’t tell him about the apps. 
 
    Trevor sent a reply, which Ji-Ho read. Then he sent a broadcast text telling everybody that they had a prisoner in the house. 
 
    Trevor looked at Seth, then back at the prisoner. Kaylee and Kaitlyn sat on chairs on either side of the door, guns in their hands. 
 
    “What were you guys doing?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “We survived the battle on the trail,” he said. “We were looking for a way to get back to our base.” 
 
    “Which base?” Seth asked. “Where’s it located?” 
 
    “El Cajon.” 
 
    “That’s a long way,” Seth said. “How did you figure on getting back there?” 
 
    “We were looking for a car to steal,” the prisoner said. “We saw vehicles here. We didn’t know this was your base. I swear.” 
 
    “You’re English is good,” Trevor said. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “I was here on a college visa when the war started,” he said.  
 
    “You joined them, after you knew about this country?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Drones killed my family in Iraq. I got mad and joined. I regretted it almost immediately.” 
 
    “Why?” Seth asked. 
 
    He looked up at Seth and Trevor, shame in his eyes. “Rape and murder. Terror. This isn’t good. Making sex slaves out of young girls isn’t good.” 
 
    “Why did you stay?” Trevor asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “Once you’re in, you can’t just quit. They’ll kill you. Happened to two of my friends.” 
 
    “What does your army plan to do next?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Get rid of you guys, so we can go back to our main task.” 
 
    “And what was that?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Rebuild the supply depots along I-8, so the rest of our force can use it to come into El Cajon.” 
 
    “What then?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Attack the military bases in San Diego, with help from the UN and certain parts of the US Army,” he said.  
 
    “The US Army is working with you guys?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “They have been all along,” the prisoner said. “Some of them. The ones who aren’t working with General Walker and General Hogan.” 
 
    “You know about Walker and Hogan?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Yes. I know a lot about computers. I usually work intel. When you guys cut off Highway 94 and ruined a bunch of our supply depots, we got low on fighters. They forced me into the battle along the trail.” 
 
    Trevor sent a quick text to Ji-Ho. 
 
    This guy is valuable. We should keep him. 
 
    He got the reply after a few seconds. 
 
    Garrett on way into house. I tell, so he doesn’t kill. 
 
    Trevor showed the phone screen to Seth, who nodded. 
 
    “Are you willing to cooperate?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll tell you what I know,” he said. “I’m done with those guys. I hate them all. They’re perverting our religion, and living by the flesh as they kill those they say are non-believers.” 
 
    Garrett burst into the room, pistol in his hand. “Prisoner, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trevor said. “He’s agreed to cooperate.” 
 
    “Well, is that a fact?” Garrett asked, pulling a chair away from the desk and sitting down. “That true, heathen?” 
 
    The prisoner nodded yes slowly. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “No sir,” the prisoner said. 
 
    “What’s your name, heathen?” 
 
    “Hasan,” he said, his voice trembling. 
 
    “Well, Hasan, what can you help us with?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “I worked intel for the Caliphate,” he said.  
 
    “I’ll just bet you did,” Garrett said. Seth and Trevor shot each other a glance. 
 
    “How are you guys finding out where we are all the time?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Originally, we used cellphones,” Hasan said. “That doesn’t work so well anymore. Somebody on your side figured out how to get around it.” 
 
    “Somebody in California?” Seth asked. 
 
    “No, somebody in Texas, and it spread around from there. Now all we have is satellite imagery, and we’ve lost some key contacts for that.” 
 
    “What are the longer-term plans?” Trevor asked. “After you get I-8 opened up again, and attack San Diego?” 
 
    “They want to re-open the route on I-8 and attack San Diego, huh?” Garrett asked. “You’d have to move thousands of cretins into this area to take on the Navy base. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how many Caliphate warriors are in California and Mexico?” Hasan asked. 
 
    “Please enlighten us,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Right around six hundred thousand,” Hasan said. “With more on the way.” 
 
    “Does that include the UN thugs?” Seth asked. 
 
    Hasan shook his head. “Those guys couldn’t do the job in California, thanks largely to your boss.” 
 
    “Our boss?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Ivan the Butcher,” Hasan said. “You guys are allied with him. We know that.” 
 
    “Some of us are,” Garrett said. “Some of us have never had any contact with him.” 
 
    “Those crazy motor homes you have come from Ivan,” Hasan said. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Intel,” Hasan said. 
 
    “We need to keep this guy,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll cooperate,” Hasan said. “If you’ll do me a favor.” 
 
    “A favor?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Do you have any medical staff?” Hasan asked. 
 
    “Why, got a hang nail?” Garrett asked. 
 
    Trevor shot him a glance, and he nodded to go ahead. 
 
    “We have a registered nurse here,” Kaitlyn said. “My mom.” 
 
    “That would do it,” Hasan said. 
 
    “What do you need?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “I’ve got an RFID chip in my right triceps,” he said. “It’s how the Caliphate tracks its fighters. If I’m gonna stay with you, I’d like it taken out. This is something you’ll need to do anyway, because my leadership can see wherever I am if the chip is in me.” 
 
    “You’re chipped like livestock?” Garrett asked, grinning. 
 
    “Exactly,” Hasan said. “It’s a genius move. You didn’t know we had RFID chips?” 
 
    “No,” Trevor said. “Do all of your fighters have RFID chips?” 
 
    “All of our personnel have chips,” Hasan said. “All the way up the chain of command.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” Garrett said. “Let’s go have a brief powwow. I’ll put a couple of my men in here to watch the prisoner.” 
 
    “Can you guarantee that Hasan won’t get accidently shot?” Seth asked. 
 
    Garrett chuckled. “I’ll tell them not to. If Hasan doesn’t try anything, he’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I’m okay with that,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Me too,” Hasan said. 
 
    Garrett nodded, and slipped out of the room. Two of his men came in, both with 1873 Winchesters, wearing double six-guns. Garrett stuck his head in the door and motioned for the others to follow him out. 
 
    “I’ll stay here if you want,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “Fine with me,” Trevor said. Garrett’s men nodded in agreement. 
 
    Ji-Ho was standing outside the room with Garrett. The others joined them. 
 
    “This guy is valuable,” Garrett said. 
 
    “I agree,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Seth said. “We can’t slip about the RFID apps around him.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Are we going to remove his chip?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “I think we should,” Seth said. “We might be able to turn this guy completely, you know.” 
 
    “You mean use him as a double agent?” Trevor asked. “Send him back to the enemy?” 
 
    “We can’t,” Ji-Ho said. “Not if we remove chip, and we must if we keep him around more than day or two.” 
 
    “Crap, you’re right,” Trevor said. “He does want out of that org, and he might still have access to some of their systems.” 
 
    “Yep, if his chip disappears, they’ll probably write him off as dead,” Seth said. 
 
    “You guys okay with my mom doing this?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Do we have the stuff we need to remove it?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Yes, the tribe has medical supplies,” Kaitlyn said. “Anesthetics, and things to keep him from getting infected, too.” 
 
    “I say we do, and do quickly,” Ji-Ho said. “We should get other bodies and burn, so chips disappear.” 
 
    “I’ll go get my mom,” Kaitlyn said. She rushed for the stairs and climbed them. 
 
    “I think we can get this guy to join our team,” Trevor said. 
 
    “You sure about that?” Garrett asked. “Once we get the chip out of him, what’s to stop him from taking off?” 
 
    “We keep locked up for now,” Ji-Ho said. “See how he cooperates. Treat him with respect. Treat him like team member under house arrest.” 
 
    “He said there’s six-hundred thousand Islamists in California and Mexico,” Seth said. 
 
    “I believe,” Ji-Ho said. “I know Saladin. Only way he do this is if he has good odds. That many men good odds.” 
 
    Kaitlyn came back down the stairs, Anna following her. 
 
    “I asked her,” Kaitlyn said. “She’s okay with it.” 
 
    “Where should we do it?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “We could lay him on the kitchen counter,” Anna said. “That big island would work. We can get that granite clean enough.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get to work,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Thanks, mom,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    Anna nodded. They went into the parlor to get Hasan. 
 
    “Hi, I’m a registered nurse,” Anna said, moving forward and shaking hands with Hasan. “I can do the procedure. We have what we need.” 
 
    Hasan looked relieved. “Thank you. When you’re done, we need to burn the chip. I’d do that with the two men I was with, too.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Garrett said.  
 
    They escorted him out of the room. 
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    Peach Cobbler 
 
   A nna and Kaitlyn used disinfectant wipes on the massive granite island in the kitchen. Seth and Trevor stood on either side of Hasan, watching them. 
 
    “I’ll go get my bag while the counter dries,” Anna said. “You can assist, Kaitlyn.” 
 
    “Okay, mom.” 
 
    Anna left the room. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kaitlyn said, looking at the fear in Hasan’s eyes. “She’s good. It won’t hurt. You’ll be sore for a few days, but we have medication for that.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hasan said. 
 
    “Who made these chips?” Trevor asked. “You’ve got to have millions of them for your whole organization.” 
 
    Hasan chuckled. “They’re made right here in California. The Mertins Plant in San Jose, to be exact.” 
 
    “No way,” Seth said, shaking his head. “Figures.” 
 
    “Do the UN Peacekeepers have chips?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “No, but our other partners do,” Hasan said. 
 
    “Other partners?” 
 
    “The Militias,” Hasan said. “They’re not active in California, but they are a big deal in Nevada, Arizona, Utah, New Mexico, and Colorado.” 
 
    “Which militias?” Seth asked. “We’ve never heard of this before.” 
 
    “Secessionists,” Hasan said. “They hate the Federal Government, but are too stupid to realize that they’re fighting for them.” 
 
    Seth shook his head. “Geez.”  
 
    Anna walked back in with two bags. “Get up on the counter, please, on your back, head facing this way.” 
 
    Hasan climbed up quickly, looking more scared now. 
 
    “I don’t think I can watch this,” Trevor whispered. “I’m going back by the far wall.” 
 
    Seth nodded, but stayed where he was, watching Kaitlyn and Anna work. “You’ve assisted before, haven’t you, sweetie?” 
 
    Kaitlyn nodded. “Yep, in the tribal clinic. That was a part-time job for me.” 
 
    “You should go back to school and become a nurse,” Anna said. “Hand me the gauze, please.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this, mom. I like accounting better.” 
 
    Anna sighed. 
 
    They worked for about twenty minutes, Hasan sleeping through most of it.  
 
    “Done,” Anna said. “Let’s bandage him up.” She used her tweezers to drop the chip into a small metal pan. 
 
    “Where are we gonna put him?” Trevor asked, walking back over. 
 
    “Good question,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “He’ll be sleeping this off for at least a couple of hours,” Anna said. 
 
    Garrett walked in. “How did it go?” 
 
    “Fine,” Anna said. “It was buried pretty deep. He’ll be out for a couple hours. You know where we can put him?” 
 
    “We’ve got some leg and wrist irons,” Garrett said. “We can chain him to something while he sleeps. Then maybe we can move him to Dodge City. We have a jail there.” 
 
    “Dodge City,” Anna said. “You guys finished that?” 
 
    “Yep, after we settled some things with the county,” Garrett said. “That was a learning experience.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” Anna said. “Didn’t you have to tear some buildings down?” 
 
    “A few,” Garrett said. “To be honest, I’m grateful. We learned a lot. Built a bunch more the right way after that. All with permits, all to code.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Anna said. “I’d love to see it someday.” 
 
    “Then you shall,” Garrett said, tipping his hat as he went out to fetch the irons. 
 
    “Flirting with Garrett, mom?” Kaitlyn asked, grinning. 
 
    “Shut up,” she said. “You’re one to talk.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not married,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Your father isn’t with me anymore.” 
 
    Kaitlyn nodded, sadness in her eyes. Seth shot her a glance, and she mouthed later. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Karen and Tex were still in the embrace they fell asleep in, facing each other. Karen woke, feeling the sweat between them, and rolled onto her back. Tex stirred, his eyes fluttering open. 
 
    “Wow, we stayed together the whole time, didn’t we?” Tex asked. “I’m all sweaty where I was pressed against you.” 
 
    “This thing has an air conditioner, right?” Karen asked. 
 
    “Yeah, two, one for the bedroom and one for the salon. The thermostat for the bedroom is by the door there, see it?” 
 
    She looked, then nodded, catching his eyes on her breasts when she looked back. “Oh, you like, huh?” 
 
    “You know I do,” Tex said. “Is it okay for me to look, or does it bother you?” 
 
    “I guess you can look. You’ve earned that much. I’m going to the bathroom. Can I turn on the air conditioner?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, watching her climb out of bed. She adjusted the thermostat, and the air conditioner started with a rumble. 
 
    “Wow, it’s loud.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Tex said. 
 
    “Maybe that’s a good thing,” she said as she slipped into the bathroom. 
 
    What did she mean by that? Tex’s mind went to them, coupling with passion, his eyes glassed over when she returned. The sight of her made him moan. 
 
    “You’re in quite a state,” she said as she went back under the sheet.  
 
    “I think I’d better hit the bathroom too,” he said, getting up, his back to her to hide his condition. 
 
    “Turn around,” she said. “You got to see me.” 
 
    “I’m in a state you might not be ready for.” 
 
    “Oh, please. You were in that state quite a bit while you were asleep, by the way.” 
 
    Tex smiled, embarrassed. “Oh.” He turned towards her as he maneuvered around the bed to the door. 
 
    “Wow, impressive,” she said, half a smile on her face. 
 
    “No Texas comments.” He chuckled as he left the room, rushing to get back after a moment. She was lying on her side, head propped up on her hand and elbow, grinning at him. 
 
    “Looks like you’re back to normal.” 
 
    “Around you it isn’t really that normal,” Tex said. 
 
    “My, but aren’t we talking naughty now,” Karen said, watching as he went to his side of the bed. “Maybe I spoke too soon.” 
 
    “Stop it,” he said, shooting her an embarrassed glance. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    Tex picked his phone off the ledge next to his side of the bed. “Almost ten pm. I think our nap might have messed with our sleeping patterns a little.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” she said, turning on her back. “That air conditioner is cooling the room down nicely.” 
 
    “Getting too cold?” 
 
    “No, not at all. It feels good. And besides, we need the noise.” 
 
    “What?” Tex asked. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, then pulled at him. He got the message and rolled towards her, moving his upper torso against her. 
 
    “C’mon, move closer,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m… you know.” 
 
    “I would hope so,” she said, reaching for his hip and pulling. He groaned as he moved against her. “Wow. You’re back and then some.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, moving away. 
 
    “Stop!” she said, pulling him back. He groaned again. 
 
    “You’re torturing me,” Tex said. She looked at him, a loving smile on her face. Tex trembled at the sight of it. “Haven’t seen that look from you before.” 
 
    She looked him in the eyes, then took his hand and put it on her breast. “You don’t have to be that way anymore.” He rolled closer, kissing her gently, his whole body alive, his senses at the max. 
 
    “How long will that air conditioner run?” she asked. 
 
    “Depends. What’d you set it at?” 
 
    “Sixty-six.” 
 
    He chuckled. “It’ll run for a while.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I get noisy,” she said, pulling him over herself. 
 
    The passion built fast between them, and they were together, riding the waves, beside themselves as they rose and fell, crying out. Tex focused on her face, amazed and so much in love. Then they settled down, laying on their sides facing each other, silent for a time. 
 
    “Told you I get loud,” she said, her eyes misty. 
 
    “My God, woman,” Tex said, caressing the back of her head as he went in for a kiss. 
 
    “Was it worth the waiting? Worth all the dramatics?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m so much in love with you that I can hardly stand it.” 
 
    “I’ve known that for a while. Sorry it took me so long.” 
 
    “So long?” Tex asked. “I’m the one that should be apologizing. I’ve been hounding you since the moment I met you.” 
 
    “Yes, but in a nice way,” she said. “I was so angry when we met. You pushed past it. You pushed me past it.” 
 
    “When did you decide?” Tex asked. 
 
    “Decide what? That I’d let you take me?” 
 
    “No, that I was okay. That I was safe.” 
 
    She smiled, a calmness showing on her face that was new to him. “That’s not what you really want to know.” 
 
    “What do you think I really want to know?” 
 
    “When I fell in love with you,” she said, her eyes dancing with his. 
 
    “You don’t have to say that yet.” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, “but it has to happen naturally. Without pressure.” 
 
    Her eyes teared up more, and she reached up to pet his cheek. “Okay, cards on the table. I knew I was in love with you last night. When I offered myself to you and you wouldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Oh. I was hoping. It felt like you were close.” 
 
    “So, you calculated a little in turning me down?” she asked. 
 
    Tex smiled. “No, it was after that. It was your reaction when I admitted that I loved you.” 
 
    “Okay, I could see that,” she said, more tears coming. “I cried. Geez, it’s so obvious. I’m such a dope. I should’ve told you then and there.” 
 
    “You weren’t ready. It happened when it was supposed to happen.” 
 
    “Yes, it did.” 
 
    “We can get up for a while if you want,” Tex said. 
 
    “No way. We’re not done yet.” 
 
    They kissed again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You hungry?” Jules asked, sitting up in bed next to Shelly. 
 
    “I guess we’ve worked up a good appetite. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “There was peach cobbler in kitchen fridge. You like, no?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I like,” she said. “Should we go get some and bring it back, or just eat it there?” 
 
    “Maybe eat there,” Jules said. “Mind?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” she said. “We need a break anyway. We’ve been making love on and off since this afternoon.” 
 
    “Sore?” 
 
    “I should be. You know why I’m not.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jules said. “Sorry. I wish that never happen.” 
 
    “I know, sweetie, but I’m a survivor. That which doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” 
 
    Jules smiled. “That one of Ivan’s favorite sayings.” 
 
    “Will I ever meet him?” 
 
    “Almost certainly,” he said, getting out of bed. He pulled on his clothes, and picked up his phone. “Message. Didn’t even hear it come in.” 
 
    “Gee, I wonder why,” Shelly said as she dressed, her face turning red. 
 
    Jules shot her a sidelong glance, then focused on his phone. “Oops, it Ivan.” 
 
    “Call him back,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Let’s wait until we get to kitchen.” 
 
    “Somebody’s got a sweet tooth.” 
 
    “Maybe little. Let’s go.” 
 
    They left the coach, stepping out into the crisp night air. 
 
    “Northern California is always cooler than I expect,” Shelly said, pulling him closer as they walked. 
 
    “Warm compared to home,” Jules said. 
 
    “You want to go back there?” 
 
    “Back to Belgium?” he asked. “Spend time there, spend more time here. This new home. I run business with team who reside both here and there.” 
 
    They walked to the house and stepped into the kitchen. Jules opened the fridge. 
 
    “Still there?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep.” He pulled out the large glass baking pan and set it on the counter, then removed the foil covering it. “Look. Enough for us, no?” 
 
    “I think so,” she said, looking at it. “If you want me to keep my figure, don’t feed me this stuff too often.” 
 
    He chuckled, looking for silverware in the drawers. Shelly went to the cupboard and took down two small plates. They split what was left and took it to the table. 
 
    “Mmmmm, this is good,” Shelly said after a bite. 
 
    “Yes, good,” Jules said. “I call Ivan, put on speaker, okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Jules hit the contact and put the phone on the table, hitting the speaker button. 
 
    Ivan picked up. “About time.” 
 
    “Sorry, boss, I was otherwise occupied. I’m with Shelly in the kitchen of the groundkeeper’s house. What going on?” 
 
    “Oh, with your milkmaid again, huh? Getting anywhere?” 
 
    Shelly giggled. “Yes, he got somewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, my my,” Ivan said. “Congrats to you both. I’ll be waiting for wedding invitations.” 
 
    “One step at a time,” Shelly said. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Well, I’m happy for both of you, however serious this is. Now on to business. I have good news. General Hogan’s team has given us the prototype of the apps we were talking about.” 
 
    “No, really?” Jules asked. “Why they do that? They finish?” 
 
    “Very close. We still have to keep it to leadership team, though, okay?” 
 
    “I understand,” Jules said. 
 
    “Who’s on the leadership team now?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Sparky, Tex, Ted, and me,” Jules said. 
 
    “Want me to leave the room?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Put her on the leadership team,” Ivan said. “Anybody who can put up with you deserves it.” 
 
    Jules laughed. Shelly shook her head. “I’ll bet you two are a riot at a party.” 
 
    “You’ll find out, when this is over,” Ivan said.  
 
    “What next?” Jules asked. 
 
    “I send link to each phone. Have Shelly call me so I get her number.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Jules said, his mouth a little too full of food. 
 
    “You guys are eating? Kinda late, isn’t it?” 
 
    “There was some left-over peach cobbler,” Shelly said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it was Jules’s idea,” Ivan said. “He always did have a sweet tooth.” 
 
    Jules’s phone dinged. “I got link.” 
 
    “Good, follow it, download, and install, and I’ll walk you through what it does. Then you can show the others.” 
 
    “Downloading now,” Jules said. He took his last bite of cobbler. “This good, wish more left.” 
 
    Shelly shook her head. “You have to watch your figure too, you know.”  
 
    “Belgians,” Ivan said. “No wonder they’re famous for chocolate.” 
 
    “Downloaded. Installing app number one now,” Jules said, watching his screen. 
 
    “This is going to make our operations a lot safer, isn’t it?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Yes, it will give us an enormous advantage,” Ivan said, “but we must avoid letting the enemy know about this, at all costs. That’s why we’re keeping it to the leadership team.” 
 
    “Does Ji-Ho get this?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yes, he got it earlier today. Same situation. Leadership team only.” 
 
    “Can we tell the others that we have it?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Yes, but they can’t have it on their phones. Soon, but not yet.” 
 
    “Any word on General Hogan?” Jules asked. 
 
    “There’s an operation happening to get him out in a couple days,” Ivan said. “Keep your fingers crossed.” 
 
    “I do,” Jules said. “Second app done.” 
 
    “Great, then open the first app.” 
 
    Jules tapped the tile, and the app opened. “Map show up.” 
 
    “If there are enemy fighters within about half a mile, you will get buzzed, and the display will show their location.” 
 
    “Wow,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Nobody close now,” Jules said. 
 
    “Yes, and that’s good,” Ivan said. “This app can be used even where there is no cell coverage. It works peer to peer with the enemy RFID chips.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jules said. “They can’t sneak up anymore.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ivan said. 
 
    “How do we know this really works?” Shelly asked. “Since nothing will show up?” 
 
    “Let’s check the long-range app,” Ivan said. “Load it.” 
 
    Jules tapped that app, and it loaded, taking a little longer than the short-range app. “Okay, it up.” 
 
    “Expand the map, just like you would do with the normal map application. Go to San Jose.” 
 
    Jules did that, and his eyes got wide. “Whoa.” 
 
    Shelly got close and looked. “My God, there’s so many that they just look like a blob on the screen.” 
 
    “That’s the first target area,” Ivan said. “Mertins Electronics factory. They’ve been making the RFID chips.” 
 
    Jules snickered. “Are you kidding? The enemy chips are made in America?” 
 
    “You got it,” Ivan said. “One of your Belgian buddies did it.” 
 
    “Daan Mertins,” Jules said, a look of disgust on his face. “That man’s whole family has been a disaster for Europe, going back hundreds of years.” 
 
    “He’ll get his,” Ivan said. “We’re going in on three sides to hit this factory. Then we move on to another pocket. Move the map towards San Francisco. Make it wider. Expand to show the entire Bay Area.” 
 
    “Wow,” Shelly said. “Daly City. Palo Alto. Oakland.” 
 
    “Not many in San Francisco,” Jules said. 
 
    “Islamists aren’t in the city itself, but the UN is,” Ivan said. “Look at Sacramento. That’s the other big hive of enemy activity.” 
 
    Jules moved to that part of the map. “More here than Bay Area. We hit next?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ivan said. “Remember the focus, though. You don’t try to kill them all yourself, you make a big show for recruitment. Don’t get killed trying to destroy any single target. Do you understand? We’ll couple your operations with more of my TV appearances. Just like LA and Orange Counties.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. 
 
    “One other thing,” Ivan said. “There are three locations we know of where women are being held as sex slaves. I think your team is uniquely qualified to liberate them. Do you agree?” 
 
    Jules looked at Shelly, who shook her head yes, terror in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes, we agree,” Jules said. 
 
    “Think about it and get back to me after you’ve talked to the others. The rescue missions will be the most dangerous jobs you will take on.” 
 
    “Okay, I discuss, but I think we fine with it.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Shelly said, resolve showing on her face. She put her hand on Jules’s. 
 
    “Okay, that’s all I have for tonight. Remember to have Shelly call my phone. Also be ready in the morning to work with team leadership. Take a vote on the liberation missions. Call me when you’re done. Conference call with the leadership, including Shelly. Got me?” 
 
    “Yes, I got,” Jules said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon, old friend.” 
 
    The call ended. Jules set his phone on the table and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Wow,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Look,” Jules said, showing the phone screen to Shelly. 
 
    “My God, is that Washington DC?” 
 
    “Yes, is,” Jules said. “This why we wait for wide release. Need names of traitors before they can get rid of RFID chips and hide.” 
 
    “Can we win this?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Yes, we can win,” Jules said. “Ready to go home?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Shelly said, getting out of her chair. Jules picked up the plates and put them into the sink, and they left the house, heading into the night air, holding hands, fingers intertwined. 
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    Breakfast Meeting 
 
   S eth woke up as the sun shined into the battle wagon’s bedroom window. Kaitlyn was still asleep, her body rising and falling, her breathing relaxed. He snuck out of bed, slipped on a shirt and his sweat pants, and went into the salon to start the coffee maker, then looked out the windows. Nobody was up yet. He picked up his phone. Only six. Geez. 
 
    “Hey, you up already?” Kaitlyn asked from the bedroom. He walked back in there. 
 
    “I woke up because of the sun shining on my face. You don’t have to get up yet, if you’re not ready.” 
 
    “You could always come back in bed, you know.” She pulled back the covers to show herself to him. 
 
    He moaned and joined her. They kissed passionately. 
 
    “You still have clothes on,” she whispered, tugging the shirt over his head. He slipped out of his sweats and ravished her, both caught in the moment together, not caring about anything but each other. 
 
    “Wow,” Kaitlyn said as Seth rolled off her. “This just keeps getting better.” 
 
    “I know. When are we getting married?” 
 
    “Maybe today, if things aren’t crazy,” Kaitlyn said. “Everybody’s here.” 
 
    “Yes, everybody’s here. What were you going to tell me about your mom and dad?” 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes showing pain. “It didn’t work. They’ve been unhappy for a long time. The elders let them dissolve their marriage.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry. Where is your dad? Is he with us?” 
 
    “No, he left the tribe for a while,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “You don’t look too upset about that.” 
 
    “We never got along,” Kaitlyn said, “and by the way, he has a big problem with women in the tribe wedding men from outside.” 
 
    “You never seemed worried about that.” 
 
    “I knew this was coming, and I knew he’d be leaving. Happened earlier than I thought.” 
 
    “So, your mom really was flirting with Garrett, then, wasn’t she?” 
 
    Kaitlyn giggled. “Not seriously, but I’ll bet she’d give him a good roll in the hay.” 
 
    “He does like her,” Seth said. “I could tell by the way he was looking at her.” 
 
    “She’s a little on the hefty side. A little bottom heavy. I’m liable to get that way, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, especially after you have all the babies I’m going to put in you.” 
 
    “Stop it,” she said. “You just can’t wait, can you?” 
 
    “Neither can you. Deny it.” 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes misting. “No, I don’t deny it. You’re my man and I’m your woman. It’s what we do.” 
 
    “It is,” Seth said. “Can I get up now?” 
 
    She grabbed her pillow and hit him in the head. 
 
    “Oh, you want to play, do you?” Seth asked, picking up his pillow and doing the same. 
 
    “Stop! We don’t want to break these. They aren’t ours.” 
 
    Seth laughed. “Okay, okay. You’re right.” His phone dinged. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Kaitlyn said, eyes showing fear. 
 
    Seth looked at the phone. “No worries, it’s just a meeting. In an hour.” 
 
    “We should get up and eat, then,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they’re feeding us breakfast,” Seth said. “This is early for a meeting. Must be something important.” 
 
    “Well, if we don’t need to eat, maybe you can keep me occupied for a while.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Seth said, turning towards her. Then there was a knock on the door. Seth laughed. “So much for that.” He went to the door and looked out the window. 
 
    “Who is it?” Kaitlyn asked, 
 
    “Angel and Megan,” Seth said. “Get dressed.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. 
 
    Seth cracked the door. “Give us a minute. We’re not decent.” 
 
    “We already knew that,” Angel said. 
 
    “Hardy har har,” Seth said as he shut the door. He got dressed in the bedroom. Kaitlyn opened the door while he finished. 
 
    “Good morning,” Megan said. 
 
    “Good morning to you,” Kaitlyn said. “Uh oh, what’s up? I’ve seen that grin before.” 
 
    “We had a little chat with Tyler,” Megan said. 
 
    “You did, did you?” Seth asked as he came out of the bedroom. “We were just talking about that.” 
 
    “Backing out already?” Angel asked. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Seth said, pulling Kaitlyn close to him. “I can’t wait, and that’s the truth.” 
 
    “You got the meeting notice, right?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Meeting notice?” Angel asked, reaching for his phone. “Oh, yeah, here it is. My phone ringer was off.” 
 
    “Oh, crap, what now?” Megan asked. 
 
    “Just a meeting with breakfast,” Angel said. “Ji-Ho and Garrett are holding it.” 
 
    “Well, I hope it isn’t something that will foil our plans with Tyler,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Me too,” Megan said. “We’ve got to get this done sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “There’s that look again,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    Seth laughed. “Damn, dude, you knocked her up already, didn’t you?” 
 
    Angel snickered. “Knocked her up? How crude.” 
 
    “Megan?” Kaitlyn asked, looking her up and down. 
 
    “All right, all right, I’m late. Might be nothing. It has been a little stressful, and that plays hell with my clock.” 
 
    “Why’s your face turning so red?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Yeah, imagine if she was a white girl,” Angel said.  
 
    Megan elbowed him. “Stop that, and don’t tell anybody else, okay? This is bad enough as it is.” 
 
    “Not even Trevor?” Seth asked, a sly grin on his face. 
 
    “Oh, geez, then Kaylee would know,” Megan said. 
 
    Seth laughed. “You’ll be lucky to beat those two.” 
 
    “Are they getting married?” Megan asked. 
 
    “Not with Tyler,” Kaitlyn said. “I think they want to go into town and find a Justice of the Peace.” 
 
    Angel looked at Megan. “Do you want to do it that way too?” 
 
    “You mean instead of Tyler?” she asked. 
 
    “No, afterwards,” Angel said. “It probably makes a difference in California, you know.” 
 
    “Indian ceremonies aren’t valid here?” Seth asked. “Never heard that.” 
 
    “No, you’re not getting me,” Angel said. “It’s all about the marriage license. All kinds of things are affected. You know that.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Seth said. “It’s not like we have to do a second ceremony. We just get the license and fill it all out.” 
 
    “Maybe I want to have that kind of ceremony too,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Megan said. 
 
    “See what you started, man?” Seth asked. He and Angel laughed. 
 
    “Let’s go get a good seat for breakfast,” Megan said. 
 
    Angel grinned. “Yeah, and no mimosas for you, mother of my children.” 
 
    Megan punched him in the arm as they left the coach. 
 
    “We’ll be along in a few minutes,” Kaitlyn said. “Save us some seats.” 
 
    Megan turned back at her and nodded. 
 
    “Whoa,” Seth said as he closed the door. “Think Megan is right?” 
 
    “About being late? She would know that.” 
 
    “No, about being pregnant,” Seth said. “You know what I meant.” 
 
    She giggled. “Yes, I know what you meant. I’ve been late once too.” 
 
    “No, really? You didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “False alarm,” she said as they stepped out of the coach. 
 
    “Oh,” Seth said. Kaitlyn grabbed his arm and stopped, turning towards him. 
 
    “Shit, you’re disappointed that it was a false alarm, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” Seth said. “I told you what I was feeling about this, remember?” 
 
    “I thought it was just about tying the knot.” 
 
    “It was about everything,” Seth said, face turning red. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry? Are you kidding?” she asked, pulling him in for a kiss. 
 
    “Hey, people are watching us,” he whispered. 
 
    “So what,” Kaitlyn said. She got a wild look on her face and then kissed him again, harder and longer. They broke it, their breath coming fast. 
 
    “You’re something,” Seth whispered. 
 
    “We’re in love, and everybody knows it. Why hide it?” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to hide it,” Seth said. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Kaitlyn said as they climbed the steps of the veranda. Anna was just inside the door of the house. 
 
    “Great, you’re here,” Anna said. “Kaitlyn, want to assist me with Hasan? We need to check his dressing.” 
 
    “Sure,” Kaitlyn said. “See you in a few, sweetie.” 
 
    Seth nodded and went looking for Angel and Megan. They were at a table near the far end of the big room, and waved him over. 
 
    “Where’s Kaitlyn?” Megan asked. 
 
    “Assisting her mom with the prisoner,” Seth said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I was gonna ask you about that,” Angel said. “Is he going to be as useful as I’ve been hearing?” 
 
    “Depends on what you’ve been hearing, I guess,” Seth said as he sat down. 
 
    “C’mon,” Angel said. 
 
    “He was doing hacking for the enemy. He was part of the intel team.” 
 
    “No shit?” Angel asked. 
 
    “How do we know we can believe him?” Megan asked. 
 
    “We don’t know, yet,” Seth said. “We’ll see how his stories play out.” 
 
    “Where are we gonna keep him?” Angel asked. “When I saw him sleeping, he had a leg iron and a wrist iron on. Didn’t look comfortable, not that he was noticing at the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, he was out,” Megan said. 
 
    “I heard Garrett talking about the jail at Dodge City,” Seth said. 
 
    “They have a jail?” Angel asked. “Figures.” 
 
    “Garrett likes Kaitlyn’s mom,” Megan said. 
 
    “He likes women,” Seth said. “I’ve seen him check out every woman here. Not in a bad way, exactly, but he enjoys looking at them.” 
 
    “Wonder if there are women at Dodge City?” Megan asked. 
 
    “I’d assume so,” Angel said. “Here comes Kaitlyn.” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Kaitlyn said, sitting next to Seth. “Breakfast is almost done. Of course, they had to clean up our operating room before they could cook.” 
 
    “Eeewwwww,” Megan said. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, mom and I cleaned it up pretty good after we were done.” 
 
    “Where’s Hasan?” Seth asked. 
 
    “In the bedroom on the south-east corner of the house.” 
 
    “I don’t know east from west,” Seth said. 
 
    Kaitlyn rolled her eyes. “Paleface.” 
 
    Megan and Angel laughed. 
 
    “So sue me,” Seth said. “I’m no Daniel Boone.” 
 
    “He’s up the stairs, on the back hallway, all the way to the left,” Kaitlyn said. “Better?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Seth said. 
 
    “Food is ready,” Ji-Ho said from the kitchen archway. “Line up, get food, then we talk.” 
 
    People got up quickly and headed for the line, a mixture of tribal folks, Garrett’s men, and the original group. 
 
    “I think I’ll wait until the line dies down a little bit,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “No problem,” Seth said. Anna walked over, drying her hands with a paper towel. 
 
    “That wasn’t so bad,” she said. “Mind if I join you guys?” 
 
    “Sure, mom, no problem,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “By all means,” Seth said.  
 
    “Can we join too?” Trevor asked, walking over with Kaylee. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Angel said. 
 
    “I’m getting in the food line first,” Kaylee said, setting her bag down on the table. Trevor nodded and followed her to the line. 
 
    “I figured you’d be sitting with Garrett,” Megan said to Anna, a twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “Stop,” Anna said. 
 
    Kaitlyn chuckled. “We’re all on to you, mom. Forget it.” 
 
    Anna got a sly grin on her face. “He’s one of the speakers.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s why you’re with us instead,” Megan said. 
 
    “There’s nothing going on between Garrett and me,” she said. “We just like talking to each other.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve spoken since we did the procedure last night?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “A little,” Anna said. 
 
    “What’s a little?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Okay, we talked for a few hours last night,” Anna said. “It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “Were you horizontal when you were talking?” Megan asked. Angel laughed out loud, then covered his mouth. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. 
 
    “It was an innocent conversation,” Anna said. “I probably won’t get you guys to quit teasing me.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Kaitlyn said. “Don’t get hurt.” 
 
    Anna chuckled. “Please. I’m not looking for a relationship with anybody, but I enjoy the company of men. Always have. You know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I know that,” Kaitlyn said. “I’m getting in line. Coming?” She got up, and Seth joined her. 
 
    “I need to have a talk with Megan,” Kaitlyn whispered. “I don’t want her saying stuff like she just did to my mom.” 
 
    “Which comment?” 
 
    “The horizontal comment,” Kaitlyn said. “She’s still my mom. I don’t like to think about her like that.” 
 
    Seth shook his head. “Yeah, I wasn’t expecting that to come out of her mouth. Either was Angel. Good thing he didn’t have a mouthful of food when she said that.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Kaitlyn said. The line moved quickly. Soon they all had their breakfast plates, and were back at the tables. Ji-Ho got up in the front of the room, helping a couple other people move things around. Then they brought in a flat screen TV, sitting on a table with wheels. 
 
    “Wonder what that’s for?” Megan asked. 
 
    “That was a drink tray,” Seth said. “I saw it in the parlor.” 
 
    “I remember,” Anna said. 
 
    Garrett joined Ji-Ho and the others near the TV, and helped connect a cable to the back. They plugged it in and turned it on. 
 
    “Can I have attention, please?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    The talking came down to a soft murmur. Ji-Ho took out his phone, and plugged it into the cable. “Please watch screen.” 
 
    The screen showed a map program. 
 
    “This long-range application developed by General Hogan’s group,” Ji-Ho said. “See icons? Each represent one enemy fighter.” 
 
    “Where is that?” asked Kaylee. 
 
    “El Cajon,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “Hasan was right, then,” Trevor said. “Where is he, by the way? We need to make sure he doesn’t hear this. Isn’t he in the house?” 
 
    “He’s on some really strong pain meds,” Anna said. “He’ll be out for several hours.” 
 
    “And there’s two guards right outside his door,” Garrett said. “We’re fine.” 
 
    “Do we have access to this technology now?” Clem asked. John and Sarah were next to him, eyes glued to the screen. Sid and Yvonne were at their table too. 
 
    “This would’ve saved our friends at the RV Park,” Sarah said softly. Yvonne nodded in agreement. 
 
    “General Hogan’s group has provided access to the leadership team only,” Sam said, getting up to stand next to Ji-Ho. “Fortunately that will be enough. Want me to explain how the apps work and what they do, Ji-Ho?” 
 
    “Please, your English much better.” 
 
    Sam nodded as Ji-Ho took a seat, and then he went through the short-range and long-range app, showing them how they work and where the enemy fighters are, both locally and nation-wide. The people watched in awe. 
 
    “Any questions?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Why aren’t they just releasing these wide?” John asked. 
 
    “The final piece not in place yet,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “What is the final piece?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Name and rank,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “Oh, so they can use this to ID the traitors in Washington DC,” John said. “Smart.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sam said. “But remember what I said. This is top secret. Anybody on the leadership team who gets captured must destroy their phone, if at all possible.” 
 
    “There’s a good chance they wouldn’t notice the apps anyway,” Garrett said. 
 
    “True, if we are captured by the usual run-of-the-mill Islamist,” Sam said. 
 
    “Hasan would figure it out in a hurry,” Seth said. 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said. “You right about that.” 
 
    “How long are we gonna keep Hasan?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “As long as he’s willing to cooperate,” Sam said. 
 
    “I suspect that will be for the duration,” Anna said. “He was only partly lucid when we changed his dressing. He really does hate the Caliphate. He was babbling on about it.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Kaitlyn said. Erica saw her from near the front of the room and shot her a smile. When the presentation was done, she made her way over. 
 
    “Hey, kiddo,” Erica said. Kaitlyn got up and hugged her tight. “Sorry I didn’t come look you up last night.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Kaitlyn said. “How long were you two up during the last part of the trek?” 
 
    “Thirty-six hours, give or take,” Erica said. 
 
    “Sam is your man now, isn’t he?” Anna asked. 
 
    Erica smiled. “Don’t tell anybody.” 
 
    Megan laughed. “Everybody knows, dearie.” 
 
    Sam walked over. “How are you all doing? Congrats on the battle.” 
 
    “Same to you,” Trevor said, shaking Sam’s hand. “It’s going to get easier now.” 
 
    “Within a specific window, yes,” Sam said. “They’ll figure out we can see them pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Won’t they just start removing the chips?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “No, they won’t,” Anna said. “Those were put in way too deep. I think they did that to discourage deserters. Digging that chip out of Hasan was about as far as I’d go without being in a clean operating room. He might get infected because of this. We’ll have to keep a close eye on him. No way would the enemy be able to remove thousands of these things without losing a lot of their soldiers.” 
 
    “You think so?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Sounds like something Saladin would do,” Sam said. 
 
    “Maybe they’re not all planted that deep,” Trevor said. “We’ve got to deal with the other two bodies, right? Maybe instead of just burning them up we should dig the chips out first.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Sam said. “We should do that. Do we know where the bodies are?” 
 
    “They’re behind the house,” Trevor said. “I helped the team drag them over.” 
 
    “Then let’s do it,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Anna said. “I’ve got to go change into my other clothes. I’m not ruining two outfits.” 
 
    Kaitlyn and Megan chuckled. 
 
    Trevor was sitting silently for a moment, thinking. Kaylee noticed. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, honey?” she asked him. 
 
    “We need to understand more about these RFID chips.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Well, for one thing, can they be hidden by shielding,” Trevor said. “Say they come in a special vehicle that’s shielded somehow. They might show up without us seeing them on the apps.” 
 
    “Shit,” Megan said. “Now we have something new to worry about.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t get worried quite yet,” Sam said, “but it’s smart to consider that. Wish we could test.” 
 
    “Maybe we can,” Trevor said. “Wonder how much internet research we can get away with doing?” 
 
    “None,” Ji-Ho said, walking over. “I hear conversation. Good thoughts, but no internet search on this. We have to assume we under surveillance. Hasan make that clear with his comments. He know lot about us.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Erica said. “They might be watching what we search for, and if they see those kinds of searches, they’ll know what we know about the RFID.” 
 
    “Okay, I see your point,” Trevor said. 
 
    “We still should check how deep those chips are in the others,” Sam said. 
 
    Anna sighed. “Oh, all right, I’ll go change. You’d better too, Kaitlyn.” 
 
    “Yes, mom,” Kaitlyn said. The two women left, one heading for the stairs, the other to the door. Seth looked at Sam. 
 
    “Maybe we ought to be asking Hasan about this.” 
 
    Sam shook his head no. “We don’t want him to know what we know yet, either. What if he escapes, or can get a message out somehow?” 
 
    “Dammit,” Megan said. “Just when I get to thinking we’re out of the woods, I get reminded that we’re still in a war for our lives.” 
 
    “Good thing to keep in mind,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {13} 
 
    Damage 
 
   I van made good on his promise, sending the download link to Jules’s leadership team early in the morning. Shelly woke to her phone dinging when it arrived. 
 
    “It’s here, honey,” Shelly whispered to Jules. 
 
    “How you know I awake?” 
 
    “Your breathing,” she said. “Did you send out a meeting notice yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Jules said. 
 
    “Sounds like a Chief of Staff task to me,” Shelly said. “I’ll do it. Tex, Ted, and Sparky, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said, turning to gaze at her. She noticed. 
 
    “Wait,” she said. “Let me do this. We can play afterward if you want. It’s still early.” 
 
    He nodded as she typed on her phone and broadcasted the message to the leadership team. 
 
    “Should we schedule a meeting with the rest of the team?” she asked. 
 
    “After the first meeting,” Jules said. “Now come here.” 
 
    “My, but aren’t we hot to trot, even after yesterday.” 
 
    Jules didn’t say anything, the need showing on his face. Shelly moaned as he pulled her to himself. 
 
    Afterwards Jules drifted off to sleep, waking to find Shelly out of bed. He got up and went into the salon, where she was making coffee. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie,” she said, turning towards him. 
 
    “Good morning.” He sat in the dinette and watched her in her long t-shirt, her short blonde hair swaying as she moved. “You’re so beautiful.” 
 
    “Stop it,” she said. “That meeting is coming up in an hour.” 
 
    “I know. I get dressed.” 
 
    “Yes, do that. I’ll get dressed in a few minutes too.” 
 
    “Where we meet?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Here. I thought it would be best for such a small group.” 
 
    “You right,” Jules said. “More coffee cups in pantry.” 
 
    “Yes, I found them earlier.” 
 
    Jules went into the bedroom and got dressed, thinking that they needed to do laundry, and that they needed more clothes. Shelly joined him after a couple minutes, handing him a cup of coffee. “You like it black, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, taking it from her. He sipped. “Perfect.” 
 
    She dressed as he left the room. 
 
    Tex showed up first, Karen by his side. Then Sparky and Ted, both alone. 
 
    “Uh oh, should I leave?” Karen asked. 
 
    “No,” Jules said. “No problem. Shelly will stay as well.” 
 
    “We in trouble, partner?” Tex asked.  
 
    “No, we get gift. You see download link on your phone this morning?” 
 
    “Shoot, I haven’t checked,” Tex said, pulling his phone out. 
 
    “Been a little busy, huh?” Sparky asked. Karen’s face turned red. Tex just shot him a smile. 
 
    “It’s here,” Tex said. “What is it?” 
 
    “Remember applications that General Hogan’s team worked?” 
 
    “The ones that read enemy RFID chips?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Yes, that it,” Jules said. “They do limited release to Ivan’s leadership team.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Sparky asked. “Do they work?” 
 
    “Yes, do,” Jules said. “Pretty good news, no?” 
 
    “Very good news,” Ted said. “I saw the download link earlier. Thought it was some kind of spam or something.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Do downloads, then we install and walk through,” Jules said. 
 
    They got to work. Karen nodded to Shelly, and they went into the bedroom. 
 
    “How’s it going?” Shelly asked. “Your body language with Tex looks different this morning.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m his.” 
 
    “That’s it? You’re his?” Shelly looked into her eyes. “Because you want to be?” 
 
    “Of course,” Karen said. “I resisted him for a long time, remember? Kinda like somebody else I know.” 
 
    Shelly sighed. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Is it going okay between you and Jules?” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Shelly said, her eyes misting up. “I’ve fallen so hard for that man.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really,” Shelly said. “It’s still hard for me to believe.” 
 
    “I know that feeling,” Karen said. “Wish we were in normal times. I’d rent a hotel room for a week and not let him out of bed the whole time.” 
 
    Shelly snickered. “We’re so naughty. I’m anxious for the meeting to be over so we can be alone again for a little while.” 
 
    “Yeah, isn’t it weird? I’m having the same kinds of thoughts.” 
 
    “We need to be careful,” Shelly said. “Both of us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So we don’t get hurt too badly if things go wrong,” Shelly said. 
 
    “I can’t be like that. It’s holding back, and holding back isn’t what I want to do.” 
 
    Shelly thought about it for a moment. “Dammit. You’re right. We’re cast out on the sea, and we’re going to roll with the waves.” 
 
    “It’s like that even when the world isn’t crazy,” Karen said. “You know that, right? You’ve been in love before, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Shelly said. “It’s scary and intoxicating at first, but it always either settles down or ends after a while. Hope it doesn’t end this time.” 
 
    “Yeah. Do you understand what they’re talking about out there?” 
 
    “I do,” Shelly said. “We’ve been set up since last night. Wait till you use the long-range app to look at Washington, DC.” 
 
    “Lots of traitors?” 
 
    “It looks like a blob on the map,” Shelly said. “Want to go back out there?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They got up and went back into the salon. The men had finished setting up their apps, and Jules was training them. 
 
    “This is a game-changer,” Ted said. 
 
    Tex nodded in agreement. “You got that right, partner.” 
 
    “Where are we hitting first?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “We hit the Mertins Electronics plant in San Jose,” Jules said. “Timing depend on Ivan’s other teams. Joint effort. That easy part, though.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Ted said. “What else?” 
 
    “Ivan know where more women being held by UN,” Jules said. “Like our women were, in Torrance.” 
 
    Karen got a scared look on her face. Shelly noticed and touched her shoulder. 
 
    “We’re going to rescue them, I hope,” Tex said, his face grim. “I hate these bastards.” 
 
    “Yes, we do, but this most dangerous of missions,” Jules said. “Not just blow up and kill. Complex operation. Must do by numbers, like assault on Torrance Civic Center.” 
 
    “I want to be involved,” Karen said. There were tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    “You shall,” Jules said. “We all, but must volunteer. Like I say, more dangerous. We meet with big group this afternoon. Show apps, discuss Mertins plant, then talk about rescues.” 
 
    “You don’t look that upset about this,” Karen said, looking at Shelly. 
 
    “I found out last night. That’s when I had my reaction.” 
 
    “Oh,” Karen said. “You’re going in too?” 
 
    “Hell yes,” Shelly said. “How could I not?” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t be including the women in that operation,” Sparky said. “Some of them are just now getting back to normal, you know.” 
 
    “That’s for us to decide,” Karen said. 
 
    “I know,” Sparky said. “I’m just worried.” 
 
    “Is Dana having problems?” Shelly asked. 
 
    Sparky was silent for a moment, then looked over at her. “Yes, I think so, but she won’t talk about it. She’s using me as her life raft. It worries me. This could make things worse.” 
 
    “Why worried?” Jules asked. 
 
    “I’m a human being,” Sparky said. “I’m not the knight in shining armor that she thinks I am.” 
 
    Shelly looked at him, seeing the tears forming around his eyes. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not good enough for her,” Sparky said. 
 
    “There’s the answer to that question,” Karen said. 
 
    “No, really,” Sparky said. “I probably can’t hang in there the way she needs me too. I’m not the selfless hero she thinks I am.” 
 
    “You worry too much, no?” Jules said. “If works, works. Don’t pressure self. Love of a good woman make you strong if you let it. Tomorrow take care of self.” 
 
    “Easy to say,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Do you want her?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “That’s not the problem,” Sparky said. “She’s the best woman I’ve ever been with, and that’s the truth.” 
 
    “You don’t want to disappoint her, partner,” Tex said. “That’s the best indication of love that there is.” 
 
    “Can we talk about something else?” Sparky asked. “Please?” 
 
    “All right, let’s move on,” Jules said. “Study apps while we have down time. Get feel for movement patterns of enemy. Share thoughts with others on team, but don’t replicate apps for anybody. Understand?” 
 
    “How long do we have before the Mertins attack?” Karen asked. 
 
    “I just guess,” Jules said. “Three or four days. Possible it’s earlier, even tomorrow.” His phone dinged. Jules looked at it, a wide smile washing over his face. 
 
    “What just happened, partner?” Tex asked. 
 
    “General Hogan,” Jules said. 
 
    “What about him?” Ted asked, standing up. 
 
    “Rescued. Back with team.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Okay, on your way,” Jules said. “Meeting over. You know what to do.” 
 
    Everybody stood and got ready to leave. 
 
    “Sparky,” Jules said. “Stay for minute, okay?” 
 
    He nodded yes as the others left. 
 
    “Can you give us minute, Shelly?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll go outside.” She followed the others out the door.  
 
    Sparky watched them leave, Shelly closing the door behind herself. “Am I in trouble, boss?” 
 
    “I worry about you,” Jules said. “I want you to know what others think of you. How much respect they have. You need to know.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Sparky said. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, not,” Jules said. “You one of best men I ever work with. Solid. Smart. Loyal. Good heart.” 
 
    Sparky sat back down on the couch, on the verge of tears. “I’m a mess.” 
 
    “What mess? Just relationship?” 
 
    Sparky smiled. “Just relationship. It’s pretty much everything.” 
 
    Jules studied him for a moment. “Love deep with you. I didn’t see until this morning. Thought you were reluctant with Dana. Not that way. Not at all.” 
 
    “She’s having problems, and I’m not strong enough to cope with them,” Sparky said. 
 
    “What kind problems?” 
 
    “I don’t think I want to talk about it,” Sparky said. 
 
    “It me, Jules, your old friend.” 
 
    “I know,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Then tell.” 
 
    He sighed. “Okay, okay. You’re right. I’m in love with Dana. It took a while, but now she’s the focus of everything that I am, and it makes things all that much harder.” 
 
    “This not bad,” Jules said. “I feel like that about Shelly.” 
 
    “You notice we aren’t staying in this coach with you whenever possible, right?” 
 
    “Shy about lovemaking,” Jules said. “Not unusual, but we have door between us. We knock before going through.” 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Sparky said. “Sometimes when we’re making love, Dana slips back into the captivity and goes kinda crazy.” 
 
    “How crazy?” Jules asked. 
 
    Sparky stood and unbuttoned his shirt, showing bruises and scratches on his chest. “This crazy. I have to hold her down until she gets over it.” 
 
    Jules was silent for a moment, looking away, then back at him. “You stay even with that. It says something.” 
 
    “It doesn’t happen every time,” Sparky said, buttoning his shirt. He sat back down. 
 
    “How often?” 
 
    “Maybe every third or fourth time,” Sparky said. 
 
    “You think you aren’t strong enough to help her through,” Jules said. “Not that you aren’t good enough to deserve her.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Not probably. You know, don’t run away from your feelings.” 
 
    “It was easier before I was in love with her,” Sparky said. “Now it’s like watching a family member go through this.” 
 
    Jules was silent for a couple minutes, thinking. 
 
    “Are we done?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “No,” Jules said. “Gathering thoughts. Sit tight.” 
 
    Sparky nodded, looking nervous. 
 
    “She need therapy,” Jules said. “Probably years of it. That tough now. She only have you for time being. Can she survive with just you for short term?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sparky said. “I’ve tried to limit our intimacy, but she won’t have it, and now it’s hard for me to resist it too.” 
 
    “She still wants because of comfort,” Jules said. “Probably because she wants to keep you on hook. She needs you.” 
 
    “I guess,” Sparky said. 
 
    Jules chuckled. “Always hem and haw with you. Does she know you love her?” 
 
    “I’ve never said it,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Tell her. Make her know you not leave her. Make her know you stay no matter what. Then maybe she not worry, not push herself too hard.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Sparky said, eyes tearing up. “I know she wants to hear that. Can’t imagine that she doesn’t know it already.” 
 
    “You have to tell,” Jules said. “Even if she should know. Very important.” 
 
    Sparky nodded. 
 
    “Go be with her. We talk later, no?” 
 
    “Okay, boss,” Sparky said, getting up. He walked to the door, then turned back to him. “Thanks. You’ve always been a good friend to me.” 
 
    Jules nodded. “Send Shelly back in if you see, okay?” 
 
    “Will do,” Sparky said as he left. 
 
    Jules plopped himself down on the couch, trembling, then crying. Shelly came back in, not expecting to see him in that state. She rushed to his side. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “War,” he said. “Cruelty. The human soul. It’s so bleak. Society have problems, even after battles over.” 
 
    “What did Sparky tell you? Is he having problems with Dana?” 
 
    “Dana having episodes,” Jules said. “She slip into when they together.” 
 
    “Oh,” Shelly said. “PTSD. I’m surprised more of us aren’t having that problem.” 
 
    “That why I cry,” Jules said. “I worry. About you. And Karen. And others.” 
 
    “We’re survivors,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Yes, I know, but price to pay. May pay now like Dana. May pay years from now.” 
 
    “You’re afraid I’m going to have problems,” she said softly. “I understand. Just know this. You’re helping the situation, not hurting it, and I suspect it’s the same with Sparky and Dana. I know it is with Tex and Karen.” 
 
    “Sparky not tell her he loves,” Jules said. “I told him he should. Hope I did right.” 
 
    “It was advice, not an order,” Shelly said. “You don’t have that much power there, so don’t worry. Sparky is a smart, sensitive man. He’ll figure it out. The two of them will figure it out.” 
 
    “I hope,” Sparky said. He got off the couch. “What do now? Go outside?” 
 
    She stood up next to him, standing on her tiptoes to kiss him. “Do we have to be anywhere right now?” 
 
    “No,” Sparky said, his arms going around her waist. 
 
    “Good, then let’s go back to bed,” she said. “I think I need some more therapy.” 
 
    Jules chuckled and shook his head. “That was almost in bad taste, no?” 
 
    “So I’m a little naughty. C’mon.” 
 
    They went back into the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hasan woke with a start, trying to roll onto his side, stopped by the heavy wrist and ankle irons. Sharp pain hit him in his upper arm. The last several days came rushing back at him. He looked around the room. He was on a twin-sized bed, the chains attached to the brass bedframe. The walls were covered with pictures that a young boy would put up. There was a shelf against the far wall holding toy trucks and cars, a desk next to that with a broken computer sitting on it. 
 
    “Hello?” he said as loudly as he could. “Anybody here?” He shook his chains hard, making metallic noises. The door opened, and Anna peeked in. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Hasan?” she asked as she walked in. 
 
    “The wound hurts like a son of a bitch,” he said. “Do they have to keep me chained up like this?” 
 
    “We have to protect ourselves, at least until you prove yourself to us,” Anna said. “I’ve got more pain meds. I’ll go get them, and then we’ll get you something to eat. There’s a water bottle right above you, on the shelf at the head of the bed.” 
 
    Hasan nodded, then reached up with his unchained hand, finding the bottle, taking a large drink. Anna came back in with a pill bottle. She gave him two. 
 
    “These will help,” she said. 
 
    “Will they put me to sleep again?” 
 
    “They shouldn’t,” Anna said. “Unless you need the sleep. We need to keep a close eye on the wound. That was basically an operation we did on you, and it was in a kitchen, not a hospital.” 
 
    “I understand,” Hasan said. He took the pills. “Do you know what they’re going to do with me?” 
 
    “I heard a couple of the men talking about a jail in Dodge City,” Anna said. “That would be more comfortable than here.” 
 
    “I hope so,” he said. “What’s Dodge City?” 
 
    “It’s where Garrett’s group is based,” Anna said. She shot him a smirk. “I haven’t seen it yet, but I hear it’s a replica old west town.” 
 
    “America is strange,” Hasan said. “Never ceased to amaze me.” 
 
    “Did you choose to go to school here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hasan said, “and don’t get me wrong. I actually love this country. I just got pissed, and made some bad choices.” 
 
    Anna pulled the chair out from the desk and sat facing him. 
 
    “This is a little boys room,” Hasan said. “Where is he?” 
 
    “This place belonged to the Williams family,” Anna said. “When the Islamists and the UN first rolled in here, they slaughtered the whole family, as part of taking over the town.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, the boy is dead?” Hasan asked. 
 
    “You know what’s been going on.” 
 
    He sighed. “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “You say you love this country,” Anna said. “Can you forgive the bad that we’ve done?” 
 
    “I didn’t think Americans thought that anything they do was bad,” Hasan said. “No offence.” 
 
    Anna chuckled. “I’m an Indian. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I know,” Hasan said. “Your people are fighting us everywhere, sometimes even harder than normal Americans.” 
 
    “Normal Americans?” Anna asked, flashing a sly smile. 
 
    “Sorry, you know what I meant,” Hasan said. 
 
    “Governments do bad things from time to time,” Anna said. “All governments. The US Government was very unfair to my people. Sometimes they were downright brutal.” 
 
    “And yet you are okay with them now?” 
 
    “The Federal Government?” Anna asked. She laughed. “Land sakes no, they’re at least partially behind this mess we’ve been in.” 
 
    “But you ally yourselves with the population,” Hasan said. “Why?” 
 
    “Our problems were mostly during the nineteenth century,” Anna said. “They were real problems, and we have grievances. In the twentieth century and this century, we’ve made peace. We’re friends. And by the way, my daughter is engaged to a white boy. They’re getting married today.” 
 
    Hasan smiled and shook his head. “Like I said, this country never ceases to amaze me.” 
 
    Anna stood, smiling at him. “I think you’re a nice young man. Don’t worry, we aren’t going to hurt you. We will protect ourselves, but you can win us over, given some time. I’ll go get you some food, and bring a couple men to escort you to the bathroom.” 
 
    She left the room. Hasan took another drink of water, then laid down on his side. What do I do now? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {14} 
 
    Hit Squad 
 
   S am and Erica were on the veranda, sitting on the wicker love seat, enjoying the afternoon. Kaitlyn and Seth walked up the steps with Trevor and Kaylee. 
 
    “What’s cooking?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Just relaxing,” Erica said. “It’s so nice this time of day.” 
 
    “Where’s your mom?” Sam asked Kaitlyn. 
 
    “She took a walk with Garrett,” Kaitlyn said, grinning.  
 
    “My my,” Erica said. “Figured that was gonna happen.” 
 
    “Be nice, you guys,” Kaylee said. Trevor chuckled. 
 
    “So, we know now that those chips are planted deep in all the fighters,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Well, at least in the three that we’ve removed so far,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    Kaylee’s brow was furrowed. “I’ll bet it hurt putting those in.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kaitlyn said. “They put them in livestock with a special tool. Might not be as bad as you’d expect.” 
 
    Sid and Yvonne climbed the steps with Clem, John, and Sara. 
 
    “Mind if we join you guys?” Clem asked. 
 
    “Be our guest,” Sam said. 
 
    “What are we gonna do with the chips?” Trevor asked. “Ji-Ho decided yet?” 
 
    “I think he liked Garrett’s idea of using them for bait,” Sam said. 
 
    Sid laughed. “Well, they liked doing that with your RV Park.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s going to be difficult to repair,” Sarah said. 
 
    Sam smiled. “That’s the least of my worries. Garrett said they aren’t showing up there anymore, though. Guess they finally got wise.” 
 
    “Or they don’t have enough excess forces to waste on that effort,” John said. “Surprised they threw as many into that meat-grinder as they did.” 
 
    Sid chuckled. “I wonder how many of them crapped their pants when they looked in the clubhouse.” 
 
    “That’s nasty, honey,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “Sorry,” Sid replied. 
 
    “Does Ji-Ho really think some enemy fighters might show up to get their dead?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “I think he does,” Sam said. “I’m a little skeptical. It’d be different if we didn’t have them on the ropes.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure we have them on the ropes,” Clem said. 
 
    Sid shook his head in agreement. “Yeah, I was just gonna say that.” 
 
    “Evening,” Garrett said, walking up with Anna. “Mind if we join you?” 
 
    “Please,” Sam said. They walked up and took seats. 
 
    “Hi, mom,” Kaitlyn said. “Have fun?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Anna said. She flashed a smile. 
 
    “We’re just friends,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Yes, and why shouldn’t they be?” Yvonne said. “They’re about the same age.” 
 
    “I don’t remember telling anybody how old I was,” Anna said. 
 
    Kaitlyn showed a wicked grin. “I can tell them.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Anna said. Everybody chuckled, but then Sam jerked as his phone buzzed. He looked at it. 
 
    “Well, here’s Ji-Ho’s answer,” Sam said. “Enemy fighters on the way here, it looks like.” 
 
    “Should we take cover?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “They’re almost half a mile away,” Sam said. He refreshed the app. “They’re coming in pretty quick though. They must be in a truck.” 
 
    “How many?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Twelve. No, fourteen.” 
 
    “Lock and load, folks,” Garrett said. “No more prisoners. The one we have is going to be enough of a pain.” 
 
    “They might just be driving by,” John said. “What road are they on?” 
 
    “Highway 94,” Sam said. “They just passed Pringle Canyon. Go get your guns.” 
 
    “Should we get siege mode going on the rigs?” John asked. 
 
    “Some of us should, perhaps,” Sam said. “I’m sending a broadcast text.” 
 
    “Let’s go get our guns, honey,” Kaitlyn said. “I don’t want to be in the battle wagon.” Seth nodded and they rushed off the veranda. 
 
    “If you see them stop out a ways, say something,” Trevor said. “I’m gonna go get the Winchester.” 
 
    “Why do you need to know that?” Kaylee asked, getting up. 
 
    “Because they’d do that if they were gonna set up a mortar,” Trevor said. 
 
    “The kid’s right,” John said. 
 
    Sam stood. “Yep. I’m gonna go get my M60. You want to get your weapon, honey?” 
 
    Erica nodded yes. 
 
    “You don’t look very worried,” Anna said, looking at Garrett. He flashed her a smile. 
 
    “I’ve got men all over the place, on mounted patrol. I’m gonna send them a text right now.” 
 
    “Good,” Anna said. “We should leave some men upstairs with the prisoner, just in case.” 
 
    “Will do,” Garrett said, getting up. “You should go into the house.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” Anna said. “I’m going to get my gun.” 
 
    “Girl after my own heart,” Garrett said. Anna threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. Sam and Erica watched, glancing at each other afterwards. 
 
    “What?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Erica said. “Let’s go get ready.” 
 
    They all left the veranda to get armed.  
 
    Ji-Ho trotted up. “You see RFID hits, right?” 
 
    “Yep, we’re getting ready,” Sam said. 
 
    “Battle wagons?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “Some should go into siege mode,” Sam said. “I’m grabbing my M60. There’s only fourteen of them.” 
 
    “We should kill all. No prisoners.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Garrett said. “See you in a couple minutes. They still coming, Sam?” 
 
    “Yep, they’re still coming, but they slowed down. They’re just hitting downtown Dulzura.” 
 
    “If they don’t come here, we should go get them,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Damn straight.” Sam took Erica by the hand and they rushed to their battle wagon. 
 
    “You sure you want to carry that M60 around?” Erica asked. 
 
    “For this, yes, but I’m bringing the M-16 too. You gonna use your AK?” 
 
    “Of course.” They rushed into the rig and got their guns and ammo, then headed back towards the house. 
 
    “Where are the RFID chips?” Erica asked. 
 
    “In the shed behind the big house. Bodies too.” 
 
    “I hear the motors for siege mode,” Erica said. 
 
    “Yep.” Sam looked at his phone again. “They’re just passing Campbell Ranch Road. They’ll be here in a minute.” 
 
    “Want to position ourselves by the front gate?” 
 
    “No,” Sam said. “I want to see what they’re coming for, but we need to be ready to get into the Jeep. They’re gonna die either way.” 
 
    Erica nodded as Seth and Kaitlyn rushed over with Trevor and Kaylee. 
 
    “Those aren’t black powder Winchesters, I hope,” Erica said. 
 
    Trevor chuckled. “If we run out of ammo, might be a good way to go.” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “Don’t worry, Ivan will make sure we get ammo. Black powder will drop your power by a lot.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Slowing down, almost here,” Sam said. He refreshed the app again. “They’re off the road, heading into the trees by the creek bed, on the other side of Dutchman Canyon Road.” 
 
    “They’re gonna try to rescue their folks,” Erica whispered. 
 
    Sam nodded yes to her. “C’mon, let’s set up behind the house and let them come in.” 
 
    “What if they set up mortars?” Seth asked. 
 
    “We’re going into the woods,” Kaitlyn said. She glanced at Trevor, and he nodded yes. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “You sure, honey?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “I’m not so bad, you know,” Kaylee said, holding her M-16. “I’m a natural, remember?” 
 
    Trevor looked her up and down, and then sighed. “It’s not that I don’t think you can handle it, it’s just that I can’t live without you.” 
 
    “Now you know how I feel every time you run off with that damn Winchester. C’mon. We’ve got to stop them in case they set up a mortar.” 
 
    The two couples ran toward the woods, Sam watching them, a worried look on his face. 
 
    “They’ll be okay,” Erica said. “Kaitlyn is good.” 
 
    “Yeah, Trevor’s at that level too. I’m a little worried about the other two. Ji-Ho keeps telling me that Kaylee is a natural, but I’m skeptical.” 
 
    They positioned themselves in the bushes behind the house, a little left of the shed where the bodies and RFID chips were. Sid showed up with Yvonne, both carrying weapons. 
 
    “John, Clem, and Sarah are getting their battle wagon ready,” Sid whispered to Sam. “I’m gonna sneak towards the enemy position and keep an eye on things, just in case.” 
 
    “Me too,” Yvonne said. They ran towards the road in a crouch, slipping across and into the heavy woods. 
 
    Sam’s phone buzzed him again. “Dammit,” he said, looking at it. “Another group coming. Twenty this time.” 
 
    “Check the long-range app,” Erica said. 
 
    Sam tapped the icon and loaded it up. “Send a broadcast text about the second group, okay?” 
 
    Erica pulled out her phone and sent the text. 
 
    “Whoa,” Sam said. “We’re about to get hit hard. There’s another hundred enemy fighters coming.” 
 
    “Crap,” Erica said, taking a few seconds to send a second message. “I just sent the text. Where are the others?” 
 
    “There’s a convoy on Highway 94. They’re just getting to Jamul. The first two batches were sent to soften things up.” 
 
    Sam’s phone rang. 
 
    “Who?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Ji-Ho.” Sam put the phone to his ear. “Yeah, I see them.” 
 
    “I suggest sending six battle wagons off to tire dealership,” Ji-Ho said. “Blast the last group on road.” 
 
    “Good suggestion,” Sam said. 
 
    “Okay, we go. I’ll tell Garrett about larger group coming.” 
 
    “He’s already got the app, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said. “Just want to be sure.” 
 
    “Okay, talk to you later. I’m gonna go into the woods and help to nip the first two groups in the bud. They’re probably trying to set up mortars. Then we ought to get the rest of the battle wagons ready while Garrett’s men are on the way.” 
 
    “Roger,” Ji-Ho said. “Talk later.” 
 
    Sam checked the long-range app one more time before putting his phone away. “They stopped in Jamul.” 
 
    “Probably waiting for the first two teams to soften us up before they hit us. C’mon, let’s go.” She got up and ran across the road, heading into the trees, just as the Winchesters started to fire. Sam raced after Erica. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Seth watched, a worried look on his face, as Kaitlyn and Trevor rose and rushed the enemy, who were trying to set up a mortar, both firing as they ran. He got up and ran after them, pausing for a moment to blow away an enemy fighter who was trying to flee. Sid and Yvonne were right there with them, firing into the first group of enemy fighters, who were searching for cover in the underbrush. They hadn’t even returned fire yet. Seth made it to where Kaitlyn was. 
 
    “There’s only four of them left,” she whispered. “I can see one of them.” She turned her AK towards a bush and pulled the trigger, not even raising it to aim. A man cried out in Arabic, and then there was a rustling, three more men making a run for their vehicle. Trevor was running behind them, firing. Then he tripped, hitting the ground, his gun sliding just out of reach. One of the Islamists saw it and turned, running back towards Trevor. Kaylee popped up and ran towards them, firing her gun as she ran, diving in and out of cover as they tried to hit her. She killed two of the men. The third broke and ran, only to be killed by Erica as she and Sam joined the battle. There was silence for a moment. Kaylee rushed over to Trevor, who shot her a sheepish grin. 
 
    “Thanks, honey. Wow. Your uncle is right about you. You are a natural.” 
 
    “You scared the crap out of me,” Kaylee said. “Don’t run over ground like this and fire at the same time, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “There’s more coming.” 
 
    “Yes, I got the text.” 
 
    Sam rushed over, Erica by his side. “The other group just made the turn onto Dutchman Canyon Drive. Get ready.” 
 
    Kaitlyn and Seth showed up, Sid and Yvonne just behind them. 
 
    “Hey, maybe we ought to turn that mortar around and use it,” Sid whispered. 
 
    “Now there’s a good idea,” Sam said. “C’mon. You guys cover us, okay?” 
 
    The others nodded as they reloaded their guns. 
 
    “We can’t hit Highway 94,” Sid said as they got to the enemy’s mortar. “Ji-Ho is gonna be using that with the battle wagons.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Sam said. Erica rushed by him, going a little past, finding a good spot to fire from. Kaitlyn and Seth joined them. 
 
    “Listen,” Seth said. “Our rigs are starting.” 
 
    “We need to splatter this second group before they get a chance to attack them,” Erica said. 
 
    Gunfire erupted at them from near the road. 
 
    “Get down, they’ve seen us,” Sid shouted. Everybody hit the dirt and returned fire. 
 
    “We need to get away from this mortar,” Sam said. “Not enough cover from this direction.” He turned and fired his M60 into the bushes where the fire was coming from. Then there was a pop, and a mortar round flew, hitting about sixty yards to the right of them. 
 
    “Take cover!” Sid shouted, turning to see Kaitlyn, Erica, Sam, and Kaylee in a full run towards the source of the mortar round, slipping in and out of cover as they ran. Kaitlyn did a drop and roll, firing, hitting some enemy fighters, their voices screaming out in pain. 
 
    “Nice,” Erica said, hot on her tail, slipping behind a tree near her and opening up full auto with her AK-47. Sam was almost even with them to the right as another mortar round flew, hitting the spot where the first group’s mortar was, setting off the ammo box. 
 
    “Drop, dammit!” Sid cried out. He and Yvonne raced towards the others as Sam spewed lead at the enemy position with the M60. 
 
    “Kaitlyn, be careful,” Seth shouted, running after her as she weaved in and out of cover, sliding onto the dirt in front of some bushes like she was hitting home plate in a baseball game, then opening fire, hitting the second group’s mortar rounds, the explosion killing all the enemy fighters surrounding it. There was silence for a moment, the others rushing up behind her, peering through the bushes at the carnage. 
 
    “Damn, woman,” Seth said. “Nice work, but don’t do that again.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve gotten even better since I was working with you,” Erica said. “Sam, where are our friends now?” 
 
    “Two of them are running back towards Highway 94,” he said, his comment punctuated by the sound of horses, guns firing, the smell of black powder hitting them within seconds. “Scratch those guys.” 
 
    “We’d better check,” Erica said, bounding forward, Kaitlyn and Kaylee following in a full run, the others moving in that direction behind them. Erica stopped when she found the bodies, about fifteen yards from their truck. She looked away. 
 
    Kaitlyn and Kaylee each took a look and then backed off. 
 
    “What a mess,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “What now?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “We find all the bodies,” Sam said. “There should be exactly thirty-four.” 
 
    They fanned out and searched, and then Sam got a call from Ji-Ho. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s up?”  
 
    “Enemy group in Jamul turn tail and flee,” Ji-Ho said. “We come home.” 
 
    “That means word got to them before we killed everybody here,” Sam said. 
 
    “You sure we kill everybody?” 
 
    “We’re checking now,” Sam said. “Should be thirty-four.” 
 
    Ji-Ho was silent for a moment, but then he gasped. “Get to house. One chip moving that direction.” 
 
    “Dammit, they’re going for Hasan,” Sam said. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go,” Erica shouted, running towards the house, Kaitlyn joining her, Seth and Sam trying to keep up. They got to the house as Garrett was riding up with a bunch of men. 
 
    Suddenly there was gunfire from inside. Two black powder shots, and some automatic fire. 
 
    “Tarnation,” Garrett shouted, dismounting and sprinting up the veranda steps, Erica and Kaitlyn rushing into the house ahead of them. 
 
    “Mom!” Kaitlyn yelled as she bolted up the stairs. Then there was more gunfire, and some screaming. 
 
    Seth rushed inside, his heart hammering in his chest as he raced to find Kaitlyn, stopping when he found her and Anna at the top of the stairs, looking down at three bodies. Anna was holding her AK-47, crying. Sam and the others got there in seconds, Garrett running over, pulling Anna into his arms. 
 
    “He killed your men, then shot Hasan,” Anna said, sobbing as she dropped her rifle and hugged him. 
 
    Seth took Kaitlyn into his arms. “Thank God you and your mom are okay.” 
 
    “What happened?” Trevor asked, rushing over with Kaylee. 
 
    “One of the Islamists got to Hasan,” Sam said. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    Anna shook her head yes. “He got shot in the face. It’s not pretty. That poor kid.” 
 
    “Obviously, this wasn’t a rescue attempt,” Seth said. “It was a hit.” 
 
    “My men didn’t do much good,” Garrett said. “God rest them.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Anna said. “One of your men wounded him.” 
 
    “In close quarters, it’s hard to beat an automatic weapon with a couple single-action revolvers,” Sam said. “We need to remember that.” 
 
    “Yeah, they didn’t have any cover up here, either,” Seth said. He walked into the room and stared at Hasan’s body, sprawled on the bed, wrist and ankle irons still on him, blood all over the bed and the wall behind it. 
 
    “What’s that?” Kaylee asked, pointing to scratches on the wall. 
 
    “Dammit, he was trying to pick the locks,” Garrett said, looking at the scratches, and at the nail on the bed. 
 
    “Wait, look at this,” Seth said, getting closer. “He wrote something.” 
 
    Sam rushed in and got next to him, looking at the scratches, then glancing over at Seth, who smiled back at him. 
 
    “What is it?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “Looks like a user name and password to me,” Seth said, taking his phone out. He took several pictures. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” Garrett said. 
 
    “The battle wagons are back,” Sid said from the hallway. “Hear them?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. “Somebody check the long-range app and make sure the enemy really split.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Sid said, putting his phone in front of his face. 
 
    “Anybody get hurt in this?” Anna asked. “Other than these two men?” 
 
    “Only bad guys,” Erica said. 
 
    “Maybe we should burn those chips sooner rather than later,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “No,” Sam said. “We should leave them in the shed back there.” 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t want the enemy to know what we know,” Trevor said. 
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    Legacy 
 
   S eth and the others were gathered next to the bed, staring at the writing on the wall, eyes averted from the gore which used to be Hasan’s face. 
 
    “We need to give this kid a proper burial,” Garrett said.  
 
    Anna put her arm around his waist, pulling him closer, still crying. “I think we could’ve turned him to our side.” 
 
    “Looks to me like we did,” Garrett said. 
 
    “I agree,” Sid said, “but what can we do with this? We don’t know what system this user name and password are for.” 
 
    “Ivan might,” Sam said, taking his own pictures of the scrawled message. He texted them to Ivan. 
 
    “Good thinking,” Garrett said. “Let’s get this cleaned up.” 
 
    The women left the room, and the men gently picked up Hasan’s body and carried it outside.  
 
    “Where?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Shed, for now,” Garrett said. “I’m gonna find out how you respectfully bury a Muslim. We’ll set something up. We have a cemetery outside of Dodge City.” 
 
    Anna looked at his face. “You really care about this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Garrett said, breath short as they set him down just inside the shed door. He came out and looked at her. “We failed him. This is really tragic.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Sam said. 
 
    “Did Ivan reply to the text yet?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Nope, not yet,” Sam said. “One thing really bothers me. How did those cretins know where he was? I thought the chips were all in the shed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was wondering the same thing,” Garrett said. “I had one of my men put them all in there.” 
 
    “Let’s check,” Sam said. The two men went back into the shed and came out with a small cardboard box, which Garrett opened. 
 
    “Crap, there’s only two in there,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Dammit.” Sam whipped out his phone. He refreshed the short-range app. “Two hits inside the house. Can’t tell where inside the house.” 
 
    “Let’s go find them,” Seth said. “We need to drag the bad guy out of there, too.” 
 
    “And my men,” Garrett said, pained look on his face. 
 
    “Who was supposed to put the chips in this box?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Charley,” Garrett said. “He was one of the two men in the house.” 
 
    “So we aren’t going to be able to figure this out,” Seth said. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Anna said softly. “One of our people was helping them.” 
 
    “Who?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Black Crow,” Anna said, looking down. 
 
    “We need to talk with him pronto,” Sam said. He sent a text to Ed. 
 
    Seth looked at the expression on Kaitlyn’s face. “What?” 
 
    “This is bad. He’s been a problem before.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “He hates the white man,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Don’t be too hasty,” Anna said. “We worked that mess out, remember?” 
 
    Ed arrived in his hovercraft after a few minutes. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Sam asked. “I was worried when the battle started up.” 
 
    “We’ve got to feed everybody,” Ed said. “I was out scouting game with Zac, Tyler, and Ryan. Thought I heard gunfire, and headed home. Just got back a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sam said. “Well, glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “What happened here?” 
 
    “The attack was a hit,” Seth said. 
 
    “On who? Ji-Ho?” 
 
    “No, on the prisoner we took yesterday,” Anna said. 
 
    “Oh,” Ed said, looking relieved. “None of our people got hit?” 
 
    “Two of my men got killed in the attack,” Garrett said. 
 
    Ed looked at him. “Oh no. So sorry, Garrett.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “You okay?” Anna asked, watching him struggle to hold back tears. 
 
    “I always have a delayed reaction to this stuff. Sorry. These were good friends of mine.” 
 
    “Why did you call me over?” Ed asked. 
 
    “The enemy knew exactly where the prisoner was being held,” Sam said. “Somebody put his RFID chip near him. It was supposed to be out in this shed with the bodies.” 
 
    “You think one of our people did this?” Ed asked. 
 
    “I saw Black Crow helping Garrett’s men last night,” Anna said. “He was involved in moving bodies.” 
 
    “And one of the chips is missing?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ed sighed, a worried look on his face. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Anna said. “I haven’t seen him since last night.” 
 
    “He’s a problem?” Sam asked. 
 
    Ed was silent for a moment, then looked at Sam. “Yes, he can be a problem. I’ve tried to work with him, but he’s troubled. He’s got a huge chip on his shoulder, and he’s been in and out of jail several times.” 
 
    “For what?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Assault on customers at the casino and the hotel.” 
 
    “He was with us at the ghost town,” Erica said. “That’s probably how the enemy found us.” 
 
    “Don’t jump to conclusions yet,” Anna said. “We need to be sure.” 
 
    Kaitlyn touched Anna’s shoulder. “Mom, you need to back away from this. I know you worked with him a lot, but we have to protect ourselves.” 
 
    “I’ll go look for him, but I suspect he’s long gone,” Ed said. “We’ll have to track him down. Hate to give up the resources for that.” 
 
    Sam’s phone dinged. “Text from Ivan.” 
 
    “What does he say?” Sid asked. 
 
    “He said Thanks. This might be useful.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “He’s got somebody who knows what system to go to,” Trevor said. “Ten to one.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me,” Sam said. “We’ve got other things to think about. These folks have very good apps to read the chips. Better than ours.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “He’s right,” Anna said. “I saw the guy rush in. He ran right up the stairs, and right into the correct room. He didn’t have to look around.” 
 
    “Black Crow might have told them verbally, you know,” Seth said. 
 
    “That’s possible,” Erica said. “There were no RFID chips involved at the ghost town, remember.” 
 
    “One step at a time,” Sam said. “Let’s find that chip. If it was hidden in the room, we’ll probably have our answer.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sid said. 
 
    “Wonder if their apps can read the names?” Trevor asked. “Why didn’t they go to the shed first? There’s no evidence that anybody bothered it.” 
 
    “How can we tell which chip was in Hasan?” 
 
    “I can tell,” Anna said. “I damaged the one that was in Hasan. It has a cut in the capsule. Let’s see that box.” 
 
    Garrett handed the box to her and she looked, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “The one that came out of Hasan is missing, isn’t it mom?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, handing the box back to Garrett. 
 
    “I’m still not getting something,” Sam said. “How would Black Crow have known which was which?” 
 
    “Easy,” Garrett said. “We didn’t take the chips out of the dead guys until afterwards. Black Crow probably had Hasan’s chip already.” 
 
    “You don’t remember putting all three together?” Sam asked Anna. 
 
    She shook her head no. “I didn’t keep track of where the chip was after I dropped it into the pan down in the kitchen. Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m looking at this as good news,” Sam said. “General Hogan’s guy is gonna figure the name part out. There’s a way to do it. This proves it. We need to text that to Ivan so he can pass it along.” 
 
    “See you guys later,” Ed said. “I’ll go ask questions—try to find out who saw Black Crow last night or this morning.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Please don’t let this ruin our alliance,” Ed said. 
 
    “No worries there,” Garrett said. “Really.” 
 
    Ed nodded and walked away. 
 
    “Let’s go find that missing chip,” Sam said. 
 
    They went into the house and up to the bedroom. Anna and Kaitlyn stripped off the dirty sheets while Sam, Garrett, and Sid tore the room apart. Some of Garrett’s men arrived while they were working and took the bodies of the fallen guards out of the house. 
 
    “Bingo,” Sam said, holding a toy car. “It’s in the driver’s seat.” 
 
    Anna took the car and shook it upside down, the capsule falling into her hand. “Yep, this is it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Garrett said. “I’ve got to go. There are family members to talk to, and funeral arrangements to make.” 
 
    “You want me to go along?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Thanks, but no,” Garrett said. “This is something I need to do by myself. I’ll be back later.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna said, giving him a hug. He left the house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Robbie and Morgan were walking back to their coach after breakfast, with Gil, Tisha, Justin, and Katie. 
 
    “I wish we could stay here for another few weeks,” Morgan said. “Feels like another world.” 
 
    “Don’t count on that, dearie,” Tisha said. 
 
    Robbie smiled. “I know this is a nice break, but I really want to get on with the rest of our lives. I hope we get the war over with soon.” He looked at Morgan, pulling her close as they walked. 
 
    “Have plans, do you?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “He probably wants to knock you up,” Gil said. 
 
    Katie snickered. “What a romantic way to put it.” 
 
    “C’mon, you guys,” Robbie said. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “No, what do you mean?” Morgan asked with a sly grin. 
 
    “It’s not just that, it’s building the nest,” Robbie said, face turning red. “I’m worried about my parents and my sister all the time, too. I’m just done.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Katie said. “I’d like to see Steve. Doubt that’s going to happen until the war is over.” 
 
    Robbie’s phone dinged. He pulled it out and looked at it, Morgan flashing him a worried glance. 
 
    “Jules,” Robbie said. “He wants to see me.” 
 
    “Crap,” Morgan said. “You don’t think it’s about that problem from a while back, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t think he wants to kill me,” Robbie said, “if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “We all should go,” Gil said. 
 
    Robbie was quiet for a moment. “No, I’ve got to trust him. I’ll go talk to him.” 
 
    “Where?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “In his rig,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Ask him if I can come too.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Robbie said. 
 
    “If you aren’t worried about his intentions, why would it matter?” Morgan asked. “Text him and see if I can go along.” 
 
    Robbie nodded, looking worried, and sent the request. His phone dinged right away. 
 
    “Well?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “He says fine. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Want us to hang around nearby?” Gil asked. 
 
    “Yeah, man, we could do that,” Justin said. 
 
    “No,” Robbie said. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “All right,” Gil said, “but call me as soon as you’re out of there, so I don’t sit around and worry.” 
 
    Robbie smiled. “Okay, I’ll do that.” He took Morgan by the hand, and they walked to Jules’s rig. 
 
    “I heard that Jules and Shelly finally got together,” Morgan said. 
 
    “That’s good.” They got to the coach and tapped on the door. It opened, Shelly standing there, ushering them in. 
 
    “Good morning,” Shelly said. “Have a seat. Jules will be out here in a second.” 
 
    “We aren’t in trouble, I hope,” Morgan said. 
 
    Shelly smiled at her. “No, not at all.” 
 
    “Oh, you here, welcome,” Jules said, coming out of the bedroom. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Sure, if you’re having some,” Robbie said. 
 
    “You too, Morgan?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded yes. Jules went to the counter, but Shelly got up and took over. 
 
    “You go ahead, honey,” she said. “I’ll make some for all of us. You talk to them.” 
 
    “Honey?” Morgan asked. “You two?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shelly said. “We’re so happy.” 
 
    “I can see that all over your face,” Morgan said. “Good for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Shelly said. “Take a seat in the dinette.” 
 
    Robbie and Morgan sat on the back bench. Jules slid into the front bench, facing them. 
 
    “Your father is amazing,” Jules said. 
 
    “You’ve heard from him?” Robbie asked quickly. “I haven’t been able to reach him for a while.” 
 
    “He hounded by the enemy, but being protected. General Hogan’s team talked to Ivan.” 
 
    “General Hogan has been rescued?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “Yes, has,” Jules said. “We talk in big meeting later today.” 
 
    “Why do you want to talk to Robbie?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Jules smiled. “You still afraid, no?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Morgan said. “How can we not be?” 
 
    “No need worry,” Jules said. “Robbie, you will get download link on phone. I just clear with Ivan and General Hogan.” 
 
    Robbie looked at him blankly. Jules chuckled. 
 
    “Your dad release prototype of RFID app to Ivan’s leadership. I figure because you son, you should get too.” 
 
    Robbie smiled, relief washing over his face. “Oh, really?” 
 
    Shelly slid coffee cups to Morgan and Robbie, then went back to get cups for Jules and herself. 
 
    “Here, I show,” Jules said. He walked the couple through the short-range and long-range apps on his phone. Robbie was getting more excited as the demonstration went on. 
 
    Shelly got onto the bench next to Jules with their coffees. “You should be so proud.” 
 
    “I’ve always been proud of my dad. In awe of him, frankly. This hits it out of the park.” 
 
    “Yes, major advantage, at least for a while,” Jules said. 
 
    Robbie’s phone dinged. 
 
    “Nice timing,” Shelly said. 
 
    Robbie looked at his phone. “Yep, it’s the download link.” 
 
    “Go ahead and load, and we verify it working,” Jules said. 
 
    Robbie did that, as Shelly and Morgan each had sips of coffee. 
 
    “We were just talking about wanting this war to be over,” Morgan said. “Now maybe that will happen sooner than we thought it would.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jules said, eyes narrowing. “We have rough time to come. We talk about in big meeting.” 
 
    “We can tell them now, can’t we?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Go ahead, give preview,” Jules said. 
 
    Shelly looked Morgan in the eye. “Ivan knows where other women are being held. Like we were.” 
 
    “No,” Morgan said. She trembled slightly, eyes turning glassy as tears built up. 
 
    “We know hard for you,” Jules said. 
 
    “We’re going to rescue them, I hope,” Robbie said, determination and anger on his face. 
 
    “Yes, do, but volunteer. We make case in meeting. Dangerous mission. Like Torrance.” 
 
    “Count me in,” Morgan said. 
 
    “And me, of course,” Robbie said. “When do we do it?” 
 
    “After initial mission,” Jules said. “Initial mission easier, and we have more help.” 
 
    “What is the initial mission?” Morgan asked, then paused. “Sorry, it’s not my place.” 
 
    “No, is your place,” Jules said. “RFID chips for enemy manufactured at Mertins Electronics plant in San Jose. We take out.” 
 
    Robbie shook his head. “You’ve got to be kidding me. An American company made them?” 
 
    Jules smiled. “Belgian company, supported by late Governor Sable and former President Simpson.” 
 
    “Wait, that name sounds familiar,” Robbie said. “Mertins. My dad knew him. He had a weird first name. I think it had two As in it.” 
 
    “Daan Mertins,” Jules said, a distasteful look on his face. “He scum.” 
 
    “I’ll bet that creep got the idea from my dad’s research and development of RFID technology.” 
 
    “Could be true,” Jules said. 
 
    “Geez,” Robbie said. 
 
    “How many of our team has the apps?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Me, Tex, Ted, Sparky, Shelly, and Robbie,” Jules said. “When General Hogan okay, everybody get.” 
 
    “I think it’s smart that they’re restricting it until my dad finishes the name part,” Robbie said. “Otherwise the cockroaches in DC will scatter.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jules said. 
 
    “Honey, we’d probably better get to planning the big meeting.” 
 
    “Yes, you right,” Jules said. “Please excuse. Any questions before we finish?” 
 
    “No, and thank you very much,” Robbie said. “I’ll keep my mouth shut until the meeting.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jules said. He ushered them out the door and shut it behind them. 
 
    “Well, that was a surprise,” Morgan said. 
 
    “I’m relieved,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Were you really worried about him?” 
 
    “Ted was, and that made me worry. I’ve always felt that Jules has a good heart, though. Had a hard time believing he’d want to kill me.” 
 
    “He can be a little shifty, but I like him more than I did. Helps that Shelly’s with him now. I know her pretty well. She’s a good person. She wouldn’t be with him if he wasn’t.” 
 
    “I got that impression,” Robbie said. He picked up his phone and typed, then hit send. 
 
    “Telling the others you’re okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Robbie said. He continued to look at his phone as they walked. “LA and Orange counties still have problems. I was surprised at how many hits there were, even after all of the victories.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “San Diego and Imperial Counties are the bigger problem, though. Look.” He showed his screen to Morgan. 
 
    “Wonder why?” 
 
    “The border,” Robbie said. “The enemy needs more fighters in here.” 
 
    She nodded, and they walked silently until they got back to their coach, going inside quickly. Robbie sat down on the couch, Morgan sitting next to him. 
 
    “Scared?” Robbie asked. 
 
    She looked at him for a moment, not saying anything. 
 
    “You know, about the rescue mission,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Should be, I guess, but I’m not. I’m anxious to be involved. It’s my duty.” 
 
    “Something’s bothering you,” Robbie said. 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking of this as a national war before I saw all the hits on that long-range app. Always thought of it as a California problem, and that seemed almost over to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, that hit me too,” Robbie said. “Even though I already kinda knew.” 
 
    She looked at him and smiled. “It kills my favorite daydream.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    She sighed. “Leaving here, going someplace safe. Now we know that there’s no place safe. At least for now.” 
 
    “I know,” Robbie said. 
 
    “It’s going to be a while before we can start our life together.” 
 
    Robbie took her hand, moving closer to her. “We’ve already started our life together, honey. It started when I took you home from your apartment. Remember?” 
 
    They kissed, and then studied each other’s faces. 
 
    “You always know the right thing to say,” Morgan said. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {16} 
 
    Leftover Coffee 
 
   T ex and Karen were sitting in the dinette of their rig. 
 
    “The meeting is coming up fast,” Karen said. 
 
    “You don’t look like you want to go.” 
 
    She smiled, reaching across the table to take his hand. “I’d rather just hole up with you in here for a while.” 
 
    Tex smiled. “When you decide, you decide, don’t you, little lady?” 
 
    “Having second thoughts?” 
 
    “Yeah, right. I haven’t been this happy in years.” 
 
    “Keep talking like that and we’ll miss the meeting,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, it won’t last that long,” Tex said. 
 
    “Okay, but clear sometime afterwards,” Karen said, getting out of the dinette. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tex asked. 
 
    “I need to wash my hair. It’s a mess.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tex said. “Fine. Think I’ll go get some air.” 
 
    “Okay, sweetie,” she said. 
 
    Tex got up and left the coach, walking along the row of other coaches. Ted was outside of his, having a smoke. 
 
    “What’s up, partner? I thought you quit putting nails in the coffin.” 
 
    Ted glanced over at him, then went back to his forward stare. “Don’t bug me about it, okay? I’m not starting again.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Tex said. “You want to talk, or should I continue on?” 
 
    Ted sighed, then dropped the butt and ground it into the dirt. “I could use a walk, I guess.” 
 
    The two men walked towards the house. 
 
    “What’s bothering you?” Tex asked. “The rescue mission?” 
 
    He chuckled. “No, I literally can’t wait to do that one. Nothing I hate more than the UN. Hope we abolish the whole damn thing after this war gets over.” 
 
    “That’ll depend on who wins,” Tex said. 
 
    “You think we’re in danger of losing?” 
 
    “You been studying the apps like Jules suggested, partner?” 
 
    “No,” Ted said, shooting him a sheepish grin. “I’m coming down with what the rest of the group has.” 
 
    Tex looked at him blankly. Ted returned it and shook his head. 
 
    “Oh,” Tex said. “She falling for you?” 
 
    “No. Haley is still keeping me at arm’s length. It’s me that’s having the problem.” 
 
    “I know how that feels.” 
 
    “Oh, please, you knew Karen was going to fall for you.” 
 
    Tex chuckled. “No, I didn’t, but I wanted it so badly that I kept at her.” 
 
    Ted smiled. “Well, that’s fair, I guess. Still going well?” 
 
    “If we could just disappear somewhere and make babies, I’d die a happy man,” Tex said. 
 
    “Baloney. You’d get bored.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but who knows,” Tex said. “When did you know?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    Tex laughed. “Really?” 
 
    “All right,” Ted said. “When I told her about the rescue mission. I was afraid about her reaction. Wanted so badly to protect her from it, but I knew it would be the end of our chances if I didn’t tell her.” 
 
    “Don’t get it, partner,” Tex said. 
 
    “Do I have to spell it out for you?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    Ted stopped walking, and looked down at the ground. 
 
    “Hey, partner, you don’t have to say anything. I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “Funny how these women can turn us into mush,” Ted said. He looked over at Tex. “I realized that keeping her close was very important to me. In fact, I realized that what she thinks of things is more important to me than anything. Hit me like a ton of bricks.” 
 
    “That can happen without romantic attraction, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got plenty of romantic attraction,” Ted said. “I’ve been pushing it back as hard as I can. It’s out there now.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Tex said. “What happened?” 
 
    Ted was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Forget it,” Tex said. “Let’s go see if they have any coffee left.” 
 
    “No, I’ve started this. You can keep your mouth shut, right?” 
 
    “How long have you known me, again?” Tex asked. 
 
    “All right, sorry,” Ted said. “When I told her about the rescue missions, she had a bad reaction.” 
 
    “What kind of reaction?” 
 
    “She started to tremble and cry. I hugged her. It was the first time we’d touched like that. She held onto me for dear life.” He paused again. 
 
    “Go on,” Tex said. 
 
    “Let’s get the coffee first, if they have some,” he said. “I could use it. Could use a belt in it too.” 
 
    “I’ve got some whiskey in my rig, but Karen’s in there.” 
 
    “There’s some in the kitchen,” Ted said. They went into the house. The maid was there, smiling as they walked up. 
 
    “Looking for a snack?” she asked. 
 
    “Coffee, if there’s some left,” Tex said. 
 
    “Sure, there’s some left. Help yourself.” 
 
    The two men walked into the kitchen, grabbing Styrofoam cups and drawing coffee out of the big canister pot. 
 
    “Smell’s a little burned,” Tex said. 
 
    “It’ll do.” Ted reached up to open one of the high cabinets. He took out a bottle of Jim Beam. “You want some?” 
 
    “Only a little. We’ve got that meeting coming up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ted said as he poured a small amount into Tex’s cup. He poured a larger amount into his, then capped the bottle and put it away. 
 
    Tex had a sip. “It’s good, partner.” 
 
    Ted nodded and took a sip, then another. “Ah, that’s better.” They walked outside. 
 
    “See you later,” the maid said as they left. 
 
    Tex waved at her as they walked down the steps. “You ready to finish? I’ve got to get back to Karen in a few minutes. Only said I was stepping out for some air.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ted said. “There isn’t much more to tell. We hugged until she settled down, then broke it, looking at each other. She thanked me and was about to back away when I kissed her.” 
 
    “On the mouth?” 
 
    “First on the forehead, then on the mouth,” Ted said. 
 
    “How did she react?” 
 
    “She bolted. I called for her to stop, but she ran out of the coach.” 
 
    “Know where she is?” 
 
    “Around,” Ted said. “I think she’ll be back. I shouldn’t have hit her with that. She was dealing with the rescue mission. I dumped more on top of it. I feel like a jerk.” 
 
    Tex chuckled. “You’re not a jerk, and I’m sure she knows it. You been sending signals to her?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Ted said. “Shoot, I don’t know. Maybe. We still interact like friends.” 
 
    “You haven’t tried to change that yet, have you?” 
 
    “Nope,” Ted said. “It’s like being attracted to your best friend’s wife. I looked at her as off-limits, and was doing a good job of controlling myself.” 
 
    “Until now,” Tex said. “Don’t worry about it. She’ll settle down, and then figure out what she wants. May be just friends, but she hangs around with you most of the time, from what I’ve seen.” 
 
    “There aren’t other un-attached women around for her to hang with.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Tex said. “You need to think this through. Don’t rush yourself or her.” 
 
    Ted chuckled. “You sound like Dr. Phil.” 
 
    “Maybe. Just common sense. Let her take the next step.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ted said. 
 
    “I’ve got to get back, partner. See you at the meeting.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tex.” 
 
    “No problem,” he said as he headed for his coach, climbing the steps and entering. 
 
    “You were gone for a while,” Karen said. Tex sighed and sat on the couch.  
 
    “Ended up chatting with Ted. Sorry. Want a sip of coffee?” 
 
    “Sure.” She took the cup from him and sipped, her eyes opening wider. “Is that whiskey I taste?” 
 
    Tex chuckled. “Oh, yeah, forgot. Ted wanted some. Put a little in mine too.” 
 
    “It tastes kinda good,” Karen said as she handed the cup back to him. “Ted okay?” 
 
    “He’s nervous,” Tex said. “Can’t really talk about it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Karen said. “Haley.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Tex said. 
 
    Karen laughed. “You didn’t have to. Look at us. We’re like an old married couple.” 
 
    “No, more like a young married couple,” Tex said, watching as she sat next to him. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe we are,” she said, looking into his eyes. 
 
    “You have something to say? You look serious all of a sudden.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I’m happy. That’s all.” 
 
    “You want to be married,” Tex said. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. We’ve only just started the dating phase, remember?” 
 
    Tex kissed her, Karen returning it with more passion than he expected. “Wow, little lady. Wish we had more time before the meeting.” 
 
    “Me too. Think Ted is going to be okay?” 
 
    “Not talking about that, remember? I promised.” 
 
    She looked into his eyes again. Tex had the urge to kiss her, and started moving in. “No!” she said quickly. 
 
    “Sorry,” Tex said. 
 
    She giggled. “If we do that again we really will miss the meeting. You can have me when we get back here.” She tried to read his eyes, petting his cheek. “There’s that look again.” 
 
    “What look?” 
 
    “Maybe we should stop talking. It’s becoming worse than the kiss was.” 
 
    Tex leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, hands holding his chin. 
 
    “Thinking?” she asked, leaning forward so she could see his face. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “We need to talk, don’t we?” Karen asked, her brow furrowed. “Are we going too fast for you? Are you getting nervous?” 
 
    Tex looked at her. “No, that’s not it, at least not for me.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I’m serious about you,” Tex said. 
 
    “I know that. Got that message before we broke through with each other.” 
 
    He looked back at her silently, her face turning red, her eyes dilating. “Oh.” 
 
    “What?” Tex asked, looking down. She put her hand under his chin and turned his face back towards her. 
 
    “If you thought I’d go for it, you’d take me somewhere and marry me right now, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Tex stared silently at her, the look of reverence back on his face. 
 
    “Never mind,” she said. “That look said it all. I will, by the way.” She stood up. “We’d better get to the meeting.” 
 
    Tex looked at her, shocked and speechless. She shot him a smile and reached out her hand to help him off the couch. They left the coach, heading for the patio near the house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ted wandered the grounds, looking for Haley, wondering if he should be. The conversation with Tex made things even harder, and he regretted saying anything. Everything was going wrong. He felt despondent, like he did when he left his restaurant behind. His life was out of control. He was riding it along, afraid of where it was taking him, just wanting to get off. His phone dinged at him. Broadcast message. Meeting starts in five minutes. 
 
    “Dammit,” he said, hitting Haley’s contact. He typed out a text and sent it.  
 
    Haley, sorry. I got carried away. Can we just go back to the way it was? I’ll behave. I promise. 
 
    He slipped the phone back into his pocket and walked quickly towards the meeting, dropping his half-finished coffee into the trash on the way. People were already showing up. Jules and Shelly were under the covered part of the patio, the flat screen TV moved out onto a table next to them. He saw Sparky there with Dana, and most of the younger people were already seated towards the front. He avoided them, finding a place near the back. Robbie turned and nodded to him from the front. Tex and Karen walked in slowly, hand in hand, Tex shooting him a glance as they sat down. 
 
    “Hello,” Jules said from the front. “Thanks for coming. Anybody not here? Ted, where Haley?” 
 
    “She’ll be along,” Ted said. “Go ahead. I’ll brief her on whatever she misses.” 
 
    “Good,” Jules said. “Anybody else not here?” 
 
    “Sorry we’re late,” Gil said, rushing in with Tisha. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Tisha said. They sat up near Robbie and Morgan. Bryan turned, seeing Ted by himself, his brow furrowed. Ted nodded and smiled, trying to keep him from getting concerned. Brianna snuggled closer to him, and whispered something in his ear. They both faced forward. 
 
    “Okay, I go ahead,” Jules said. “First, we talk mission to destroy Mertins Electronics.” He nodded to Shelly, who sat in front of a laptop on a small table. She used her mouse to share a picture. It was a satellite view of the electronics factory complex. 
 
    “We don’t go in here. We get near and blow up, with battle wagon guns and mortars,” Jules said. “Team from Oakland join.” 
 
    “Do they have battle wagons too?” Tex asked. 
 
    “No, we break open location. They go in with five thousand fighters. More like infantry.” 
 
    “Citizen fighters,” Robbie said. “Good.” 
 
    “This looks like it could turn into a trap for our vehicles pretty easily,” Justin said. 
 
    “Yes, but we have new advantage. Some already know about. Now we show rest of you.” He nodded to Shelly, who picked up her cell phone, casting an image of it to the screen. 
 
    “What’s that?” Gil asked. 
 
    “General Hogan’s technical lead finish prototype apps that show enemy RFID chips. Shelly, show San Jose.” 
 
    She nodded, moving the map on her screen to that area. Large numbers of icons showed up. 
 
    “This is enemy concentration in San Jose. We can see real time with apps.” 
 
    “Who has these now?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Leadership team for now. Restricted. Eventually all have.” 
 
    “Why is it restricted?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Final version show name, rank, and country of origin data. All ranks of enemy have RFID chips with this information.” 
 
    “We need to keep them in the dark on our capabilities,” Tex said. “Until we can see all of them by name.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Justin said. “That will keep government infiltrators from escaping.” 
 
    “You got it, young man,” Jules said. “Exactly right. These apps keep situation from becoming ambush. We see enemy. We’ll be ready for whatever they do.” 
 
    “So, we break open this facility and let the citizen infantry finish the job, then,” Katie said. “That sounds less dangerous than some of our other battles.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Jules said. “Ivan take to airwaves as it’s going, show video. All channels, like in southern California.” 
 
    “Is this what we’ll be doing for the rest of the war?” Tisha asked. 
 
    “No, move to next part of meeting now,” Jules said. 
 
    “Wait, when are we doing this?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Exact timing come from Ivan in hours. Probably within next three days.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” Justin said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No sorry, ask questions always,” Jules said. “Very important. Thank you for doing.” 
 
    Justin nodded, smiling. 
 
    “Okay, next part. This dangerous part. Ivan identify three locations like Torrance Police Station.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Tisha said. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Cody said. “We’re gonna mount rescues, I hope.” 
 
    “Yes, but like I say, dangerous. Everybody involved needs to understand, make choice, volunteer. Okay? I know emotions run high on this. Too much emotion result in dead team members.” 
 
    The room burst into murmurs. 
 
    “Count me in,” Tisha said, tears streaming down her cheeks. “It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “Me too,” Katie said. 
 
    “Don’t decide yet. We lay out what we know now, and you decide later. It won’t happen until after assault on Mertins Electronics.” 
 
    Ted felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned, Haley’s beautiful face staring back at him, eyes red from crying. She sat next to him. He looked at her, but she nodded towards the stage. 
 
    “We need to listen to this,” she whispered, avoiding eye contact with him. He shut up and watched. The discussion went into each location, and the beginnings of a strategy for handling each. Jules highlighted the dangerous parts, while Shelly showed long-range app visuals of each of the areas. The crowd sat mesmerized. Then Jules opened it up for questions. 
 
    Cody stood up. “One thing is bothering me about this.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Jules said. 
 
    “The rescues aren’t strategic. I thought the focus was on beating the enemy as quickly as we can. In the first rescue, I remember there was some doubt as to if Ivan would agree to the risk. It was mainly a hit on the enemy operatives in the theater.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Justin said. “This could be valuable as a recruiting tool. That’s strategic.” 
 
    There was a collective groan from the crowd, Justin looking like he wanted to take it back right away. 
 
    “No,” Jules said. “We not use Torrance rescue, and neither use these rescues. We won’t expose victims.” 
 
    “Then why?” Justin asked. Robbie shot him a glance, which he ignored. 
 
    “I pushed issue, when find out from Ivan,” Jules said. “My fault. That’s why voluntary. This not strategic operation, this rescue only.” 
 
    “But Ivan’s okay with it, right?” Karen asked. 
 
    “He’d rather we didn’t, but he not forbid. Hell to pay for me if we lose people and hurt mission.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me that,” Shelly whispered. He glanced her way, then back at the crowd. 
 
    “Well, I’m all in,” Ted said from the back. “It’s the right thing to do. It’s the only thing to do.” 
 
    “I agree,” Tex said. 
 
    “Me too,” Sparky said. 
 
    Others around the room nodded or said yes in agreement. 
 
    “Take time to decide,” Jules said. “Relax and think during time we wait for Mertins operation. Any other questions?” 
 
    Ted watched the crowd as they sat silently, nobody asking anything. He glanced over at Haley. “Shelly’s going to read Jules the riot act when this is over.” 
 
    “Why?” Haley asked. 
 
    “They’re together, and he just told her he’ll be in trouble if this doesn’t work out.” 
 
    “They’re together?” Haley asked. “How’d I miss that?” 
 
    “It just happened, and there’s been so many other things.” 
 
    The crowd started to get up and leave the patio, most heading back to their rigs. Ted got up. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Haley said. “We need to talk. You know that, right?” 
 
    He sat back down and looked at her. “Okay.” 
 
    “You think I’m angry at you,” Haley said, seeing the fear in his eyes. 
 
    “Not angry, exactly,” Ted said. “That would be easier.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “What?” Ted asked. 
 
    “You know. How long? Has it been since the beginning, or recent?” 
 
    Ted sighed. “It’s been a slow ramp-up. I’ve always liked being with you, and we’re together all the time, so it’s been building. Holding you made the feelings rise in me beyond what I expected.” 
 
    She studied his face, giving nothing away with her expression. Ted’s heart was pounding in his chest. 
 
    “You still look scared to death,” Haley said. “How strong is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I…” 
 
    “Stop,” she said quickly. “You know exactly how strong it is. I know you. Like you said, we’ve been together all the time.” 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Just answer the question.” 
 
    “It’s strong,” he said softly. 
 
    “Strong meaning your attracted to me, or is it more?” 
 
    “You mean am I madly in love with you?” Ted asked, smiling, trying to break the tension. 
 
    “Stop that,” she said. “This is serious. Is it just attraction, or is it more?” 
 
    “It’s more.” 
 
    “Geez, this is like pulling teeth,” she said. “Do we have to do the scale between one and ten thing?” 
 
    Ted felt anger rising in him, and looked at her, trembling. “Dammit. I’m in love with you. You’re all I think about. I adore you. All right? I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Okay, we can go now,” she said, standing up. “Let’s go see if they made more coffee.” 
 
    He sat looking up at her, flabbergasted. “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it for now,” Haley said. “I’ve got to think about this, and I won’t be rushed.” 
 
    “If I can’t have you that way, I still want to be friends with you,” Ted said. “I know I blew it, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    Haley smirked at him as he got up, shaking her head. “You have no idea what I’m thinking, so don’t project. Let’s go.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {17} 
 
    Heart 
 
   S helly and Jules went back to their rig after shutting down the meeting. 
 
    “I’m a little upset with you,” Shelly said when they got inside. 
 
    “I know, I saw look,” Jules said. “That not bad as came out. Ivan knew I would act. He didn’t have to tell.” 
 
    Shelly sat down on the couch. “We’re really on our own for the rescues, though, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We run operations on own,” Jules said. “With equipment provided by Ivan. So yes and no.” 
 
    “Geez,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Still mad?” 
 
    Shelly sighed. “No, I get it. It bothered me a little that you made that point to the others before you made it to me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re mine. I’m first. That’s why.” Shelly stood next to him and hugged him. “Listen to me. Sorry. That sounded so childish.” 
 
    “No, not,” Jules said. “I keep in mind, be more careful. You right. You number one. Always.” 
 
    “Good, that’s exactly what I wanted to hear,” Shelly said, looking up at him. They kissed, and then her phone dinged. “Wonder who that is?” 
 
    “Check,” Jules said, letting her out of his arms. She sat back on the couch and picked up her phone. 
 
    “It’s the other women,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Which?” 
 
    “All of them,” Shelly said. “They want to meet. You mind if I go?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Jules said. “You not need permission. You are adult, no?” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, getting up. 
 
    “Where?” Jules asked. 
 
    “House.” 
 
    “Take pistol,” Jules said. 
 
    “Why? You always have yours? I thought it was safe here.” 
 
    “Yes, I always have gun either on me or nearby,” Jules said. “I plant few here and there.” 
 
    “You have one in the house?” she asked. 
 
    “High cupboard, above fridge,” Jules said. “You need ladder, so take own, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Shelly said. She went into the back, grabbed her 9 mm auto, and came back out, slipping it into the back waistband of her pants. “There.” 
 
    “Good. Have fun with friends. I see later.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is a social visit,” Shelly said. “Be back soon.” 
 
    She left the coach, walking into the dusk. Other women were getting out of their coaches. 
 
    “Hey, kiddo,” Karen said, joining her. “Who called this meeting?” 
 
    “Well, the broadcast text came from Morgan,” Shelly said. “Haven’t heard anything else.” 
 
    They climbed the steps onto the porch and went into the living room of the house.  
 
    “Would you like coffee?” the maid asked as the women came in. 
 
    “I want to be able to sleep tonight,” Morgan told her, “but I’ll ask when everybody shows up.” 
 
    The rest of the women arrived and looked for places to sit, the maid bringing in some folding chairs. 
 
    Morgan got up in front of the room. “Thanks for coming. The maid offered to make coffee. Anybody want some?” 
 
    A couple hands went up. 
 
    “I’ll use the small pot,” the maid said, hurrying into the kitchen. 
 
    “What’s up?” Shelly asked. 
 
    Morgan hesitated for a moment, waiting for the chatter to die down. When it was quiet, she stood up. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Morgan said. “I had a thought, and wanted to discuss it with you all. It came to me after the meeting this afternoon.” 
 
    “We’re all ears, sister,” Tisha said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Katie said. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Morgan’s expression became serious. “The conversation about using the rescues as a recruiting tool. Remember that?” 
 
    “My boyfriend kinda stepped in it,” Katie said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I wasn’t offended by that,” Dana said. 
 
    “Me neither,” Allison said. “I thought it was a good idea, actually.” 
 
    “So did I,” Morgan said, “but we can’t make that choice for others. I have a suggestion. After we complete the first rescue mission, let’s get on the air with Ivan and tell our story.” 
 
    The room exploded in murmurs. Haley stood. “I think that’s spot-on. I’ll go along with that.” 
 
    “You think Ivan will go along with it?” Karen asked, glancing at Shelly. “Or Jules?” 
 
    “Jules will go along with it,” Shelly said. “I can guarantee you that.” 
 
    “But how about Ivan?” Dana asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shelly said. “I’m sure I can get Jules to talk to him about it.” 
 
    “Did you lower the boom on him after the meeting?” Dana asked. 
 
    Shelly chuckled. “No, but I did tell him that I wanted to know about stuff like that before he went public with the whole group. If it pertains to him, that is.” 
 
    “Why?” Dana asked. 
 
    “They’re together,” Karen said. 
 
    “Oh. I thought that was coming. Good for you.” 
 
    “Does anybody here have a problem with this idea?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Some of our men might not like it,” Brianna said. 
 
    “It’s not their choice, honey,” Tisha said. “Besides, from what I can see, you’ve got Bryan wrapped around your pinky. He probably won’t object.” 
 
    Brianna smiled. “He’s stronger than he appears, but you’re right. I can convince him. He’ll be worried about me, though.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest, all of our men will be a little worried about this,” Katie said. “I know I can convince mine. Do any of you really think you can’t do the same?” 
 
    “I want to do it,” Dana said. “It won’t be easy, but we need to do this. There’s still people who support the UN in Northern California. They need to know what the UN is doing.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Morgan said. “Do we have an agreement? Does anybody object?” 
 
    “We might want to wait until after we do the final rescue,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Why?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Dana stood up. “I think I know why. The enemy might decide to kill the women at the other two locations before we can rescue them.” 
 
    “That might happen anyway, you know,” Karen said. “At the very least, we’ll go up against a more prepared facility for the second and third rescues.” 
 
    “Geez, you’re right,” Shelly said. “Didn’t think about that. We really need to do all three at the same time.” 
 
    “We don’t have enough people for that, do we?” Brianna asked. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Morgan said. “These missions are going to be dangerous enough as it is. Some of us might get killed.” 
 
    “We need to recruit help,” Allison said. “Or at least go to Ivan and talk to him. He might be willing to help, if he knows we’ll go on the air with him and talk about it.” 
 
    “You may be right about that,” Shelly said. “Want me to call Jules over, and have him get Ivan on the phone?” 
 
    “When?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Now,” Shelly said. 
 
    Dana nodded in agreement. “No time like the present. I say we do it, but should we also call our men over? This affects them too, you know.” 
 
    “It’s still our choice,” Tisha said. 
 
    “I agree,” Dana said, “but let’s get real. These men are in love with you. How would you feel if they launched into something like this without talking to us about it?” 
 
    “You’re in the same boat, Dana,” Tisha said. 
 
    “Kinda sorta, but that’s not the issue here. Do you guys agree with me or not?” 
 
    “Maybe we should do it tomorrow morning instead of now,” Katie said. 
 
    “Anybody want to wait until tomorrow?” Morgan asked. 
 
    There was silence in the room. 
 
    “I’ll call Jules,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m calling Cody,” Allison said. 
 
    The rest of the women pulled their phones out and called. 
 
    Morgan stood back up after a couple minutes. “Any of them not coming?” 
 
    Nobody said anything, and then the men started to file in, many of them looking nervous as they took seats next to their women. 
 
    “What going on?” Jules whispered, sitting next to Shelly. 
 
    “Something that will make you proud, I hope,” Shelly said. “Think you can get Ivan on a call with us tonight?” 
 
    “Ivan?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shelly whispered. 
 
    “Probably. What about?” 
 
    “Morgan is doing a good job of explaining it. I’ll let her talk.” 
 
    Morgan stood up, Robbie sitting next to where she was standing. “Thanks so much for coming. I know it’s already been a long day for many of you.” 
 
    “No problem, little lady,” Tex said. Karen snaked her arm around his shoulders, looking at him with pride. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Cody asked. 
 
    “It’s about the conversation we had in the meeting today about the rescue missions,” Morgan said. “Remember Justin’s comments?” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Justin said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Stop,” Morgan said. “I’m glad you said it. We have a proposal. Well, a couple of proposals.” 
 
    “Go on,” Jules said. “We listen.” 
 
    “After we do the rescues, we want to go on live TV with Ivan and tell the people what the UN has done to us,” Morgan said. 
 
    There was a hush over the room for a moment. 
 
    “Won’t that be really hard on you?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Morgan said. “We don’t care. There are still people up here who believe the UN is helping them. They need to know what’s really going on. It will help us win the war.” 
 
    “But you’ll live with the public knowledge of this for the rest of your lives,” Bryan said, looking at Brianna. “Are you sure you’re okay with that?” 
 
    Brianna looked at him. “I’ll need lots of support from you, honey, but you’re already giving me that.” 
 
    “What was second thing?” Jules asked. 
 
    Shelly stood. “Can I handle this one?” 
 
    Morgan nodded, and the group watched as Shelly walked to the front. 
 
    “Okay, we’ve been told that there are three locations where women are being held,” Shelly said. “During our conversation tonight, we realized that once we do the first rescue, the women in the other two locations will be doomed.” 
 
    “Doomed?” Justin asked. 
 
    Shelly nodded. “Yes. Think about it. They might just kill them as soon as they find out about the first rescue, or they might fortify their positions so much that we can’t mount a rescue without losing our team.” 
 
    “Or they might move them to a different location,” Sparky said, “so we can’t find them.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s another possibility,” Shelly said. “We want to hit all three locations at once. We think that’s the only way.” 
 
    “What if there are more than three locations?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “We can only react to what we know about, partner,” Tex said. 
 
    “Our forces not large enough to pull three at same time,” Jules said. “You know this.” 
 
    “We want to ask Ivan for help,” Shelly said. “What do you think?” 
 
    Jules got up and walked to the front, joining Shelly and Morgan. There were tears running down his cheeks. 
 
    “You okay?” Shelly asked, looking at him. He bent down and kissed her forehead, and then turned to the crowd. 
 
    “I’ve never been more proud than today,” he said. “Such bravery. Such resolve. I’m stunned.” 
 
    The other men applauded, the women looking around the room. 
 
    “Then you’ll talk to Ivan?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “We all talk to Ivan. We get laptop set up with camera and do video conference. I set up now. Anybody object?” 
 
    “You sure he’s available tonight?” Tex asked. “You know how he is sometimes.” 
 
    “He’ll talk to us,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” Ted said. “This can win the war in California for him. He’ll understand that right away, but he’ll ask hard questions, so we’ll need to be sharp. That man is wicked smart.” 
 
    “Yes, he is,” Jules said. “Come on up and help me get conference set up. I shoot him text so he be ready.” 
 
    “Sounds good, partner,” Tex said, coming up. 
 
    Shelly put her arms around Jules, looking up at him. “I love you so,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Zac, James, Ryan, and Tyler drove up in the Jeep, followed by Kenny and Bradley driving a battered pick-up truck, the back holding several deer. They all looked worried. 
 
    Sid saw them and rushed over. “Wow, looks like we’ll be eating well.” 
 
    “Meat, anyway,” Tyler said, getting out of the Jeep with the others. “What happened? We heard gunfire in the distance. Couldn’t tell if it was coming from here or not. 
 
    “Did Silver Wolf make it back here yet?” James asked. 
 
    Sid laughed. “Does he really make you call him that?” 
 
    James smiled. “No, but I like to show respect. His warriors mostly call him that.” 
 
    “I’m calling him Ed, but I’m not one of his warriors,” Sid said. “He’s been here and left again. He didn’t call and tell you what happened?” 
 
    “No,” Tyler said, looking more worried. 
 
    “We got attacked by two waves of enemy fighters,” Sid said. 
 
    “You obviously beat them,” Zac said, his eyes darting around. 
 
    “Yeah, we beat them, but they accomplished their objective,” Sid said, face looking grim. 
 
    “Oh no, who’d they kill?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “The prisoner,” Sid said, “and two of Garrett’s men who were guarding him.” 
 
    “Dammit,” James said. 
 
    “Did the assassin get away?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Nope, Anna shot him,” Sid said. 
 
    “Nobody else got hurt?” Zac asked. 
 
    “No,” Sid said. “We killed thirty-four enemy scumbags.” 
 
    “So where’s Ed, then?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “He went looking for a person named Black Crow.” 
 
    Tyler glanced at the other warriors, his brow furrowed. “What did he do now?” 
 
    “We think he planted the prisoner’s RFID chip in his room. The assassin knew exactly where to go. He ignored the chips in the shed with the bodies from the earlier attack.” 
 
    “I knew it, man,” James said. 
 
    “Yeah, we should have banished that jerk weed,” Kenny said. “He probably told the enemy about the ghost town.” 
 
    Sid shot him a glance. “That’s what some others have said.” 
 
    “Somebody see him plant the chip?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “No, but Anna told Ed that he was helping with the bodies. He had access.” 
 
    “Shit,” Zac said. “If Silver Wolf finds him alone, he’s liable to get killed.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Tyler said. He hit Ed’s contact and put the phone to his ear, brow furrowed, waiting through the rings. He ended the call after almost a minute. “This is bad.” 
 
    “He probably can’t hear you if he’s in that damn hovercraft of his,” James said. “You know how noisy it is. Leave him a message to call back.” 
 
    “He’ll know when he sees the call,” Tyler said. “This scares the shit out of me.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Ryan said. “I think we’d better get ready to go after him.” 
 
    The tribal women came over to look at the deer, some of them stopping to greet their husbands. 
 
    “Tyler,” Mia said. “I’m so glad you’re back. You hear what happened?” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard,” Tyler said. “I’m worried sick about Ed.” 
 
    “Why, where is he?” 
 
    “Trying to find Black Crow,” he said. 
 
    “By himself?” she asked, looking scared. 
 
    “Yeah, unless he took somebody along on the way out. Anybody missing?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of, but I’ve been with the kids all day,” Mia said. “Haven’t wanted to be away from them for more than a few minutes after what happened earlier.” 
 
    “We’ve got the apps to warn us now, at least,” Tyler said. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “We’d better get to it. Nice looking deer.” 
 
    “There’s plenty out there,” Tyler said. “It’s poaching, of course, but the state isn’t in a position to enforce anything.” 
 
    Mia walked to the other women, who were chatting about where and how they were going to dress the game. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trevor was sitting on the coach in his rig, messing with the RFID apps. Kaylee came out of the bedroom. 
 
    “What are you doing? You’ve been messing with that thing for more than an hour.” 
 
    “I know, I’ve got to plug in my phone pretty soon. These apps suck a lot of juice.” 
 
    “So set it aside and tend to me,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” Trevor said, flashing her a smile. 
 
    “You aren’t done, are you? What are you looking for?” 
 
    “Ed hasn’t come back yet. Heard about it from Tyler a couple hours ago. Thought I’d keep watch.” 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Kaylee asked, sitting next to him. 
 
    “Small groups of icons showing up within about twenty miles of us in all directions.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kaylee said. “Evidence that Ed’s been snatched.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Dammit,” she said. “I’ll go get my phone. It’s got a full charge. Plug yours in.” 
 
    Trevor nodded, smiling at her. “Thanks, honey.” He got up and took his phone to the kitchen counter, plugging it into the charging cord. Kaylee was back in a few seconds, the app already loading up. 
 
    “Glad my uncle gave this to both of us. Will you teach me more about the apps? I’ve barely touched them so far.” 
 
    “Sure.” Trevor took her phone and started looking again, taking the time to explain how it worked to her. They searched together for twenty minutes. 
 
    “Hey, look,” Kaylee said, pointing to the lower left-hand corner of the screen. 
 
    “There it is,” he said, using his fingers to zoom in. “Four. Out in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “Text the others,” Kaylee said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right.” 
 
    “What’s that lake?” 
 
    “Barrett Lake,” Trevor said as he sent the text. “I told them to come over here.” 
 
    “Wasn’t Barrett lake the spot where the trail started?” Kaylee asked. “The trail that the tribe came on?” 
 
    “I think so,” Trevor said. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. Kaylee got up and opened it. Sam, Tyler, James, and Sid came in. 
 
    “Still showing?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Trevor said. He showed the screen to the others. 
 
    “Ed couldn’t have gotten that far, even with the hovercraft,” Tyler said. “He’d run out of gas, for one thing.” 
 
    “Where’d they come from?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Trevor said. “I was only going out about twenty miles. I went further in this direction kinda by accident.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s more like fifty miles away,” James said. 
 
    “What if this Black Crow person is holding Ed out there, and this is the enemy team coming to get them?” Kaylee asked. 
 
    “Shit,” James said. “This isn’t good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Sam said. “Is there a faster way for us to get into this area than the way we went in to meet the tribe?” 
 
    “Yeah, you could use the highways and come down from Barrett lake,” Tyler said. “You’d be risking a lot of exposure, though.” 
 
    “We have the apps now,” Sam said. “They can’t sneak up on us.” 
 
    James got closer, looking at the phone. “Expand the view and look for other clumps of icons in the directions we know they could be coming from. North, the west and the east. They must have a base someplace up there.” 
 
    Trevor nodded and zoomed out more. “Oh boy, look at this. Descanso. And look at Julian. Guess some of them stuck around after they kicked us out.” 
 
    “We need to talk to Garrett’s group and the rest of our folks,” Sid said. 
 
    “Yep, you’re right,” Tyler said. “I’ll send the texts and get a meeting set up.” 
 
    To be continued in Bug Out! California Book 7. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    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 anyway. 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. 
 
      
 
    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 handsome, 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. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
      
 
    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 outgoing 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. 
 
      
 
    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. Hispanic. 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 Emma, clueless about Matt’s infidelity, doesn’t like him drinking, getting 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 bystanders. 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 – also 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. 
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