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March 10
 
Beijing, People’s Republic of China
 
 
A black Hongqi limousine carried three distinguished emissaries through the streets of Beijing. None of the guests knew why they were here. That didn’t bother Tomo much. The Chinese were often discreet in their invitations. 
“What do you suppose they want?” Tomo’s assistant asked, leaning as the long car took a corner too tightly.
Tomo looked to the bank governor before responding. It was an honor he resented bestowing on him. Tomo was, after all, an important cabinet member and high-ranking government official. But everyone knew who really held the reigns of the Japanese economy. 
Bank of Japan Governor Himura remained a statue, as usual. Tomo finally answered his assistant.
“They’re going to pester us, of course—for stronger trade commitments, and a promise to purchase more of their bonds, most likely. I must confess I find it irksome. The minor downturn they’re experiencing is long overdue, and wholly to be expected. China’s economic growth remains among the most robust in the world. To panic and ask help from us, when we’re struggling to recover from such a severe extended recession, is insensitive and nearsighted. Sometimes it’s difficult to believe they’re Marxists.”
The ever-silent Himura turned and glanced through the glass at Tomo’s comment, as if he were concerned about the driver overhearing their conversation.
Tomo lowered his voice. “We’ll agree to their requests, as always, but consult with the Prime Minister upon our return before deciding on what actions to take, if any.”
Tomo’s assistant nodded with respectful appreciation. Himura, however, only frowned.
“Do you wish to add something, Governor Himura?” Tomo asked.
Himura stared back blankly for a moment, and then shook his head.
The limousine came to the busy part of the city—but it turned in the wrong direction. Tomo pushed the button to lower the interior window so he could speak to the driver.
“The People’s Bank building is east,” Tomo said in his best broken Chinese. “Is it not?”
“The meeting location has changed,” the driver replied in perfect Japanese.
Strange. Tomo closed the window, only to immediately reopen it when the car pulled over on the next block.
“Why have we stopped?”
“We’ve arrived.” The driver exited the vehicle before Tomo could object further.
“This can’t be right.” Tomo looked out the window. He noticed Governor Himura eyeballing him with that irreverent look again. Tomo didn’t care. He wanted clarification.
“There must be a mistake,” Tomo said when the driver opened the rear door. “This is a Bank of China branch. A small one at that. I am the Minister of Finance of Japan, here to attend an important meeting with the Finance Minister of China. We always meet in the People’s Bank building.”
“I know who you are,” the driver said bowing a little too slightly for Tomo’s taste. “There is no mistake. The conference will take place here. Your party is waiting for you.”
Tomo was about to let loose with a display of indignation when Governor Himura promptly climbed out of the back seat, diffusing him. Tomo’s assistant moved as if to follow, but Tomo restrained him with his left hand and glared. His assistant apologized and humbly looked to the floor. Satisfied, Tomo exited. His assistant trailed behind.
The three of them were led to the front door of the bank building, of all places. This is where common citizens went to conduct their personal banking needs. Tomo stopped, and may have refused to enter, but Governor Himura bowed before the doorman and went in. Tomo had no choice but to follow.
A security guard waited for them inside. Only one. He led them to a side room behind the vault, a place where large depositors were likely culled. They were then taken farther back to an additional adjoining room.
A small party of high-ranking Chinese officials stood up from an ordinary glass conference table when the three Japanese delegates entered. Formal introductions were made, though unnecessary. Everyone here already knew each other.
The Chinese Finance Minister was the only one who looked dressed for an important occasion. He had a traditional black tunic on, buttoned to the collar. Everyone else wore everyday business suits—including Zhang Chun, long-time Governor of the People’s Bank of China. In fact, Zhang Chun’s top button was undone and his tie slightly loosened, as if he were handling some routine bit of business in his office near the end of the day.
“Please excuse our appearances,” the Chinese Finance Minister said after everyone sat down, “and the unorthodox location of our meeting. Our President, who is apprised of our business today, thought it best if we drew as little attention as possible. Did you have a pleasant flight?”
Tomo was happy to learn they hadn’t been coaxed away from home on some matter as trivial as it first appeared. If the Chinese President was involved, perhaps the topic of today’s conference actually merited the Japanese presence. 
The countries’ two Finance Ministers exchanged customary greetings and engaged in polite political gossip for fifteen minutes before the real business began—at which point they shut up and let the two Central Bank Governors do all the talking. At the first natural break in the conversation, Governor Zhang Chun finally blurted the reason for the meeting.
“We’ve decided to sell American bonds.”
The silence which followed his statement was unnaturally heavy, so Tomo spoke, knowing it would violate protocol somewhat.
“And you wish for us to purchase a number of them from you?”
Zhang Chun tilted his head. “That would be extremely foolish.”
Governor Himura ignored his fellow statesman’s question and responded directly to Zhang Chun.
“You can’t mean—”
“Yes,” Zhang Chun said. “We’re dumping them on the open market. Our entire portfolio.”
Governor Himura suddenly came to life. Tomo had rarely ever seen him act in an animated fashion. Now he watched as Himura bared his soul.
“You can’t do that! You must know what will happen!”
“Yes, we’ll very likely lose our largest customers—and so will you. Temporarily, hopefully. We feel it is inevitable, and wish to bring about an economic restructuring of the west in a swift manner. Now figures to be the most advantageous time for us. We can currently afford it—and so can you.”
“No, we can’t!”
“With our help,” Zhang Chun continued, “you can. The policy decision has been made. We’re informing you as a courtesy, an olive branch extended if you will, so that your country is not left holding the bag unawares. Japan and China have made great progress in trade relations over the last decade, and we wish for that to continue. Perhaps the historic animosity between our peoples can further be eased as we come to depend on each other more.”
“Our industries will be devastated,” Himura said.
“As will ours. Temporarily. But both our currencies will become strong as the U.S. Dollar crashes. Our import businesses will thrive as never before. That will carry us through.”
“Carry us through to what?”
“The emergence of a more fundamentally sound U.S. currency, one way or another—at which point we can both resume business with them, using a much stronger Yen and Yuan, more than making up for our interim losses.” Zhang Chun paused and lowered his tone. “You know as well as I do, Governor Himura, that the American situation is unsustainable. The manner in which they carelessly pile on mountains of debt and print money to pay the interest with is comical. It’s all coming tumbling down at some point in the future, probably much sooner than the world expects. We feel it is best for us to choose that point, when we are in a position of control, rather than concede to the continual foolishness and be caught as another domino when the inescapable consequence finally occurs.”
The talk stopped when a tea master entered the room and filled cups in front of everyone. Governor Himura seemed to shift from his state of combativeness to one of resignation by the time the tea master left.
“How?” Himura asked in a much calmer voice.
“Here.” Zhang Chun slid a single sheet of paper across the glass tabletop. “This is a liquidation schedule which presumes your cooperation. You’ll see that we are to sell lightly for the first few weeks, then gradually dump larger and larger blocks. I advise you to follow the schedule and resist any temptation to unload your positions in advance of ours. Such an acceleration would force us to react in like manner, and be noticed too quickly by the rest of the world—resulting in greater financial devastation for everyone.”
After another moment of silence, Himura appeared to fully regain his usual collected poise. He lifted his teacup in an obvious act of capitulation. Zhang Chun did the same.
Tomo marveled. These two Central Bank Governors may regard their Finance Ministers as nothing more than puppet figures, but Tomo was educated enough to understand what was happening. Here in the back room of an insignificant bank office in Beijing, the two most powerful men in Asia had just agreed to a joint action that would likely result in the collapse of the world’s largest economy …while casually sipping tea.
 
 




 
Six Weeks Later, New York City
 
Chapter One
 
The Westside Rifle and Pistol Range happily resounded with the usual music—lots of popping, with occasional thunder mixed in. Malcolm Carter contributed to the popping. The thunder mostly came from individuals firing their own .357 Magnums, including some who Malcolm figured for law enforcement. It did, admittedly, make Malcolm feel a little childish shooting the .22 lever-rifle.
Ryan Boone, shooting next to Malcolm, must have been thinking the same thing. He set his rifle down as soon as he was empty and waved the rangemaster over.
“Let me guess,” Stan said. He was the same stout rangemaster Malcolm always saw working here. “You want the Marlin?”
Ryan smiled and nodded. Malcolm chuckled to himself, perceiving the truth of his long-time friend’s mannerisms. Ryan probably intended on switching to the pump-action .38, as was his routine. But when the rangemaster suggested the .44, Ryan accepted it because he didn’t want to appear timid. Perhaps Stan knew that, too.
In reality, appearing timid wasn’t anything Ryan needed to worry about. At six-foot-three with a runner’s body and chiseled chin, he commanded a certain respect from strangers, including often-obvious admiration from the ladies. Though most people would correctly place his age in the early forties, he also looked like he would never age another day in his life. Malcolm had known him since high school, and was probably one of two people in the world familiar with his hidden frailties. No one is ever as tough on the inside as they appear.
Stan came back with the lever-action .44 carbine. He glanced at Malcolm before presenting it to Ryan as if it were an offering to a god, along with one box of ammo. Malcolm knew that look as well. The big-barreled gun was undeniably a thing of stainless-steel beauty, but Malcolm wasn’t ready to fork over $500 a year to become a member. Occasional shooting sessions with Ryan were fun, nothing more. Malcolm was content to rent the .22s when he came.
These outings had become more than just fun for Ryan, though. Over the past year, Malcolm watched him morph into an outright firearms aficionado. As of late he even began talking in terms Malcolm could only nod and pretend to understand. What started as an outlet for alleviating the frustrations of Ryan’s divorce grew into a genuine passion. He stopped extending Malcolm invitations to accompany him to the gun stores months ago when he realized Malcolm simply wasn’t into it. Malcolm wondered how many weapons Ryan actually had purchased by now, and why he didn’t seem to like bringing them to the range—at least on the occasions when Malcolm joined him.
Malcolm hit the button to retrieve his target as Ryan pushed the .44 Magnum cartridges in the loading tube.
“You’re veering high and left again,” Ryan said without taking his eyes off his weapon. 
Malcolm found himself annoyed at the comment. “How do you know I didn’t start there, then work my way low and right?” 
Ryan looked at him now, raising one eyebrow as if the question were stupid.
Malcolm laughed and tore the paper target free. “Well, if this were a zombie I still would have stopped him.”
“No,” Ryan said. “You need headshots for those.”
“Oh yeah. I forgot.”
Ryan put the tenth round in the carbine and held it forward. “Don’t fret. Those shots would have stopped a real zombie.”
“Pray tell what that is.”
“The ones who’ll be after your supplies in a real apocalypse. You might want to put the earmuffs on for this.”
“No,” Malcolm said. “I’m done. Got some things I need to take care of. Kill a few zombies for me, real or otherwise.”
“All right. Thanks for meeting me. See you Friday.”
“See you.”
 
* * *
 
The week ended too fast. Malcolm found himself in a hurry. He hated running late, especially for this. Curse the abominable subway. But parking in Lower Manhattan on Friday afternoons was impossible, and a cab ride during rush hour likely wouldn’t get him there much quicker than walking.
The crowded subway wasn’t the most attractive of alternatives. Having to stand holding the germ-incubating handrail reminded Malcolm of the agricultural-trade he entered yesterday: bad risk/reward ratio. If it hadn’t been for that, this would have been one of his best weeks ever.
Alas, there was always one bad trade keeping his recent activity within the realm of mortals. Having been a professional day trader for the last seven years now, he knew all too well he could never fully escape them. Losing trades were part of the business, and nothing to waste time lamenting over.
It wasn’t always so easy to live with the necessary swings. That part took a while to learn. Hannah certainly couldn’t handle them, and deep down Malcolm knew that’s why she left him. Not that she would ever admit it. Her explanation—that she was more in love with her career than she could ever be with any man, even Malcolm—was good, but not quite believable. Malcolm accepted it anyway. In the end, it was easier than trying to prove to his disgruntled wife that what he did for a living didn’t deserve to be categorized as professional gambling. Besides, Hannah did have one hell of a career, one most people could only fantasize about.
So did Malcolm. He loved his life. There was only one thing he would trade it for: Hannah back. And that’s exactly what he intended to do. It shouldn’t be long now. He was getting close. He could feel it.
The subway screeched to a halt at the Wall Street exit on Broadway. Malcolm exited with the crowd, too many of which bumped into him from behind. Malcolm paid them no heed. The first time he got pickpocketed in this town was the last. He now carried a money clip instead of a wallet, up in his front left pocket, which held some cash, his ID, and one card. If he lost that wad it would be no big deal, as his trading account had finally grown to more than a quarter-mil. That’s what paid all the bills. Not bad from the eighty-grand he started off with, considering the six-figure annual income required to survive in New York City.
“Hi,” the petite hostess said as Malcolm entered the front door. “Welcome to TGI Fridays.” Then she recognized him. “Going to the bar?”
“You know it, sweetheart.”
“Your friend’s waiting for you. Enjoy.”
Malcolm gave her a wink. She wiggled her shoulders in a flirtatious response. That hostess would be a real temptation if Malcolm didn’t always have other issues on his mind.
“I almost gave up saving this for you,” Ryan said removing his sport coat from the empty barstool next to him. “A big construction guy wanted it, but he was easier to ward off than the cute investment banker. She’s at the table on the right now.”
Malcolm glanced at the brunette in the business suit with her hair up, talking on her cell phone while sipping a clear martini.
“How do you know she’s an investment banker?”
“I’m an analyst, remember? In my line of work, you learn to analyze more than securities.”
“Right.” Malcolm caught the bartender’s eye. “How are things at Barclays?”
“Combative, as usual. Even more so lately.”
“That’s because you’re a bearish contrarian.”
“Job security, my friend. Job security.” Ryan finished the last three inches of beer in his glass. “They have to keep a few of us around so they don’t look too stupid during market corrections. Speaking of which—”
The bartender interrupted them. “Hey, Malcolm. IPA?”
“Yes! Do you still have the Dogfish Head 90-Minute on tap, Chet?”
“Yep.”
Ryan made a peace sign when Chet pointed at his empty glass. 
“Don’t start in on me with your market predictions,” Malcolm said slathering his palms with the hand sanitizer he always carried. “You know they only screw me up.” 
Ryan shook his head. “Here you have a professional analyst at your disposal, free of charge, and—”
“I don’t care what direction the markets are headed, even if you prove to be right. I don’t hold overnight positions. Unless you can tell me where something will close tomorrow, that kind of information is useless to me. Not that I think anyone can predict anything.”
Ryan assumed a defiant pose. “If you saw what I’ve been studying lately, you may change your mind. But all right. Shut me down, as usual. I won’t be so rude. Tell me the tale of the two.”
Malcolm chuckled as the bartender delivered the beers. He knew Ryan lived vicariously through him, even if he still half-believed Malcolm was only a lucky gambler. The first thing Ryan wanted to hear about every Friday when they met here was Malcolm’s best and worst trade of the week. Malcolm took a swallow off the foamy beer top to help clear his throat.
“Lowes made a ferocious run on Tuesday. I received a volume alert and managed to get in right as it broke its 2-week range, a nice tight one at that. Good thing I did, because it never looked back. My trailing stop was never hit. Ended up closing it after-hours for an eight-point winner.”
“Hmm.” Ryan took a sip. “I’ve been watching that one on the weekly chart. Home Depot, too. No news, insider trading is light, and yet they’re both in strong demand. All right, give me the loser.”
Malcolm groaned. “I got sucked into a stupid sector trade yesterday.”
“Which sector?”
“Agricultural.”
“DBA?”
“Yeah. Good guess. Been watching that one, too?”
“No. Maybe I should. What happened?”
“Range-trade. The bottom bounce looked extreme, so I had to give it a wide stop. When will I learn?”
Ryan laughed. “If you’re going to play sectors, why don’t you do it with futures?”
“Because I’ve blown out every futures account I’ve ever opened. Anyway, there’s no need to anymore. The ETF’s have it all covered. Most of those are optionable now, too.”
Ryan’s expression turned serious. “Looked at TBT lately?”
“I don’t like messing with bonds. Too much government interference.”
“Well,” Ryan said, “I think the Fed is running out of ammunition.”
“What do you mean?”
“The cash volume for Treasuries the last few weeks—in both the primary and secondary markets—is through the roof. There’s no historical equivalent.”
“That’s what you were going to tell me about?”
“Yes. I think you should watch this market, and all connected to it. I believe it’s finally turning, for real this time—and the bond cliff is pretty darn tall.”
“Is that what you’ve been telling your boss?”
Ryan pursed his lips. “Not in so many words.”
“Uh-huh. And how did she react?” Malcolm raised his hand. “Chet! I’ll take a ten-piece wings, Jack Daniels style.”
Chet gave him a thumbs up from the tap handle he was pouring before Ryan responded.
“Worse than usual. Threats of termination if I don’t ‘stop having tunnel vision.’”
“Screw her,” Malcolm said. “You can always come over and trade with me. I’ll set you up with a good system, side-by-side of my own, and teach you everything I know. With two of us watching for setups, we might find more of them.”
“You’ve never offered me that before.”
“I’m confident now.” Malcolm picked up his glass. “As long as you leave all opinions on market direction outside my door.”
“Now how can an analyst do that? But Malcolm—thanks.” Ryan’s eyes softened with sincerity. “That means a lot to me. Not everyone has a friend who’ll try to rescue them when the charts turn south. I’ll remember this.”
“So you’ll take me up on it?”
Ryan shook his head. “I don’t have the temperament for it. Nor the roll.”
Malcolm patted Ryan on the shoulder and took a long drink of gloriously-hoppy IPA. “Lawyers.”
“Yep.”
“Thank God I don’t need one,” Malcolm said wiping his lips.
“Yet, you mean.”
“Never, if all goes according to plan. Hannah’s too busy to file a bunch of non-essential paperwork. By the time she gets around to it, I hope to reach the magic number.”
“You’ll have to quit trading.”
“I know that!” Malcolm snapped. 
Ryan offered no recoil and only drank his beer. 
The wings arrived. Malcolm seized the top one and ripped a bite off with his front teeth—then had to spit it back on the steaming plate. They were still much too hot. 
Ryan took the opportunity to start preaching. It was just what Malcolm didn’t want to hear right now.
“Malcolm, you’re veering high and left again. You have enough already, if you really want her back. Don’t get me wrong. I congratulate you on succeeding at an endeavor 95% of people fail at. But there’s risk involved in what you do, especially when cycles change. Your dream of making a big score increases that risk monumentally. You could cut out right now and save your bankroll. With your track record, there’re a dozen firms in this city that will hire you. Then you can play with their money, not yours. If you’re right about Hannah, becoming a respectable Wall Street robot should be all the bait you need to bring her back home. But if you continue on the way you’re going, you risk losing it all—or at the very least you risk a substantial setback.”
“I’m willing to do something like that.” Malcolm poked the spit-out piece of chicken back in his mouth. “Soon, maybe. Not quite yet. I just need to build it up a little more.”
“I don’t believe you,” Ryan said. 
Malcolm glared back.
“I don’t think you’ll ever ‘quite’ have enough. Remember what J.P. Morgan told the reporter who asked him how much was enough.”
“I’m not like that,” Malcolm said. “Believe me. I know what it will take. When I reach it, I’ll be done.”
“Your goal is a moving target, Malcolm. Like a carrot dangled on a stick. You’ll never get there. And you don’t need a quarter-million dollars to day trade stocks. That’s ridiculous. You say you don’t like commodities, but in reality your entire wad is tied up in a single commodity: the U.S. Dollar. Is that wise?”
Malcolm pointed a drumstick bone at him. “You know I consider ‘investing’ to be a four-letter word.”
“So you’ve told me, over and over. But buying some gold, and maybe a little real estate, would be a much more prudent way to keep your reserve assets. Cash isn’t as safe as it seems.”
“Real estate.” Malcolm picked up another wing and laughed. “Not in this town, obviously. You mean some plot out in hicksville, like you have?”
“Better than nothing.”
“Not for a day trader, Ryan. We need to stay liquid. And I want all my reserves available, in case I spot that one truly golden opportunity.” Malcolm’s voice trailed and his eyes unfocused. He allowed himself to almost slip into a daydream. “That one opportunity that will…”
“Get Hannah back? Let you quit trading? Are you certain that’s even what you want?”
Malcolm only smiled.
Ryan drained his beer and set the glass down. “I gotta go. Enjoy your wings.”
“Oh.” Malcolm was taken aback by Ryan’s uncharacteristically early exit. “All right. See you next Friday.”
“No,” Ryan said. “In two weeks. I’ll be out of town next weekend.”
“Where are you going?”
“Hicksville.”
 




 
Chapter Two
 
Joseph Slate knew he was in trouble. His first impulse was to try to evade the undercover police vehicle. His next stint would be five years, minimum. Then he remembered he was driving a bobtail truck. Outrunning them wasn’t an option.
Where’d these guys come from? Why were they on him? If they searched the boxes in the back, Joseph was done for. Then there was the unlicensed handgun in the glove box. Loaded, of course. Not that big of a deal in the greater scheme of things—or at least it wouldn’t be for someone not on parole.
No need to lose your cool yet. Maybe this was just a traffic violation stop, or a brake light out, or even a strap flapping outside the rear gate.
Not friggin’ likely. And even if it was, cops could somehow always sniff out parolees, which gave them carte blanche to search the vehicle to their heart’s content. If that happened, Joseph’s only hope was them making some kind of procedural mistake his lawyer could use. One thing was for sure: he wasn’t talking. No stoolie deals. Five years was better than being dead.
Joseph pulled over on the shoulder of Interstate 68. 
The two narcs in the cruiser stopped directly behind him. They took an agonizingly long time to get out and make their approach. That could be a good sign. They wouldn’t come up with anything running the plates.
Finally, a tall sandy-haired plainclothes policeman exited the driver’s seat and came alongside Joseph’s window. He wasn’t holding a weapon. That was another good sign. Joseph rolled the window down.
“Sorry to stop you,” the narc said. “We’re looking for a stolen goods smuggler in a truck that fits this description. We’ll need to have a look at your load. Not out here, though. Can you please take the first exit and pull over off the highway? Next to the field there. This shouldn’t take long.”
“I hope not,” Joseph said. “I’m on a schedule.”
“We appreciate that, sir. Hopefully, we’ll have you back on the road quickly.”
Quickly. That’s a laugh. Cops never did anything quickly. This is what they lived for. Have a look at the load—what the hell did that mean? If they opened the small boxes, Joseph was screwed. His only chance was if they were actually telling the truth, and looking for larger merchandise. It was possible.
Joseph did as instructed. The tan sedan followed him off the highway and on to the side road. Joseph parked next to an untended field, something of a rarity here in the apple-tree region of Cumberland Valley. 
The police parked in front of him. That was a bad sign.
Both narcs got out of the car this time. The other cop was shorter and darker than his partner. Neither of them had weapons visible. Neither looked particularly concerned. Joseph realized they probably both had service pistols in concealed holsters under their jackets—but that gun in his glove box was starting to call his name. Joseph was used to a different type of police encounter; the type where you kept your hands in view and moved slowly as they shouted tense instructions behind fully extended arms. These guys must not know. Their story must be true. No one else was around. How quick could they possibly draw weapons from shoulder holsters when caught off guard?
Joseph reached for the glove box with his right arm, keeping it below the dash, while straining to remain erect and in place with his visible torso. 
His arm came up a foot short. He stretched further, and finally had to lean, ever-so-slightly. His fingertips brushed the handle. 
The two narcs were now directly in front of his hood and turning to come around the side of his cab. Joseph waited until they were both looking out to the road before making a final lunge. He grabbed ahold of the glove box handle with all four fingers. His head came forward in the process.
He let go when he saw the blue helicopter above through the windshield. It had three large letters painted in white on its side: F B I. No getting away from that.
“Can I see your invoice?” The tall narc said through the window. 
Startled, Joseph instinctively reached to the glove box again before the sight of the clipboard on the passenger seat snapped him back to reality.
“Here,” he said with resignation, handing it out the window.
“Thanks,” the cop said. “Ackman Tool and Die in Columbus?”
“Yes, officer.” All they had to do was call the phone number on the invoice to find out it was fake.
“Your customer is in Baltimore?”
“Correct.”
The narc handed the clipboard back. Whew. But he wasn’t done with the questions.
“How long have you been working for them?”
“Little over a year.”
“All right. Like I told you on the highway, we’ll just need to have a look at your load. Is the rear latch locked?”
“Yes.” Joseph handed him the key.
“Thank you.”
There went his keys. Joseph’s situation was deteriorating. Worse, the FBI helicopter now landed in the field. Two agents came out of it and shortly arrived on the scene. One carried a shotgun. Joseph listened to the rattling of the rear gate roll up. There was nothing left to do but keep quiet and go to jail.
Ten minutes later, something strange happened. The narc handed him his keys back and thanked him.
“You can get turned around at the intersection a quarter-mile ahead,” he said. “Have a nice day.”
Joseph didn’t believe it. This must be a trap. But what could he do? He started the truck, put it in gear, and drove to the crossroad. There he made a three-point turnaround. He fully expected to be stopped again upon his return, and violently taken into custody. But the narc only waved as Joseph drove by, scantly glancing away from his chat with the FBI agents. 
Did this really just happen?
 
* * *
 
“Think he suspected anything?” Agent Nelson asked Officer Culpepper. 
Culpepper shrugged. “He seemed genuinely surprised to be leaving. So yes, perhaps he’s a little suspicious. But also relieved as hell, no doubt. I’ll bet he’s so glad to escape he decides not to even tell his boss about the incident.”
Nelson watched the truck vanish on the eastern horizon of Interstate 68 before holding the $50 bill Officer Culpepper gave him up to the sun. The ghost of Abraham Lincoln faintly smiled back at him through the cloth fibers deep within the paper.
“Yep, these are the ones flooding the Big Apple. The Service sure has their shorts in a bunch over this gang. Baltimore. I don’t think so. Four boxes, you say?”
“Six,” Culpepper replied. “At least.”
“That’s a large load. It’s the break they’ve been waiting for. They’ll be falling all over themselves in New York that our lead panned out. Shame we have to turn the case over to them. But we won’t let them have all the fun. Check your signal.”
Culpepper lifted a small electronic device resembling a smartphone and turned it on. A map showed on the screen, along with a small blinking red light. 
“We got it,” he said. “Nice and strong.”
“You attached the device securely?”
“It’s on the rear frame. Didn’t want to risk it being found in the cargo hold.”
“We’ll just have to hope it holds, then. We owe you Cumberland boys one.” Nelson held out his hand.
“No problem.” Culpepper surrendered the GPS tracker. “Out of curiosity, which Secret Service field office will you be referring this to? Pittsburgh or Charleston?”
“Correct,” Agent Nelson said. “The counterfeiters are likely operating somewhere between those two cities, from what we’ve gathered. So we’ll give it to both. But we’ll also be letting New York know, being as they’re the targeted introduction point, and the ones going crazy over these guys.”
 
* * *
 
Ryan glanced at the clock. If he left his cubicle now, he’d be right on time. So, he opened a chart on the USD/Yuan and waited a few minutes.
He usually wasn’t this much of a rebel. But Dianne had been riding him too much lately. Why run headlong into probable trouble? Better to come meandering in a little late. It was Ryan’s only practical form of protest.
Hmm. Sharp turn on the daily chart. Interesting pattern. Volume was impossible to measure in the forex market, with the world’s largest banks pushing trillions of dollars back and forth hourly, much of it designed to trick day traders like Malcolm into opening sucker positions. At least Malcolm listened when Ryan first warned him to avoid currencies. 
But the pattern on Ryan’s screen suggested a deeply-rooted trend change, out of U.S. Dollars into Asian currencies. If it was as real as it looked, it served as further confirmation of what Ryan suspected was happening in the international debt market. Something more than a routine observation born of his natural contrarianism. Something seriously scary.
Ryan ended up studying the chart longer than he intended, which made him later than what was wise for the meeting with his boss. He decided to print the chart and take it with him. Maybe that would make him look busy.
“I see how highly you regard my requests,” Dianne said glancing at the clock in her much-too-bright office.
“Sorry,” Ryan said. “I really am. Got caught up with an alarming new currency trend, developing as we speak. Take a look at this.” He slid the paper under her freckled nose.
“This is just a price chart. A daily one, at that.”
“The pattern suggests large blocks permanently moving into the Yuan. The Yen is looking similar.”
“And this you find disconcerting?”
“When you’re as skilled as I am at recognizing fundamental holding shifts at the world’s largest institutions, chart patterns can sometimes tell a reliable story. I believe this one does.”
Dianne placed a hand on her forehead, her pink-and-white painted nails vanishing under a drape of red hair. 
“Mr. Boone, what do you believe your job description is?”
Ryan paused. She never called him by his last name. He might be on thinner ice than he thought. Ryan straightened up in his chair before answering.
“To protect Barclays by identifying and assessing market risks in its securities portfolio.”
“That’s only half your job! The other half is to identify opportunities for increasing the return on our holdings—an important part of your function here, which you have utterly neglected since I’ve known you.”
“That’s not true—”
“Name one buy recommendation you’ve made lately.”
“I’m making one now: Asia. Everything Asia. Currency, stock indices, production commodities.”
“Because of this chart?”
“No,” Ryan said. “No! Of course not. Because of trends I’ve analyzed in my last three reports.”
“The bond market correction.”
“There’s too much secondary market volume for it to be a normal correction.” Ryan heard his tone become louder than he wanted, but couldn’t control it. “The Fed can’t keep up with it. This little spike in interest rates we’re seeing is nothing! The Federal Reserve’s bond buybacks have obliterated their own self-imposed limits. I’ve been watching them. They’re panicking over there. But the volume of bond transactions only continues to increase.”
“You think Barclays Bank should dump U.S. Treasuries and move large amounts of funds to Asia,” Dianne said.
Ryan scratched the side of his head and calmed down some. “When you put it like that, it sounds pedestrian. But yes, that is the basic conclusion of my research. It’s what I honestly believe, and I don’t advise it lightly.”
Dianne sighed. “Thanks for being honest. It makes this easier for me.”
Uh-oh. Ryan recognized the yellow-colored slip of paper through the window of the envelope she was now extending towards him. It was the color of doom.
Ryan tilted his head. “You can’t be serious.”
“I’m sorry, Ryan. I am. But we have too many naysayers on staff, and you’re the worst offender. Honestly, I must question whether you even belong behind a desk at a financial institution. With your predictions, you should be holed up in the country somewhere, hoarding survival supplies and securing your perimeter with an assault rifle.”
Ryan almost dropped the envelope. He eyeballed his soon-to-be ex-boss with suspicion. Yes, he was long aware she didn’t like him. But would she go to such lengths as to have him followed by a private investigator? 
Dianne offered only a polite smile in return. “Again, I’m sorry.”
Ryan opened the envelope. When he saw the amount of the check he said, “I believe you.”
“Yes.” Dianne nodded. “Even the last senior trust officer we fired didn’t get that big of a severance. They must feel guilty upstairs.”
“How do you feel?”
She leaned back in her chair. “Relieved, mostly.”
“Fair enough,” Ryan said. “But let me ask you this. What will you tell my next prospective employer about me?”
“The truth.”
Ryan glared at her. 
Dianne shifted nervously. “Do you have any ideas about what you might attempt to do next?”
Ryan smacked the envelope across his hand and stood. “Looks like day trading.”
 




 
Chapter Three
 
The sound of someone smacking an envelope across their hand drew Hannah’s attention. When she looked up from her desk, Agent Alton Brown was leaning in her doorway, wearing a devious grin.
“Special Agent Hannah Lane Carter?” he said.
Hannah knew something was up. Field assignment? That’s what she needed. Oh, please let it be a field assignment.
“Just Hannah Lane,” she replied.
Alton raised an eyebrow. “All signed and finalized?”
“No.” Hannah glanced at her bottom drawer. “Haven’t gotten to it yet.”
“I see.” Alton straightened and took two steps forward. “Well Agent Lane, I have an early divorce present for you. Take a look at this.” He tossed the envelope on her desk.
Hannah eyeballed Alton as she opened it. He was a handsome man, wide in the shoulders, with dark hair similar to Malcolm’s. Perfect teeth. Single, available, and his hobby—of all things—was gourmet cooking. What a dream catch he would make someone, except for one thing. Like Hannah, Alton was married to his work. 
He didn’t need to be. It was kind of a shame. At four years in, Alton had a ways to go before being eligible for phase two. Hannah, on the other hand, was ripe. The red spot on her office calendar marked her seven-year anniversary next month. That would move her into the hopper for phase two selection. It would be the fulfillment of her dream: protection work. There was just one problem—that little incident a couple years back. It wasn’t a career killer, but it was enough that Hannah knew she now needed to accomplish something noticeable to balance the scales. Like a successful high-profile field case.
Hannah removed the contents of the envelope and saw that it was a $50 bill paper-clipped to a map printout. She pulled the bill away and held it to the bulb of her desk lamp.
“It’s another Fifth-Avenue Fiver. So what?”
“That particular fiver, my dear, is our ticket to the great outdoors.”
Hannah looked back up at him. “Who’s ticket?”
“Yours and mine. We’re on the 9:15 to Pittsburgh in the morning.”
“Don’t tease me, Alton.”
“Since when have I done that? The bill in your hand came from the cargo of a bobtail truck in the Maryland panhandle yesterday, compliments of our Bureau friends.”
“How large of a load?”
“Five million, fresh off the press.”
Hannah whistled. “That’s half a million in real currency. These guys have stepped it up.”
“This will set them back,” Alton said.
 “So the FBI confiscated the shipment in Western Maryland?” Hannah stood. “That’s too bad, actually. Would’ve been better to bug the truck and let them deliver it.”
Alton tilted his head. “See, this is why I like working with you. Not only are you smart, you have an almost-spooky clairvoyance. That’s exactly what they did.”
“Great!” Hannah smiled coyly. “So they got the distribution end of the gang?”
Alton frowned. “No. Unfortunately, the driver was smart. He baited the FBI with a trap-test as soon as he came into the city.”
“Amateurs.” Hannah shook her head in disgust. “When will those guys learn to turn all these operations over to us?”
“We might have been fooled, too. He paid a couple high school kids to unload some of the decoy boxes into a carport. The FBI agents sprung on the poor kids. Kind of comical.”
“That means the driver escaped, too?”
“Yes, but they’ve identified him from aerial photos. Parolee by the name of Joseph Slate. Done a couple bits for stolen goods and money laundering. He’ll be apprehended the first place he shows up.”
“Anyone smart enough to pull that test will know he’s been pegged,” Hannah said. "That man will likely go fugitive.”
“You might be right. Not our problem. You and I are headed to the country.”
“Why Pittsburgh?”
“The Bureau’s meddled too far into this one, but they’ve done a decent job. Can’t really blame them, since they’re the ones who stumbled upon the informant. Our Pittsburgh office is closest to the action. I have the complete file. You can read it on the plane.”
 
* * *
 
“The volume’s too low,” Ryan said.
“That’s intentional.” Malcolm walked to the kitchen and raised his voice. “The business reporters will plant stupid suggestions in my head if I let them. Throws me off and makes me open bad positions.” Malcolm hit the juicer switch. If Ryan responded, Malcolm didn’t hear him over the grinding noise. By the time he returned to the den, Ryan had turned the television sound up.
“If you insist on chatter, put it on Bloomberg, not CNBC.” Malcolm set one of the drinks down on Ryan’s desk.
“What the heck is this?” Ryan lifted the glass. “Looks like caterpillar guts. I’m a coffee man. Black, not green.”
“I call it mean green,” Malcolm said. “It’s what we ninja traders need. Vitalizes the system, heightens our senses, gives us a shot of natural energy. Coffee comes later. You gotta have mean green first, if you’re gonna make any green today.”
“I was planning on being an observer for the first couple of weeks.” Ryan sniffed the drink and made a face. 
“Excellent idea. That’s for drinking, not smelling. Tastes better than your nose would have you believe.”
“Let’s hope my new career pays better than my brain would have me believe.” Ryan took two big swallows of the green juice.
“It will, if you’re a good student. The first thing you have to learn is strict discipline. When we find a setup we like, we define the risk at the outset and never adjust it. Think of it as making a bet. We’re happy to live with the results, win or lose, since we’re making bets where we stand to win a lot more than we’re risking. I’m going to stick with breakout plays for the next few weeks, just to drive this point home. Heck, it’ll probably be better for me, too. That’s where the real money is.”
Ryan held the glass in front of his face. “This stuff isn’t that bad, actually. So, you think stocks breaking out on a five-minute chart, with a large volume spike, represent pockets of non-randomness in the market?”
“I couldn’t have put that better myself. As long as the entire market isn’t also suddenly running. There’s a couple other stipulations as well. And my favorite plays are ones where there is no news to explain the breakout. I have a feeling you’re going to do all right at this.”
“Wish I shared your confidence.” Ryan finished off his green drink. “Maybe it will help to see some examples.”
“Funny you should say that.” Malcolm picked up a small stack of papers from his printer. “I printed these out for you last night. Charts of breakout plays that occurred within the last couple of months. I cut them into storyboards, so you can see the setup on the first page and then what happened on the next. It’s not perfect study material, because the setups have a slightly-different appearance when they’re developing on your screen than they do at the end of the day. We should get a few live ones to observe in the coming days. For now, I want you to burn those images into your retinas. I’ll tell you if there’s something to see on the screen.”
“Now?” Ryan asked. “The opening bell’s about to ring.”
“Especially now. Lesson number two is to ignore the first twenty minutes. Too much chaos. Nothing reliable develops. In fact, I prefer not to do any trading for at least a half-hour after the opening.”
Ryan laughed and accepted the charts.
Forty minutes later, he called Malcolm over to his computer monitor. Malcolm reluctantly stood up. Ryan wasn’t supposed to be finding setups yet.
“Look at this,” Ryan said. He held one of the printed charts up against his monitor. “Looks exactly like this example you gave me.”
“It’s still a little too early in the session,” Malcolm said. Then he saw the chart on Ryan’s screen. “That is interesting, though. What is it?”
“TBT.”
Malcolm groaned. “Not bonds, man.”
“Why not?”
“Well for one thing, that particular ETF is leveraged with derivatives. Which means it’s not an accurate tracker of the underlying. In fact, it’s an inverse fund, which means there really is no underlying, as it’s all calculated by shorting a commodity.”
“Why does that matter?” Ryan asked. “It’s breaking out on strong volume.”
“I just don’t trust it. It’s not like a regular stock, or even a regular ETF. But even if I concede your point—which, by the way, would normally be a good one—the range it’s breaking out of isn’t very long.”
“But it’s tight,” Ryan said.
Malcolm had to smile. Ryan was making a valid argument. Perhaps he would end up being an asset to the operation after all, once Malcolm broke him of his old habits. 
Ryan then did something else impressive. He switched the chart time-frame to daily.
“That’s what I was going to have you do,” Malcolm said. “You can see here that this movement is more of a continuation of a recent trend, rather than a real breakout.”
At that moment a reporter on the television, which was still tuned to CNBC, caught Malcolm’s attention.
“The Federal Reserve has now issued a statement responding to criticism of the recent jump in interest rates. As most of you are aware, the rates on thirty-year mortgages have risen nearly two percentage points in the last month, one of the sharpest increases in modern times. According to Fed Chair Jill Younger, the move is a natural result of recent bond market activity which the Federal Reserve is not opposed to, and is reluctant to interfere with. Ms. Younger asserted that the economy is currently strong, and a period of higher interest rates will protect the American consumer from a sudden inflationary trend.”
“Since when is the Fed reluctant to interfere with bond market sell-offs?” Malcolm said. He picked up the remote and turned the station to Bloomberg, lowering the volume in the process.
“They aren’t,” Ryan answered. “That statement is an outright lie. Like I’ve been trying to tell you and everyone else, the Fed’s been putting everything they have into buying back the sudden deluge of Treasuries being dumped. Even they can’t keep up with it, and they get to print money to make the buys with. This is why I’m out of work sitting here with you now, instead of analyzing securities for one of the world’s largest banks. But higher interest rates are the least of our problems, if what I think is happening is happening.”
“That’s another reason we shouldn’t touch that ETF, Ryan. You have an emotional attachment. It represents something you’ve been watching and have strong opinions about. Opinions will sink you in my business. We want to find trades on stocks we don’t give a rat’s ass about, and have no directional bias on. To make money we simply react and place smart bets, unaffected by emotions.”
Ryan grumbled. Malcolm reached for Ryan’s mouse and switched the TBT chart-view back to the 5-minute time-frame.
“There, see? It’s pulling back. Not running away. Probably will fall back into the range.”
“What if it doesn’t?” Ryan asked.
Malcolm didn’t answer. He stood there above Ryan watching the trading action on the screen. Twice he clicked the chart over to a 1-minute and back again. TBT had all appearances of holding strong at the earlier breakout point. If this were any other stock, Malcolm might trade it. There was a good chance it would bounce here, and if it did, the sky was open above—no areas of prior resistance. A tight stop could be set immediately below the breakout point for minimal risk.
TBT started bouncing back up.
“I’m going to buy this just to teach you a lesson,” Malcolm said. He ran back to his own desk, punched in the symbol, did a quick calculation, and bought 500 shares. 
“Don’t do it because of me,” Ryan hollered. “I’m here to learn, remember? The student should be the one paying for the lessons. I figured we could watch it, that’s all.”
“It’s all right. The setup isn’t that bad. I want you to lose the fear of pulling the trigger, too, when the time is right. I’m able to set a tight stop under a strong support point, so the risk is low. And the trade is in the direction of a larger time-frame trend, which is always good.”
Ryan grinned. “Doesn’t sound like such a bad bet, then.” 
“We’ll see.”
It wasn’t a bad bet. TBT took off like a rocket. At first the unrestrained veracity of the move rattled Malcolm. He stood with his finger on the mouse, ready to exit on a moment’s notice. This wasn’t a normal breakout. Something unusual was happening. Malcolm even turned the volume back on Bloomberg, so they could listen to the chatter about the bond market “tanking again today.”
Malcolm’s trade quickly gained so much profit, however, that he could comfortably walk away from his desk and think. Sometimes he needed to do that. He went to the window and fiddled with the blinds. 
A glimmer of sunlight caught his eye as it sparkled on the gold lampstand in the corner of the den. Hannah always loved that lamp. Malcolm was surprised she left it. In fact, that lamp still being here was a shining beacon of hope forecasting her possible return.
Ryan went to the kitchen to make coffee. Malcolm remained at the window and thought about Hannah, thought about his open position, thought about the severe bond market sell-off. 
The lampstand sparkled again. Malcolm found himself overcome with a sudden urge that violated every trading principle he was now sworn to. He went back to his computer and switched the chart on TBT over to a 1-minute time frame. It was pulling back some now. Resting? Or topping out? Who could tell?
Quickly, before Ryan came back with the coffee, he doubled his current position. What the hell. This wasn’t a real trade, anyway. It was just to teach Ryan a lesson. Malcolm never would have been involved in this thing if it wasn’t for him.
It turned out TBT was only resting. The bond sell-off continued, and TBT kept shooting up. 
Two hours later Ryan left to fetch calzones for lunch, unaware of Malcolm’s increased position. While he was gone, Malcolm took advantage of another small pullback to double-up again, ignoring the voice inside him screaming in protest.
After lunch the carnage in the bond market increased in severity. Stocks were now rallying as panicking bond investors fled to index funds looking for a safe haven, hoping to make up some of their capital losses. Malcolm now held the most profitable open position of his career by miles and miles. An hour before the close, when Ryan was in the bathroom, he did something unthinkable and doubled his position one last time. 
TBT only surged further into the close. Malcolm held on to his entire position.
“Well, how’d you end up doing?” Ryan said after the closing bell. “Interesting day, huh? You were going to teach me a lesson, remember?” He laughed. “I know you, Malcolm, so I didn’t say anything. You never looked away from TBT. Guess I threw a wrench into your machinery. Sorry about that. I’m guessing you closed the position a long time ago, maybe when I went to Angelo’s. Probably been kicking yourself ever since.”
Malcolm stared blankly at his computer screen and muttered, “I never closed it.”
“What? Well, that’s great! Isn’t it?”
“Yes and no. Wrench in my machinery is right. Ryan, you joined me at a bad time. I can’t trade while this is going on.”
“While what’s going on? The bond market sell-off?”
Malcolm looked up. “Yes.”
“Why is that, all of a sudden?”
“Hannah,” was all Malcolm could say.
“Oh. You think this might be that one golden opportunity?”
Malcolm frowned and glanced at the lampstand.
Ryan chuckled. “Don’t feel too bad, buddy. I did the same thing.”
“What? You bought TBT?”
“Yep. Went all-in, with my entire severance package.”
“When?”
“Yesterday.”
“That was dumb, Ryan.”
“Maybe. But I have more than enough to pay for a few special projects now.”
“You mean you would if you exited your position. Never count your chickens before you’re flat.”
“I sold it all an hour ago, from my cell phone when I was in the bathroom.”
Moment of silence.
“You scoundrel,” Malcolm said. “We’re supposed to be a team.”
“I promise to straighten up and fly right. Mind if I use your land line?”
“As long as it’s not to call Jean.”
Ryan stared back.
“Oh, all right. Go ahead.”
Malcolm grabbed two beers from the fridge and tried not to listen to Ryan argue with his ex-wife as he poured them into his favorite pint glasses. On one hand, he couldn’t blame the guy. Ryan only wanted to be able to see his kids. Jean was throwing every possible roadblock, and bleeding him to death with legal fees in the process. But Malcolm wished Ryan would show a little more backbone and stop playing into her hand all the time.
“Any progress?” Malcolm asked as Ryan hung up. He handed him a beer.
“Every chip of the stone is progress.” Ryan eagerly accepted the glass and took a drink. “Though you don’t necessarily notice them all as they’re occurring.”
As Ryan wiped the foam from his upper lip, Welcome to the Jungle started playing from his pants. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and answered. That conversation seemed to go a lot more pleasantly. When the call ended, Ryan laughed and picked up his beer again, sporting a wide smirk.
“Good news?” Malcolm asked.
“That was Barclays. They fired Dianne today, and just offered me her job. Funny what making correct predictions can do for you in this town.”
“Wow!” Malcolm looked at the workstation he spent three hours setting up for Ryan. “I imagine you accepted it?”
“Yes, but after a week’s vacation. They agreed.”
“Congratulations. That’s really something. So, what about tomorrow? Going to spend the day with me again?”
“No. I’m headed to West Virginia, remember?”
“Oh, right. Forgot about that. Well, you’re flat—and Fridays are usually boring market days.”
“Not for you tomorrow,” Ryan said.
He was right, of course. But Ryan didn’t have a clue as to how much so. Malcolm was in a precarious position, gambling with more money than a responsible person could ever begin to justify. Yes, he was way ahead at the moment, but uncomfortably leveraged. A big gap down for TBT at tomorrow’s open would wipe out all Malcolm’s gains today plus a sizable chunk of his roll. And who knew what the Fed might do overnight? 
Deep down, though, Malcolm knew he’d been waiting for something like this. The risk/reward ratio was good, and the potential catalyst for greatness existed. It was something a market legend like Jesse Livermore might do. Get rich or go broke trying. This was no longer day trading. Malcolm abandoned that early in the session when Ryan first left the room to make coffee. 
Malcolm was now involved in an all-out plunge to try to win his wife back.
And Ryan was the one who steered him to the catalyst. He seemed to be the only person on Wall Street who was tuned into it. Malcolm gazed up at his tall friend, who was now acting like he was about to finish his beer and leave. Had anyone given Ryan’s doomsday predictions the least bit of consideration? It was beginning to look like they deserved some respect. Upper management at Barclays apparently reached the same conclusion. If Ryan was right, there was a potential fortune to be made—especially if one already had a head start.
“All right, Ryan. Sit back down, please. I’m finally ready to listen. And I’m sorry for brushing you off before. Explain to me exactly what you think is happening in the bond market, and where all this is headed.”
 




 
Chapter Four
 
Federal Reserve Chair Jill Younger waited an irritatingly long time on hold, especially considering it was the middle of the night her time. When a voice finally spoke, it was the wrong one.
“Sorry to make you hold, Chair Younger. This is Minister Li Jang. I am honored by your call.”
“I was holding for Zhang Chun,” Jill said coldly.
“Yes, I apologize. Governor Chun is unavailable. So I took it upon myself to handle your call personally.”
As if that was anything to be star-struck over. But Jill wasn’t surprised. She expected the Chinese Central Bank Governor to be the last person on the planet who would take her call under the current circumstances. The Chinese President would be easier to get through to than him right now. Not that Jill cared to speak to him, either. Well, she was going to have her say even if she was stuck with the Minister of Finance.
“Is Zhang Chun too busy dumping United States Treasuries to come to the phone?”
“What do you mean, dumping?” Li Jang said.
“Please, Li, let’s not play games. We know what you’re up to. It’s obvious. In another 48 hours it will become obvious to the entire world, if you don’t stop. Just be honest with me. What is it you want?”
“We have no requests, Chair Younger. We hope you are well, and that all goes prosperously in the American economy. You are, after all, our largest customer.”
“Then why are you doing this?”
“Doing what?”
“Flooding our bond market.”
“Flooding?”
“This is why I wanted to talk to Governor Chun, Li. He talks straight to me, and doesn’t attempt to insult my intelligence.”
There was a short pause before the Chinese Finance Minister spoke again, this time in a lowered tone.
“If we choose to rearrange our portfolio of international debt, we do so purely for reasons of our own financial assessment. International securities exchanges are free marketplaces, the kind Americans are so fond of. As such, there will occasionally be periods of increased supply, especially when larger customers decide to lighten their position.”
“Obviously,” Jill snapped. “But when the two largest holders of U.S. Treasuries—who collectively own more than 25% of our outstanding debt—both decide to unload large blocks at the same time, it does more than simply increase the supply. You know this. You and Japan are flooding the market, much more than what we can keep up with. Interest rates are jumping through the roof over here. We can’t handle it. This is evidently a coordinated action between you and Japan, and it doesn’t take a sleuth to figure out who initiated it. Rest assured you have our attention. Please, tell me what you want. I have a lot of pull with the President, so I’m sure we can find a satisfactory solution for whatever needs you currently have.”
“We have no needs, Chair Younger. No requests. I greatly appreciate your hospitality, though, and will pass it on to my President. We shall not forget your gracious offer.”
An alarm went off inside Jill’s head. He sounded serious. That just couldn’t be. 
Jill softened her tone.
“Minister Jang, please listen. You’re killing us. If you’ve truly decided to lighten your U.S. Treasury position, for whatever reason, this can be accomplished in an orderly manner. We can buy them back from you privately, in manageable chunks, until you’ve reach your desired level. Without upsetting the marketplace and driving our bond prices into the gutter. It will be much better for everyone.”
“Again, I thank you for your gracious offer, Chair Younger. We desire no special services, and are content to handle our business on the international exchanges.”
“Why won’t you agree to sell to us directly, in private transactions? It’ll be faster, and you’ll get a better price. Your actions make no sense, unless they are economically malicious.”
“Accept direct payments from you in U.S. Dollars?” Li Jang’s voice became stern. “That hardly seems efficient. Some numbers will change on your computers that represent what? Another frivolous increase in the supply of U.S. Dollars? And we’ll receive some numbers on our computers in exchange, that we’ll have to exchange again for yet another set of computer digits finally representing more Yuan in our own accounts. No, we prefer to handle this in our own way. And since we legitimately own the assets we choose to sell, how we go about it is our own affair.”
Jill’s heart rate increased. Those sons of bitches were really doing it.
“Minister Jang, please. I’m begging you now. If your country continues with this action, you’ll very likely crash our currency and our economy. Your largest customer could vanish overnight. Then what will happen to your own economy as a result? Have you thought this through? You can’t possibly believe the repercussions in Asia will be light.”
“I pray that will not happen, Chair Younger. It is my sincere desire that we all prosper together. But the People’s Republic of China must look after itself first and foremost. I thank you for your call. I must go now, as I have other business to attend to today. Let’s talk again soon.”
“Li, please, no…”
The next sound Jill heard was a dial tone. She hung the receiver up, and then hung her head on her desk.
Jill’s intercom crackled. Her secretary, having seen the phone line light go off, talked through the speaker.
“Are we done, Ms. Younger? I’d like to go home and get a few hours’ sleep.”
Jill looked up. The world map on the wall caught her eye.
“Not just yet, Claire. Thanks for staying so late with me. This is important, for everyone. Please attempt to get the Japanese Central Bank Governor on the phone for me.”
 
* * *
 
Malcolm wasn’t used to sweating the opening bell. Holding overnight positions was something he swore off of early in his trading career, before he started making any real money. He had quickly learned it was a gamble that didn’t usually go his way.
This morning was different. He wasn’t gambling on some routine position that would affect him one or two thousand dollars. He had his life bet on this one.
Malcolm hadn’t slept much, and he wasn’t hungry. He didn’t bother making juice or coffee. He just sat there at his desk in shorts and t-shirt—unshaven, unshowered, and unsettled. The TV was tuned to CNBC with the volume up loud. Screw it. He wanted to hear the business news today.
Yes, he could have lightened his position some in the afterhours market. But not by much. American bonds were all over the place in the overseas markets. So were bond futures in the 23-hour Chicago market. Nothing was steady, and nothing was known. The world now waited on the opening of the New York Stock Exchange to decide what would happen to every securities market on the planet—even those seemingly not connected to stocks. The innate knowledge that Fridays were often negative days for stocks, and had, in fact, set the stage for the worst “Black Monday” crashes in history, hung over the opening bell like a dark cloud no one wanted to acknowledge.
Malcolm’s right hand tapped on his desk an inch from the mouse as 9:30 approached. Usually, he waited out the chaos of the opening as a disinterested observer. He might not have that luxury today. If bond prices rebounded hard out the gate, he would have to get out before he took too much of a hit. Then he supposed he could stop this nonsense and get back to business as usual.
Couldn’t he? Malcolm looked at Ryan’s empty chair and found himself wishing for company. That was new. Malcolm usually appreciated solitude while trading. But his house had become too empty for too long. After Hannah stopped coming home in the evenings, Malcolm took to walking around the city at night. Sometimes he would go to the gym, other times he popped into a pub or coffee shop and ate alone. Not having dinner with Hannah left a painful hole in his life. Malcolm found moments of pure joy difficult to come by these days, especially after market hours.
“The question on everyone’s mind is the bond market,” the CNBC anchor said. “After yesterday’s severe sell-off, the country’s largest mortgage lenders have halted issuing loan commitments until interest rates settle. Jim Cramer is here to tell us the sky is not falling.”
“That’s right,” Jim Cramer said in his usual energetic manner. “The bond market is years overdue for a correction. Years, I tell you! Did you really think banks would be paying zero interest on savings accounts forever? And that fixed rate mortgages could stay under 5%? Take a look at history—that’s insanity! This environment has overextended itself far too long, and the Fed knows it. It’s unfortunate we have to get the correction in such a jarring manner, and that borrowers with home loans in process may lose them as a result. But that’s what you get when you allow politics to meddle with the economy more than necessary. The free market always wins in the end. The more you prolong that, the more shocking the snap back to reality will be. When all this settles down, expect an environment that rewards savers more and borrowers less going forward. That means there should be some good picks in the financial sector right now. Tune into Mad Money tonight and I’ll give you a few of my favorites.”
“That sounds refreshingly optimistic, Jim. We’ll be sure to see what opportunities you’ve identified for us later today. And now we take you to the floor of the New York Stock Exchange for the opening bell.”
Malcolm leaned forward and placed his hand on the mouse. His primary trading account was open on the screen, showing his current positions next to the chart for TBT. He also had a bond futures chart open. His broker’s phone number was the first speed-dial number on his phone, in case the internet went down. Power outages were one thing he didn’t need to worry about, as all his computer equipment was patched through a back-up power supply unit. 
Showtime. The opening bell rang. Stocks started trading. A deluge of opening orders was dumped on the market for everything interest-rate related. The volume on TBT shot off the chart. The price, unfortunately, didn’t.
But neither did it drop much. What it did do was dance like a teenage punk-rock fan at a concert. Twice the price fell far enough to almost make Malcolm hit the button for a market-order sell. 
Almost.
Then TBT shot up. Away from yesterday’s close into new territory. It began trading sideways from there. Malcolm leaned back in his chair. That gave him some breathing room. He lived through the first fifteen minutes.
“The Federal Reserve has just issued a new statement,” a voice on the television said. “According to Chair Jill Younger, the current selling pressure on the bond market has become too severe, and the Fed is once again stepping in to aggressively buy back Treasuries in an effort to prevent runaway interest rates…”
Malcolm stopped listening and leaned forward, grabbing the mouse again. That was it. Game over. This is why he normally refused to trade bonds. It wasn’t truly a free market. Not when one huge player had unlimited buying power.
Something was wrong with Malcolm’s hand. His index finger wouldn’t obey the order from his brain to click the sell button. Dammit! This was no time for conflict. His bankroll was at stake. The jig was up, man. The Fed was stepping in and killing the party. And look—TBT is falling back from its new range. That was the top. Get out! Click the button, you stupid finger!
Ryan’s voice suddenly echoed through Malcolm’s mind. What he said last night—about the Fed desperately buying back bonds with everything they had for the last two weeks and still being unable to make a dent in the sudden glut of supply. The statement Younger just issued might be a bluff. If Ryan was right, it was likely a desperate last-ditch attempt to prevent a potential economic nightmare. Malcolm eased his hand away from the mouse.
TBT’s retreat was sharp, but brief. Ten minutes later it not only climbed back to the recent range, but surged past it. Ryan was right—and the market now knew it, too. Thank you, finger! Malcolm had nearly been shaken out with the suckers.
A beam of sunlight sparkled off the gold frame on the bookshelf that held Malcolm’s favorite wedding photo. Malcolm looked up. Hannah smiled back at him with a love too genuine to ever fully subside. 
Malcolm started thinking about Ryan’s other predictions. Quickly, he pulled up a chart on GLD, the largest exchange-traded gold fund. The price was mostly sideways on the daily chart, but starting to staircase up on the hourly.
Malcolm opened the options chain and found a far out-of-the-money call with a six-week expiration. There was a decent supply for sale at ten cents, or $10 per 100-share contract. Malcolm checked the equity in his account, and then hit the offer. He wiped out a good chunk of the supply for sale. He entered another order and hit the button again. There went the rest of his cash balance, into highly speculative gold options. 
Immediately, the remaining supply of his chosen call option vanished. It was replaced a few seconds later with an offer price of fifteen cents. That’s what Malcolm figured would happen. He could probably finagle his way out of these for no more than the cost of commissions, if he had second thoughts.
Malcolm had now invested his entire account balance in his current open positions, most of which were done on impulsive whims.
But he still had margin available.
Malcolm’s brokerage account was versatile. He could trade equities, options, currencies, and even some futures contracts. But he rarely messed around with anything other than stocks. Today was a rare day. He found the USD/Yen contract and called up a chart. His broker allowed twenty-times margin on forex. As long as his average TBT position was above water, he could trade currencies as well. But the broker would automatically start closing out his TBT trades if they went the wrong way and he was leveraged too far in a forex trade. Heck, that might even be a good way to exit the position.
Malcolm didn’t wait for an attractive pattern on the currency pair to develop. He simply started buying Yen. A little here, a little more there. That position soon turned green as well. 
The chatter on the television turned from talk about the bond market carnage to play-by-play reporting of a sudden stock market selloff. It had all the appearances of being severe. Investors everywhere were panicking, and there were few safe havens.
Malcolm looked at the gold chart. The price had suddenly spiked up and looked to be running.
Back to the Yen. That too now began to rally. Malcolm leaned back in his chair.
But he wasn’t leaving that chair. No way was he getting up. Not to get food, not even to go to the bathroom. He was all-in with everything he had and everything he could borrow. Never in a million years did he ever imagine himself doing this.
He glanced back at Hannah’s picture, and was glad she couldn’t see him at this moment. If she could, the completed divorce papers would probably show up for him to sign tomorrow. Hannah couldn’t even handle his normal trading activity. 
It didn’t matter anymore. If Malcolm pulled this off, there was no reason for Hannah to ever know the details how. 
All that would matter is Malcolm being done trading, forever.
 




 
Chapter Five
 
“Agents Alton Brown and Hannah Carter, meet Agents Darian Smith and Steve Schneider.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Darian and Steve replied in turn.
“It’s Hannah Lane now,” Hannah said shaking their hands.
“My apologies,” the Pittsburgh Director said. “You’re aware this field assignment will take place in the actual field?”
“Yes!” Hannah’s eyes landed on the wall map in the Director’s office. “We’ve been looking forward to it.”
The Director laughed. “I understand your enthusiasm, with all the trouble this gang has given you in New York. How much have you removed from circulation to date?”
“Too much,” Alton groaned.
“At last count we’ve retrieved more than three million in Fifth Avenue Fivers,” Hannah said, “in Manhattan alone. The newly-captured truckload contained an additional five million, uncirculated.”
“That’s a lot of Abraham Lincolns,” Darian Smith said. 
Hannah looked at him and smiled. Darian was a large, muscular black man with a teddy-bear facial expression. He looked like someone who would help an old lady across the street just before tackling a wide receiver in the backfield. Quite a contrast to his partner, Agent Steve Schneider, whose expensive suit and highly-polished wing-tips failed at fully masking the thin limbs and pale complexion they attempted to cover. But something told Hannah they were both experienced field agents.
“We’ve been working on that,” the Director said, “in conjunction with Charleston, Columbus, and Roanoke. I’m pleased with our progress. The map there shows the locations of suspicious accumulation points, where we believe your Fifth Avenue gang has been procuring their ‘paper.’ It’s not completely reliable, but reveals an interesting pattern.”
“Nice,” Hannah said. 
“Strip clubs?” Alton asked.
The Director nodded. “Yes, including the one in town here where the FBI got their informant. Lucky break, as they were pursuing a check forger. But these counterfeiters are more resourceful than most. They’ve also been using some other, more inventive methods for acquiring the fives. Unlicensed $5 car washes, tables at flea markets offering to pay $6 for $5 bills, even phony school fundraisers selling those $1 candy bars for $5 each outside of supermarkets.”
“Wow,” Alton said. “They’re working hard. Guess they can no longer casually stroll into a bank and ask for a stack of them.”
“We think they’ve done that, too.” The Director opened a manila envelope and spread some photos on his desk. “These are the primary suspects, caught on security camera after exchanging sizable quantities of larger bills for fives at small community banks in Roanoke and Charleston.”
Hannah walked to the wall map and ran her fingers across the red pins. “Well, this places their printing facility in Northern West Virginia.”
“Yep,” the Director said. “It’s amazing how simple our job can be sometimes. Just look to the middle of all your crime scenes and you’ll find your suspect’s home. The industrial parks and public storage facilities in Morgantown shouldn’t take the four of you longer than a few days to check out. If I was a betting man, I’d wager you’ll find your printers there.”
“Me too,” Hannah said.
“But be careful. All of you. These guys are sophisticated, and have a substantial operation to protect. Field work often turns into more than you bargained for. I want you to visit the armory before leaving and load up as if you were headed to Armageddon. And don’t be afraid to wear your armor.” The Director looked at Hannah. “Do you carry a five-seven?” 
“Why do you suppose that? Because I’m female?”
“Now, Agent Lane…”
“Just kidding. Yes, that’s what I carry.”
“Good choice,” Darian said. “Me too.” He patted the left side of his large rib cage, causing Hannah to chuckle.
“All right.” The Director pointed out his open office door. “Come with me. We’ll get you set up. I’m issuing you our two best vehicles.”
Hannah liked the Pittsburgh Director. She followed him down the hallway with the rest of the team in tow. Along the way they passed a large open room where several more agents were standing around a television set, looking disturbed.
“What’s happening in there?” Alton asked.
“Stock market crashing,” the Director replied. “Pretty bad, from what I hear. Interest rates still going up, and all kinds of other chaos, as I understand it—including the U.S. Dollar tanking. Doesn’t affect me much personally, thank God. Like I said, I’m not a betting man. But if any of you have financial issues you might need to attend to, better get that done before heading out. You don’t want anything mucking up your focus.” He paused. “I suppose it would be poetic justice if our currency fails, and your counterfeiting gang ends up with a huge pile of useless paper. This way, please.” He opened a door to a secure courtyard.
Hannah briefly thought about Malcolm when she heard the stock market was crashing. But only briefly. Once outside, she increased her pace towards the armory to get outfitted for her field assignment.
 
* * *
 
Contrary to what many people believe, the hardest part of professional stock speculation isn’t choosing which stocks to trade. Nor is it deciding what size position to put on, or even when to exit a losing trade. 
No, the most difficult decision for a trader is figuring out when to exit a winning position. That part is critical. Winning trades are what pay all the bills. You need to make enough on them to cover all the losing trades, plus enough extra profit to live off of. Unfortunately, your profitable positions are under no obligation to cooperate towards that end.
There are many different approaches to this dilemma. Some traders pick target points in advance and depend on their batting average being high enough to make it all work. Others are “big score chasers,” and are willing to let most of their winners completely erode in pursuit of those rare positions that ultimately go to the moon. This is the philosophy the famous “turtle traders” used.
Malcolm had tried about every method there is of managing his winning trades, and finally settled on using adjustable trailing stops. He rarely adjusted them, but every once in a while he had a runaway breakout play that was so far in profit by lunchtime he wanted to give it more wiggle room in the afternoon, in hopes of a late-day continuation. Those situations ended well often enough to justify the tactic. Malcolm’s system worked for him, and that’s what was important.
Today his system was cast aside. He had abandoned every sound principle he knew getting himself into this beautiful mess, so now he needed to find a satisfactory way out. Should he wait for the close and exit everything during the last five minutes, letting the chips fall where they may? That had a certain undeniable appeal—especially since it was already mid-afternoon.
Malcolm purposefully kept his present account value off the screen. He didn’t want to be influenced by that. He knew he was sitting on an unrealized fortune, and that was good enough. Now he just needed to squeeze everything he could out of it. One thing was for sure: he was spending the weekend flat as a flitter. The human body required sleep.
“The selloff appears to be gaining further momentum as we head into the final trading hours of the week,” a woman on CNBC said. “As it sits right now, this is already the second-largest one-day percentage loss in history, exceeded only by Black Monday in 1987. On that fateful day, however, Treasury Bonds rose significantly as investors flew to them for safety. Today’s crash is occurring in conjunction with a historic bond market tumble, and has been nicknamed the bond bombing by exchange floor traders. The 10-Year T-Note is down an additional ten full points today, bringing the current yield to a whopping 7.5%, something not seen since the mid-nineties. In foreign exchange markets, the dollar is now also freefalling out of control as institutions across the planet move to protect themselves by selling U.S. assets. The only flight to quality left seems to be in precious metals, as the price of gold has suddenly jumped more than a hundred dollars per ounce—”
Malcolm muted the volume. He needed to get serious. Everyone else was panicking, moving into gold and foreign currencies. Well, Malcolm had some gold and Yen he could sell to the hysterical masses—at nicely overinflated prices.
Gold was still rocketing upward. Malcolm checked the options chain. He had to blink twice to make sure he was looking at the right strike price and expiration. Those calls he bought this morning for ten cents now displayed a solid volume of transactions at $3.40. And Malcolm had sunk a big chunk of cash into them. The current offer was $3.60. Good enough. Malcolm entered a limit sell order for $3.50, for his entire supply. The option chain updated and Malcolm’s position was now the front offer. It didn’t last. Within two minutes he had sold them all. Close the damn gold chart.
All right, what about the Yen? This is a 24-hour market, so no real rush here. But, the U.S. Dollar was tanking hard at the moment. Malcolm decided to cover half his position. That took three seconds.
Okay, bonds. Back to TBT. Man, the thing looked like Jack’s beanstalk on a 15-minute chart, with the previous 4-day’s price range starting to look like the village below. Malcolm had never seen anything like it. And here he was on top of the beanstalk. These kinds of things usually correct pretty hard after the fever pitch blows. Malcolm was now in full sell mode, so he decided to start dumping it. A market order here, a market order there. Good, he was getting honest fills. Three more market orders and he was out.
Back to the Yen. What to do here? Maybe let the remaining position ride and have a little more fun.
Malcolm went to the kitchen. It was only 3:00, but man was it ever Miller time. Of course, he hadn’t had a Miller—or any tasteless fizzy yellow beer—in over ten years. Thank God for the craft beer revolution. Malcolm retrieved a Stone Brewing Company Pale Ale from his fridge and carefully poured it into a pilsner glass.
That’s when he noticed the unusual sounds—through the walls of his apartment, and distantly reverberating from the ceiling and floor. Voices yelling, hands pounding on walls. It was reminiscent of a Super Bowl or World Series game going on. Malcolm’s neighbors didn’t sound like they were backing the winning team. 
Malcolm had. His life was about to change, forever. Yet here he was in the kitchen with a beer instead of checking his account balance. Good. That meant he still had his priorities straight. How much was it? He really had no idea, other than seeing a seven-figure sales transaction flash when he sold the gold options.
Malcolm drank half his beer straightaway in an effort to calm his accelerating heart rate. That failed. He purposefully walked slower than his legs wanted to back to the den, and forced them to stop at Ryan’s desk. A short stack of magazines Ryan brought with him yesterday sat next to the mouse pad. The Economist was on top, no surprise there. Under that was Fortune. Malcolm had already read the current issue. On the bottom was Off Grid Magazine.
Malcolm laughed, set his beer on Ryan’s desk, picked up Off Grid, and thumbed through it. Lots of pictures of semi-automatic rifles and uniquely-geared off-road vehicles. 
A smaller ad near the back caught his attention. It was for a business called Survival Properties. They had a website. Malcolm moved the mouse on Ryan’s desk, bringing the screen to life. He opened the web browser and went to the Survival Properties site. Lots of land lots for sale out in the sticks. Malcolm checked the West Virginia listings. Hey, there was a ten-acre plot near the town of West Union, fairly close Ryan’s property in Pennsboro. Foundation laid and a well already drilled. Only $48,000. Hell, a drop in the bucket for Malcolm now. Maybe he should buy it, just to freak Ryan out. They could be neighbors in the apocalypse.
That wasn’t such a crazy idea, actually. A land investment would show both Ryan and Hannah that he was a changed person. Hell, why not buy it? Malcolm almost picked up the phone. Then he remembered he still had a position to close. And shouldn’t he take proper stock of his liquid assets first?
He went back to his own desk, forgetting about his beer, and sat down. Forty minutes left in the trading day. Everything was still tanking. The Yen was still shooting up. Well, nothing wrong with selling into strength. Malcolm closed out his remaining position.
And then he was flat.
How much? Malcolm opened his account overview page and scrolled down to the cash value figure …ever …so …slowly, squeezing it out like a bad poker player checking to see if he drew a flush. The upper top edge of the number brushed the bottom of his screen just enough to verify there were seven digits in it. That top horizontal line on the first digit could only belong to a five or a seven. Malcolm had made either five or seven million dollars in the last two days. He scrolled all the way down in a final quick movement.
It was seven. His account now held $7.3 million and change, what was $261,000 yesterday morning. Wow. Even after taxes, that was enough to buy a place on the Upper East Side, and maybe even a beach house in Jersey to boot. He and Hannah could have everything they ever wanted together. Well, as long as she also got to spend her work days protecting some important person or another. Malcolm knew better than to pick that battle.
Malcolm couldn’t wait to tell her. He dialed her work number.
 “Hannah Carter, please. This is her husband.”
“Hannah Lane is unavailable, Malcolm.”
“Hi, Leslie. Can you page her for me? It’s important.”
“She’s on field assignment.”
“Field assignment? When did this happen?”
“You know I can’t give you details, Malcolm.”
“All right, thanks. I’ll call her cell phone.”
Hannah’s cell phone went direct to voice mail. Knowing her, she probably had it set to reject all calls except those from her office. That girl was such a damned workaholic.
“Hannah, its Malcolm. I hear you got a field assignment. Good for you! Honey, call me. It’s important. You probably heard about the stock market today. Don’t worry about me. I’m okay. Better than okay. In fact, way, way, better than okay. I have big news, Hannah! Everything’s going to be all right. Seriously. Anything we want now. Oh, and I’ve turned over a new leaf. You’re going to love the new me. Just …call me. Please. Bye.”
Well, that was goofy. Malcolm never was good at leaving messages.
His phone rang. Good, she didn’t have time to listen to the voice message. Malcolm picked it up on the first ring. Static on the other end. She must be out of the city somewhere.
“Hannah?”
“Hey buddy,” a faint male voice said through the crackling. “How’d you make out?”
That was Ryan’s voice. He was obviously in a poor cell reception area. Malcolm glanced at the clock. It was now after four. The market had closed.
“Great!” Malcolm answered. “I’m rich!”
“What’s that?”
“I said great! Made a friggin’ fortune! Thanks to you.”
“You’re breaking up, Malcolm. If you can hear me, please just listen. I think this is only the beginning, and all markets are going to crash—maybe all the way to zero. Things could get ugly. Don’t go anywhere, understand? No matter what happens, hole up at home and wait for me. I’ll be there within a week, and I’ll take care of you. I’ve got it all handled, okay?”
“Ryan, I’m the one who has it all handled! It’s me who’ll be taking care of you, knucklehead! Where are you?”
Static.
“Hello?”
The connection dropped. Malcolm hung up. What the heck was Ryan babbling about?
The scene on television looked interesting, like they were reporting on the end of the world or something. Malcolm reached for the remote and turned the sound back on. A female reporter spoke in a frenzy from the floor of the stock exchange.
“The bond bombing has resulted in the worst one-day percentage loss in history, outpacing Black Monday in 1987 by two percentage points. The DOW closed down more than 24% today, wreaking havoc across all other asset classes. In Chicago, bonds were smacked just as hard, which is the spark that started the melee. We’ve attempted to get rate lock quotes on 30-year mortgages from the nation’s largest lenders, but they all refuse to provide them. I talked to a senior floor trader who used to work in upper management at Chase Bank, and he estimated Fannie-Mae 30-year fixed mortgages with zero points to now be somewhere in the neighborhood of 8.5%, based on current bond yields, which is almost double what they were a few days ago. You can bet the repercussions in the real estate market will be felt wide and hard all across our country.”
Malcolm left the den and went into his living room. He slid across the hardwood floor in his socks like Tom Cruise in Risky Business, right up to his stereo. On it went. He tuned the classic rock station in and cranked it up. 
Dancing his way to the living room window to the beat of Heart’s Barracuda, Malcolm played air drums on the pane before sliding it open. CNBC should be interviewing him, the man who made millions today. Maybe they would.
Malcolm stuck his head out of his tenth-floor Midtown apartment. There was 52nd Street below him. A small crowd gathered outside the convenience store on the corner. Some kind of commotion was happening down there. Whatever. Malcolm looked to the sky. He felt like shouting. He made a fist in the air and stretched his neck upward.
“Yes! Wooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!”
That’s when he saw the jumper. 
At first Malcolm thought it was a bird of some kind, but it was too big—and it simply dropped. Malcolm’s eyes followed the unknown object down. It finally registered as a suicide just before the jumper hit the ground. Malcolm turned away at the last second and withdrew into his living room.
Talk about your party poopers. That was an awful thing to see. Fodder for nightmares. Malcolm turned the stereo off.
Yes, there were no doubt many who experienced financial ruin on a day like today. Was it right for Malcolm to celebrate? It seemed unfair if he couldn’t. But right then he knew he didn’t want to be interviewed. There would be those who would direct their anger at him if they knew he got rich while so many others were made destitute, even if he did so as a neutral market participant. People just weren’t cool that way.
Malcolm meandered back to Ryan’s desk and found his half-finished beer. His celebration would have to be a private one. 
The Survival Properties web page was still on the screen, with that West Virginia lot for sale. Malcolm found the broker’s phone number and dialed it.
 




 
Chapter Six
 
Joseph Slate instinctively increased his speed as he crossed the West Virginia border, leaving Pennsylvania behind. Then he remembered he was a highly-sought fugitive driving a stolen car—a red one at that—and eased back off the gas. Damn those feds. How had they gotten on to him like that?
But it didn’t matter at this point. It only mattered that he had been alert enough to sniff them out and escape, without compromising the customers. Now he needed to warn Duncan and Tony. If the feds knew enough to tail him from Maryland, they were probably zeroing in on the print shop by now.
Duncan and Tony weren’t going to be happy. Especially Tony.
The forest grew thick as Joseph drove the last few miles of scenic road into the town of Cheat Lake. On the far western end of it, at the shore of the south arm of the long lake, the sign for Coopers Rock Business Park came into view. Joseph slowed to a crawl as he entered the small industrial complex. The shop was the last warehouse unit on the right. Joseph parked on the left, opposite of it.
He looked about nervously as he walked across the small strip of asphalt before his eyes landed on a sight that almost made him stop in his tracks. It was Tony, staring at him through the front window of the shop. His expression was even more blank than usual. Well, no changing your mind now. Joseph continued through the front door.
Tony was the only one in the front office. He said nothing when Joseph entered. Nor did his stone countenance change. He simply motioned with his partially-shaven head down the hall that led to the warehouse. Joseph went through the doors. Tony followed.
Chad and Lanny were cleaning the bill washing tanks. When they saw him, Chad said, “Hey!” 
Joseph kept walking. There was Duncan, sitting at the old wooden table drinking coffee and scribbling in his notebook. When he saw Joseph he stood, all six-foot-four of him. Duncan raised his eyebrows, as if he were surprised to see him and expecting an overdue explanation. Joseph had one all right, but knew it wouldn’t be well-received.
Chad and Lanny left the tanks and came over. All five of them now stood in the poorly-lit middle section of the warehouse, where the printers were partitioned off so they were out of sight from the bay doors. 
Joseph decided to speak first. 
“They tagged me in the Maryland panhandle. Cumberland Valley area.”
“What do you mean, tagged?” Duncan asked. The concern in his voice was high.
“You know, they made me. Pulled me over and searched the truck. Then they let me go. Said they were looking for stolen goods of some kind.”
“You brainless idiot,” Tony muttered.
Joseph glared at him.
“Go on,” Duncan said.
“An FBI helicopter landed there, when they searched the load. I didn’t know what to think when they let me go. But I was paranoid of every traffic helicopter after that. When I got to New York, I pulled over in the West Village and paid some kids to unload the machine parts in a carport space. I know the property, as I used to live next door. So I watched from a safe place. The feds sprang their trap on the kids. I got away, but lost the load.”
“Where’d you get the car?” Tony asked. 
“Newark.”
Tony shook his head. “So you lost our biggest shipment, a million-five payday, and then have the balls to come back here driving a red stolen car when you know you’ve been pegged?”
“Red?” Lanny said with a voice of contempt.
Joseph knew whatever response he gave next would be the wrong one, so he just told the truth. 
“It’s what I could get. And I got out clean. I’m not stupid, Tony. They lost me, and I made sure I wasn’t tagged again before I crossed into Pennsylvania.”
Tony didn’t respond with words. Instead, his fist came across Joseph’s left jaw. Joseph wasn’t surprised by that. Nor was he surprised when both Tony’s hands grabbed his shirt collar and forced him against the metal shelving behind him.
“Don’t get smart with me, asshole. You knew we had everything tied up in that shipment. Every freaking thing. Any idiot can drive a truck to a destination without attracting attention. But I guess you aren’t just any idiot.”
Tony seemed to be waiting for some kind of response before delivering the next blow. Joseph obliged him in the form of a slightly-furrowed brow. That was all Tony needed. The next punch hit Joseph under his nose. It knocked his head against a rail.
Joseph wasn’t expecting what came next, though. Tony’s beating continued, and became severe. Joseph found himself knocked in several directions all at once; his head and torso serving as a punching bag for Tony’s unbridled rage. No one else in the shop dared restrain him.
At length, Joseph looked up from the cement floor past the cartoon birds circling his head and managed to connect his gaze deep into Tony’s eyes. There he encountered utter disdain. This was new. Joseph didn’t like it. Those eyes betrayed a hatred Joseph didn’t deserve to be the recipient of. 
Yes, he expected to get knocked around a little. Okay, the beating was extreme and he was now badly hurt. Nothing Joseph wasn’t used to. His father beat him within an inch of his life on at least three occasions. Joseph was twice pummeled in prison by connected dudes he knew better than to fight back against. And this wasn’t the first time Tony’s knuckles rendezvoused with his face during the eighteen months Joseph spent with this crew. All of this he could handle. Physical pain was something he simply learned to live with. But not this judgment from within Tony’s soul. That was the look of a sworn enemy. And Joseph wasn’t okay with that. Not by a long shot.
“Fuck you,” was all Joseph could utter as he struggled to stand. One of his front teeth flew from his mouth as he spoke. Tony grabbed him with one hand and raised a fist with the other, but stopped and watched the tooth bounce off his shoulder. Someone chuckled.
“It had to be the machine shop,” Chad’s voice said. “I’ve never trusted them.”
“No,” Duncan replied. “It was the Pittsburgh stripper.”
Tony let go of Joseph and watched him crumple back to the floor. “What makes you think that?” he asked.
“After we heard the shipment never showed up, I contacted all our paper providers. Turns out that whore was busted with her loser check-forger boyfriend. This is my fault. We got sloppy with her. Dumb bitch doesn’t even know what she knows, but the feds questioning her obviously did.”
“Well what the hell are we going to do now?” Tony said. “It’s time to move west, but we don’t have the funds. Everything was hinged on numb-nut’s load. Covertly moving an operation like ours is expensive.”
“We have enough fives accumulated for a run of about a quarter-mil.”
“What will that net us? Eighty, eighty-five grand? Not enough. And that’s assuming our New York customers will even still do business with us after this fiasco. Dammit, we were counting on 1.6 million!”
“It’s time for plan B,” Duncan said.
“What’s that?” Chad and Lanny both asked.
“As soon as I realized the shipment might be lost, I started scouting for …unorthodox jobs, locally. Came up with a couple. Cash businesses. One’s residential. Then there’s one a little farther west that looks juicy, in Salem. One of those doomsday-prepper homes, only it’s not well-defended. Might be half a million in gold bars there. Got the lowdown from a trusted friend on the inside at Graterford, and it wasn’t cheap information. So I want to use it.”
“Interesting,” Lanny said.
Tony pointed to Joseph. “What about him?” 
“I think you’ve been a bit hard on him, to be honest. He had some of it coming, of course.” Duncan stepped over to Joseph and bent down.
“You up for it, Joseph? These jobs I have planned are probably more in your wheelhouse than mine. Then we can move the printing operation to Illinois and reboot. Maybe we won’t be so …unlucky there.”
“You’re the boss,” Joseph said. “I have nothing better to do.”
 
* * *
 
Malcolm decided to go outside. It was, after all, a beautiful Sunday—as long as you were looking up.
Looking down, or even around at street level, wasn’t as rewarding. Midtown had suddenly become a much less attractive place to be. The same streets and small businesses garnished the famous New York City landscape, but the people were different. They all seemed changed, somehow.
Malcolm first noticed it yesterday when he went for a walk. His fellow New Yorkers had become rude, sullen, and edgy, even by New York standards. The voices he heard along the streets were mostly involved in arguments with vendors and storekeepers. Even the old Italian guy with the panini cart had stopped singing, and looked as though he were attending a funeral.
Malcolm didn’t feel like being immersed in gloom and contention again today. He was, after all, happy. If Hannah would just call him back, he’d be even happier. He needed to go someplace where people weren’t all knotted up over money worries. 
Malcolm headed to Central Park.
Being Sunday, many businesses were closed. But Malcolm thought he noticed more than usual closed, even some of the retail stores which did a lot of business on weekends. Then he passed Carnegie Hall. The sign for tonight’s classical music performance flashed “Canceled.”
Considerably fewer people populated the park than what was normal for a warm Sunday in springtime. It was refreshing, but Malcolm also longed for some kind of human interaction. He was fast discovering that celebrations spent alone were dispirited. He couldn’t get through to Ryan or Hannah, and he hadn’t gotten desperate enough to call his parents yet.
After a ten minute brisk walk within the boundaries of the park, the trail opened to the green expanse of Sheep Meadow, also sparsely occupied today. A homeless man fed squirrels nearby. Malcolm stopped and watched as the squirrels freely approached him, sometimes climbing on his lap to wait their turn to get a seed. Malcolm, too, found this man to have a comfortable, natural attraction about him. He moved closer.
“A man with food is a man with friends,” the vagrant said glancing up at Malcolm, his voice much smoother than his wardrobe.
Malcolm took that as invitation enough to further invade the man’s space. The squirrels weren’t so trusting of Malcolm and scattered from his path. 
Malcolm sat crossed-legged on the grass and smiled at the friendly stranger. He appeared younger up close than he had from a distance. Sure, he was unshaven and unkempt, with shoddy slept-in clothes typical of the city’s homeless citizenry—but he looked sober, and probably wasn’t more than a few years older than Malcolm.
“Here,” the man said tossing something in the air towards Malcolm. “You look like you could tolerate making some new friends. My name’s Dion.”
Malcolm looked at the object that landed next to him: a zipped baggie full of sunflower seeds. He picked it up and opened it. As soon as he did, one of the squirrels came near him and stood in the begging position.
“Thanks. I’m Malcolm.” Malcolm held a seed out in his hand, which caused the squirrel to run in circles. He finally flicked it to him, which induced several more to approach him.
“Pleased to meet you, Malcolm. Such a beautiful day. It takes them a while to warm up to you. Can’t say I blame them. People used to eat squirrels in this country. Still do in some parts. In fact, you could order squirrel meat online last I checked. Tastes like pulled pork, only much leaner.”
“Never heard of anyone eating a squirrel.” Malcolm tossed a few seeds on the ground, closer to him this time. One fat grey customer was brave enough to run up and get them all.
“Spend a few years on the streets and you’ll see a lot of new things,” Dion said.
“How long have you been homeless, if you don’t mind my asking? You strike me as different than most.”
“Oh I’m different than most, all right. I suppose we all are, when met individually. Homeless folks I mean. You strike me as a little different, too—different than most ‘normal’ people I meet in the park, that is.”
“I didn’t mean anything by that,” Malcolm said. “You just seem to have a pleasant demeanor. Like you’re happy.”
“I am happy. What’s not to be happy about on a fine spring day like this? And I meant the same thing towards you, friend. Seems like everyone else has a serious case of the grumps this weekend.”
Malcolm smiled. “I guess I’m luckier than most.”
“Luckier or smarter?” 
Malcolm tilted his head at that comment.
“Five years,” Dion said.
“What’s that?”
“You asked how long I’ve been homeless. Five years, going on six. Just so happens that’s also how long I’ve been happy. One heck of a coincidence, don’t you think?”
“You like being homeless?”
“I like not having money problems. No money means no money problems.”
“I don’t know if I’m able to accept that,” Malcolm said after laughing politely. “How do you know when you’ll eat again? How do you get a new pair of shoes when you need them? Where do you find shelter from the weather?”
“You know how much trouble I’ve had with any of that in the last five years?”
“How much?”
“None whatsoever. And I’ve yet to see a squirrel, or even a bird, that died from starvation or exposure. Certainly not any humans.”
“Huh.” Malcolm had no response. But he did manage to get one of the squirrels to run up and snatch a seed off his kneecap.
“Of course, it requires a leap of faith…” Dion’s voice trailed off. The way this guy talked reminded Malcolm of his Uncle Lou, who wasn’t really his uncle. Malcolm thought about his parents …who weren’t really his parents, either.
“You weren’t a priest by any chance, before you went homeless?” Malcolm asked.
“No.” Dion laughed. “Far from it. Why? Are you Catholic?”
“No.” Malcolm shook his head. “My parents took me to a Baptist church when I was young, but…”
“You didn’t like it?”
“It was all right, I guess.”
“Why’d you want to know if I was a priest?”
“I have a confession to make.”
Dion frowned. “Not to a crime, I hope.”
“No. Nothing like that.”
“Well, go ahead if you need to. Confession is good for the soul.”
“I …made a lot of money on Friday. I mean a whole lot. I feel like celebrating, but I have no one to celebrate with. Most people suffered significant losses on Friday, and would be resentful of me if they knew.”
“You ain’t kidding there,” Dion said. “Even fence-sitters who were all in cash lost a lot of money, seeing as the U.S. Dollar is tanking and inflation is probably about to explode. But you have nothing to feel guilty about. Betting on the don’ts is perfectly legal—and the markets, unlike the craps table, need people who are willing to do that in order to function.”
Malcolm stared back at him. “You really are the most unique homeless person I ever talked to. Did you end up this way because you lost everything gambling?”
“That’s technically accurate, though I wouldn’t have put it quite in those terms.”
“How would you put it?”
“I was a senior securities trader for Eaton Vance.”
“Oh.” Malcolm was taken aback. “Wow. Were you any good?”
Dion laughed again, louder this time. “Sure. I had one of the largest equities accounts at the entire firm. But you’re only as good as your last trading day. I suppose that makes you one of the best traders in the world at the moment, Malcolm.”
“I had some help,” Malcolm said.
“Then why aren’t you celebrating with the help?”
“He’s out of town.”
“A friend?”
 Malcolm nodded. “My only friend, an analyst at Barclays who wasn’t getting any love for his bearish sentiments—before Friday, anyway. Can’t reach him by cell phone, and he doesn’t yet know the results of his ‘help.’”
“So that’s why you’re celebrating by feeding the squirrels with me? Don’t cha have anyone else?”
“My wife, but she’s also out of town, working, and I can’t get ahold of her, either.”
“I see.” After another long moment Dion added, “Well, say fifty Hail Mary’s and then spend some of that money while you still can.”
“Now you’re starting to sound like my analyst friend. I’ll dispense with the religious rituals, but thanks for listening.”
Dion looked at the sky. “I’m not one for rituals, either. But being homeless has turned me a little religious. There’s definitely a God who cares about us. Take it from a man who’s put it to the test. Like I said, He even cares about the birds. That’s obvious enough.”
Malcolm looked up as well. “I’m not sure what I believe anymore. I guess you could call me an agnostic Christian.”
“Those two things are diametrically opposed,” Dion said. “You can’t be both. It’s an oxymoron, like saying you’re a liberal conservative.”
Malcolm laughed. “It’s like you know all about me. My wife is a conservative liberal, so we get along fine. Although she was a regular liberal before she started working in law enforcement.” Malcolm paused. “We’re separated, actually, but not for much longer…”
“You figure you’ll show her your big roll now, and she’ll come running back?”
“It’s more than that. I can quit trading now. That’s what divided us.”
“You sure?”
“Pretty sure. I mean, yes! I’m sure.”
Dion nodded. “My wife left me when I blew up, just to make my losses complete. I do wish you success.”
“Thanks, Dion. I appreciate that more than you can know. So, you blew up your trading account?”
“Mine and the firm’s. Traded my own money right along with theirs. They like that at Eaton Vance. Shows them you have the courage of your convictions.”
“What happened?”
“You remember the flash crash?”
“Yes,” Malcolm said. “In 2010. You got caught in that?”
“It was a bad day and I was highly leveraged the wrong way. Then I reacted to try and recoup, and well, you know. Zigged when I should have zagged. Next thing I know, margin call. All gone. Drove my $80,000 BMW home to my Park Avenue house and had dinner with my trophy wife one last time before I broke the news to her. The depression only lasted a month or so. Climbed out of the bottle but stayed on the street. Been happy ever since.”
“You’ve lived on Park Avenue, and have slept on the streets, and like sleeping on the streets better?”
“Infinitely. In a rich man's house there is no place to spit but his face. Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it. Of course, you’ll have to go broke first—that’s an important part of attaining tranquility.”
“Don’t think I’m ready for it.” A squirrel finally took a seed directly from Malcolm’s hand.
“You may be more ready than you think, my liberal-conservative friend. Were you ever a Boy Scout?”
“Briefly,” Malcolm replied.
“Why’d you quit?”
“That’s when I found out I was adopted.”
“What a blessing,” Dion said. “Your parents actually wanted you.”
“I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that. Turns out my Aunt and Uncle are my real parents. They didn’t want me. After the web of lies and betrayal was revealed, I lost faith in everything and everybody. My grades went to hell and I became a problem teenager. Moved out of the house as soon as I was able and never looked back. Still call my parents—the ones who raised me, that is—on Christmas, but that’s usually all. They’re good people, but I find I’m unable to forgive.”
“There’s a lot of that going around,” Dion mumbled.
 “Yes.” Malcolm stood up. “Well, it’s been extremely nice talking with you.” He tossed what was left of the seed bag back to Dion.
Dion smiled warmly. “You have a good heart, Malcolm. Much better than what you believe. I think you’re going to be fine. But don’t put too much faith in that bankroll. Life has a way of teaching us all what’s truly important.”
“Hope I see you again sometime.” Malcolm left him there and headed for home.
He only took a few steps before suddenly halting. Was he really walking away from such a cool homeless guy without giving him anything? After telling him about getting rich, no less? This was deplorable. Malcolm opened his wallet, took out a C-note, and returned to the field.
Dion wasn’t there.
“Dion!” Malcolm shouted. He looked all around. Nothing. That was odd. One squirrel scampered at the spot where the two of them had been sitting. Two minutes ago a dozen of them were here.
Malcolm felt a strange chill. He crumpled the hundred-dollar bill and tossed it at the squirrel, who inspected it with his nose before running up a tree. 
Malcolm turned and left again. Hopefully, someone who needed that bill more than Malcolm would find it.
 



 

 
Chapter Seven
 
“I saved some for you, Malcolm.” Gabe pulled a cardboard box full of produce from beneath the counter and set it next to the register. “This will probably cost more than $60 the next time you come in here, by the price estimates my wholesaler is giving me. I know you need this for juicing, and figure you must have gotten killed Friday. So for you, old price. Let’s call it twenty-five even. There’s a couple bunches of celery on the bottom.”
“Whoa! Thanks, Gabe.” Malcolm looked about the bodega as he pulled his debit card out of his wallet, feeling only the slightest tinge of guilt. “I was wondering what happened in here. Your shelves are nearly empty.”
“Yep.” Gabe ran a hand over his bald spot. “They cleaned me out of groceries this weekend. Sundries, too: batteries, toothpaste, antacids. Sure hope I get the shipment I’m scheduled for tomorrow, at whatever cost. Guess a lot depends on what happens today. You better get home and get some juice made, tiger. Less than thirty minutes to the opening bell.”
“Thanks!” Malcolm glanced at his watch, finished paying, picked up the box, and jogged out of the store.
But it was merely an act for Gabe’s benefit. What a nice thing he did, holding groceries for him like that. Malcolm wanted to appear appreciative. As he exited, one of the local lottery junkies saw the box of produce in his hands and scowled before storming into the bodega.
Truth be told, Malcolm considered his trading career over. Sure, he’d watch the markets today along with the rest of the country and root for a recovery—or at least a soft landing for the sudden crisis. No way was he placing any orders. Even if he hadn’t already accomplished everything he ever wanted to in the markets, you just can’t trade under extreme conditions like this. It’s pure gambling, and the odds are bad no matter what you try to do.
Back home, Malcolm made some juice and drank it while listening to Jim Cramer squawk away the final minutes before the opening.
“Treasuries have been trading heavy for almost ninety minutes in New York. They’re holding relatively flat on ridiculous volume, which is good news, because the majority of volume in the bond market usually occurs shortly before the stock market opens. U.S. bonds were also heavily traded at the 4:00 am opening auction, and in the overnight sessions in Tokyo and London. Of course, after the bond bombing on Friday you can probably kiss usually goodbye. There are presently so many asset classes tied to bonds that anything could happen, and the world is waiting for the U.S. stock market to officially open in order to make up its mind not only on U.S. Treasuries, but on the U.S. Dollar as well—which puts stocks in line as both the second and fourth dominoes. If that sounds confusing, tune into Mad Money later when I’ll explain the current intertwining of the various markets, hopefully after we get some better news today. I do like the sideways movement in the bond market so far this session, and think we could get a significant bounce off it.”
Malcolm pulled up a chart on the DOW, the 10-Year T-Note, the USD/Yen, and settled in for the show. Feet up on his desk, he sipped on the rest of his celery/carrot/spinach/apple juice.
Stocks jumped back and forth like a paint can shaker at the opening.
Then they shot up. It was a good spike. Malcolm put his feet down and leaned forward. Bonds were still trading sideways.
But then the price of the 10-Year T-note dropped. Stocks immediately retreated, and dipped into negative territory.
The Dollar/Yen was interesting. One U.S. Dollar was worth about 98 yen at the close Friday. Over the weekend that found its way to 95, a steep drop for weekend trading action. Now it suddenly plummeted into the eighties. The Pound and Euro had also lost ground against the Yen, but nowhere near as much. The Dollar was now falling sharply against the European currencies as well. 
Was the bottom really falling out of the U.S. debt market? Did the world suddenly doubt the value of American money?
The stock market certainly seemed to think so. As the morning hours progressed, stocks continued selling off in a staircase pattern. So did the 10-year T-note. Both Bloomberg and CNBC came cackling alive with doomsday speculators throughout the day, occasionally interspersed with pleas from some financial celebrity or another begging “everyone to stop the reckless selling.” It had no discernible effect. All markets tied to the U.S. monetary system kept right on tanking.
Commodity futures for metals and agricultural products were a different story. They soared. The energy sector was a mixed bag, and didn’t seem to know what to do.
By mid-afternoon it was clear the markets were going to close with record losses. The yield on the 10-Year T-note was now pushing ten percent. The Dow was down 38% in the last two days of trading. A dollar would now buy you only 76 Yen.
Malcolm’s phone rang. He scrambled to answer it on the second ring. Damn, it wasn’t Hannah or Ryan. 
It was the guy from Survival Properties.
“The sellers want to cancel,” he sheepishly announced.
“Too late,” Malcolm said. “I have the seller’s signed acceptance of my offer right here, that you emailed me Friday night.”
“Yes, but—”
“That’s a legally binding contract where I come from.”
“It is, Mr. Carter, but under the circumstances, with the current financial market crisis—”
“Doesn’t matter,” Malcolm said. “This is a cash transaction. I’m foregoing any property inspection or appraisal, as is my right. All I need from you is the bank account info on where to wire the money to.”
 
* * *
 
Tuesday morning Malcolm had his juice made and his feet up again, waiting for the opening. The fact that he didn’t have a whole lot else on hand in the way of groceries was beginning to become disturbing. Last night he went out to find mostly closed stores and restaurants, including Gabe’s bodega. Something must be holding up food shipments into the city.
Something. Malcolm knew darn well it was the burgeoning financial crisis. The farmers, food packagers, and trucking companies were probably all in a tizzy trying to figure out how to renegotiate prices and wages. If things didn’t turn around quickly, Ryan—and Dion the happy homeless man—might both prove to be prophets.
That couldn’t happen. It just couldn’t. Not now. Not after Malcolm finally hit it big. He didn’t need everything to get fixed right away. Heck, higher interest rates were great for him. But he needed the dollar to stop freefalling. That’s all. It could stay weak for a while, that’s cool. But stop crashing. Surely the government would step in and do something. They had to. 
But if Ryan was right, there might not be much else they could do. Well, if the Asians really were dumping all their U.S. Treasury holdings, they had to exhaust their supply at some point, didn’t they?
All markets opened sharply down again. Malcolm found he could no longer take it in stride. This was affecting him now, too, just as Dion had suggested. There was no American rich enough to be insulated from hyperinflation on an unprecedented scale, and that’s what all the pundits were saying lay in store for America if the markets didn’t correct. Some of them asserted it was already in motion and couldn’t be stopped.
The markets didn’t correct. By 11:00 the yield on the T-Note was 12%, the DOW was down 45% from Thursday, and the Dollar was worth 69 Yen.
At 1:00 those figures were 13%, –49%, and 61 Yen.
At 3:00 it was 14.2%, –56%, and 54 Yen.
And at the market close the yield on 10-year Treasuries was 15%, the Dow was down more than 53% in the last three days of trading, and one crisp dollar bill would get you a paltry 48 Yen. 
This was seriously bad. The President announced a speech to the nation at eight-o’clock. Malcolm didn’t know what to do in the meantime. 
He went to his living room window and looked outside. The streets were alive with commotion. People were scurrying about and shouting at each other, some running erratically. It may not be safe out there. 
Despite that, Malcolm decided to go for a walk.
But first he went to the hall closet and took the handgun safe down from the top shelf. The key hung from a peg. He opened it. There was Hannah’s spare weapon, a Five-seveN pistol with a fully-loaded twenty-round magazine of 5.7x28mm cartridges. It wasn’t legal for Malcolm to touch, much less carry—but he took it anyway, first adjusting her shoulder holster to fit him and then covering up with a sport coat. The police didn’t figure to bother him with all the unrest out there at the moment, but if they did Malcolm planned to plead for leniency based on his wife being a law enforcement officer.
Outside his building, Malcolm looked south on Eighth Avenue. A large group of people blocked the street in that direction, many holding signs over their head. Some kind of organized demonstration appeared to be gathering there.
Malcolm then looked left, towards the park. A group of policemen in riot gear were assembling and slowly moving south down Eighth Avenue, obviously gearing up for a confrontation with the protestors. So much for going to look for Dion. Malcolm walked eastward on 52nd street instead.
The mood around him was tense, everywhere. This city was on edge. It wouldn’t take much to push it over. Malcolm thought about Ryan’s mysterious phone call on Friday afternoon. It seemed he was expecting all this. He told Malcolm to stay put. Ryan was supposed to show up at his apartment by the end of the week. He was going to “take care of Malcolm.” The idea was laughable at the time. Not quite so much now, but Malcolm still had no idea what Ryan had in mind. In any case, he hoped he would show soon.
Malcolm came to Park Avenue, where he encountered a welcoming—albeit surprising—sight: a food truck operating. A small crowd gathered around it. Some of them formed a line. Malcolm was hungry. He approached the truck.
It was Uncle Gussy’s, one of the best outdoor purveyors in Manhattan. They did Greek food. Man, a gyro sounded good right now. Malcolm got in line.
An argument broke out at the front of the line. The man selling food shouted loudest and told the customer to step away. He then stuck his head out the window and yelled at the rest of the line.
“You want to eat? It’s $100! And no choices. You get a bag with a gyro and a baklava! Nothing else! That’s all we have, and the price is $100 per bag! Have your money ready!”
Some people grumbled and left, but those were more than replaced by others who took the opportunity to merge into the line ahead of Malcolm. That was annoying, but Malcolm didn’t say anything. He did, however, move his hand inside his coat to feel the gun holster.
When the line was halfway down, the food truck operator’s head reappeared.
“Price is now $160! One gyro and one baklava, in a bag, to go. Have your money ready!”
“That’s ridiculous,” a man wearing a jogging suit in front of Malcolm said. “I’m not putting up with this.” He left the line, along with everyone else in front of Malcolm. Some whined about “price gouging,” and one woman left vowing to return with a cop.
Malcolm suddenly found himself at the front of the line.
“You want a gyro?” the vendor said holding a bag. “$160.” 
Malcolm fished all the money out of his wallet and counted it. “Sell me two for $290? It’s all I have.”
“Okay.”
Malcolm handed him all his cash and received two bags in exchange.
Several people returned to the line after Malcolm left the window, apparently having second thoughts. Malcolm turned the corner and started back up 52nd Street. As he did, two tough-looking guys stepped forward from the wall.
“Hey,” one of them said pointing at Malcolm’s bags.
Malcolm drew the pistol without thinking twice. He didn’t point it at anyone, but he made sure they saw it.
“Okay, okay, calm down,” the man said. They both backed up to the wall again. Malcolm stepped into the street to give them a wide berth and re-holstered the pistol. He glanced backwards frequently for the next two blocks.
He made it home without any further trouble and enjoyed a nice meal. Plus he had tomorrow night’s dinner safe in his fridge.
The President’s speech was reminiscent of the desperate appeals from the financial celebrities on the business stations over the last two days. He blamed the crisis on a “panic snowball effect” that would seriously damage the country unless it reversed immediately. He implored the American public, especially fund managers and professional traders, to embark on a patriotic campaign to save America by buying stocks, bonds, and U.S. Dollars with everything they had during tomorrow’s session. It was no less noble a cause than our troops overseas picking up an assault rifle and moving into a terrorist-dominated town to rescue civilian hostages, according to the President, and no less important occasion than the signing of the Declaration of Independence. 
The President kept his composure and delivered a convincing appeal. The members of the press gave him an inspiring standing ovation afterwards. The President nodded, smiled, waved, and took the opportunity to walk out on a high note without being subject to any difficult questions that might undermine his speech. It was all extremely well-orchestrated.
Malcolm wasn’t buying it, but he realized the average American probably was. This is what they were all hoping for. The President, admittedly, came through the best anyone reasonably could have, considering the country was suddenly experiencing the greatest financial crisis in modern times.
But the average American had no real influence on the financial markets. It was people like Malcolm who held the power, though Malcolm knew darn well he was a tiny fish, even now. If there was one thing Malcolm was sure of, it was that he wasn’t about to risk his bankroll buying stocks and bonds tomorrow. He wasn’t going to be the guinea pig. 
Who would? See, that was the problem. Everyone was hoping everyone else would listen to the President, do their patriotic duty, and rush the markets with an onslaught of buy orders, instantly bringing the current crisis under control.
Patriotism was one thing; money was another. A scene from the movie Jaws came to Malcolm’s mind, where one of the city officials was ordered by the Mayor to be the first one to go in the water on the Fourth of July. Even if Malcolm hadn’t hung up his trading hat, he sure as hell wouldn’t be the one to test the water. For that reason he couldn’t imagine anyone else volunteering, either. Certainly not a major hedge fund manager responsible for hundreds of millions of dollars.
Malcolm turned the TV off and tried calling both Hannah and Ryan one last time before going to bed. Still no luck, but this time was different. He didn’t even get a ring on either one of their phones. Both attempts only garnered a generic message that the system was currently overloaded, and to please try back later.
Malcolm fell asleep thinking tomorrow would be the most interesting Wednesday in the history of America.
 




 
Chapter Eight
 
“Mid-morning on Wednesday,” Alton said, “and we’ve already scoured all of Morgantown. They’re not here, unless they’re operating out of a residence—which I find unlikely, with all the machining equipment recovered from the delivery truck.”
“There must be more industrial parks in this podunk town,” Hannah replied.
“Easy there,” Agent Darian Smith said. “I played football here, for the Mountaineers.”
“Now why doesn’t that surprise me?”
Darian shrugged and grinned at Hannah.
Agent Steve Schneider remained quiet as he fooled with his tablet computer, leaning against one of the two conspicuous black Chevy Tahoe’s in the Denny’s parking lot.
“Got any ideas, Steve?” Hannah asked.
Steve looked up. “I was reading the local news. Hard to get to, buried under all the financial crisis crap. Markets are tanking again today. The way this is going, we may all be recalled. Riots are beginning to break out in all the major cities, including Pittsburgh, over a resulting shortage of food and basic necessities. I can’t see them keeping us on this case when thousands of new criminals are materializing on an hourly basis.”
“Then we better find our culprits fast,” Alton said. Hannah smiled warmly at him. 
“What of the local news?” Darian asked.
Steve scrolled his finger on the screen. “A nasty home invasion robbery over the weekend, up near Cheat Lake. Husband and wife found murdered. They had a safe, which was opened.”
“Does it say what the man did for a living?” Hannah asked.
Steve kept reading. “He apparently owned most of the vending machines in Morgantown, among other things, including the ones at Mountaineer Stadium.”
“That’s a cash business,” Alton said. “The empty safe figures to have been full of it. Interesting.”
“Hmm,” Darian said, suddenly walking in circles.
“What?” Hannah asked.
“There’s one more industrial park up that way. I forgot about it, probably because it’s called Coopers Rock Business Park. It offers some nice little warehouse units next to the lake.”
“Let’s go,” Hannah and Alton said in unison.
Moments later, the two black SUVs were on the road north of town headed towards the lake. Alton drove while Hannah used her tablet to zoom in on the satellite photo of their target industrial complex. 
She looked up when Alton merged onto Interstate 68, where she happened to catch a glimpse of an odd sight. A horse was tethered to the rear of an old wooden wagon off the roadside. Hannah giggled.
“What?” Alton asked as he followed Darian and Steve onto the long bridge in front of them.
“Putting the cart before the horse.”
Alton grunted. “Let’s hope headquarters doesn’t do the same thing. I’d hate to be recalled because of a financial crisis. These guys we’re after have played hell with us in New York. I don’t care if the dollar does crash. They’re still counterfeiters, and particularly grievous ones at that. It’s our job to stop them. And we both need a successful completion to this job in our file. Especially you.”
“Yep.” Hannah set the tablet down. “Although, if there’s widespread civil unrest, we might all get moved into protection work. But that will be temporary, in all likelihood.”
“Let’s sure as hell hope so.”
Hannah gazed out over the long arm of the lake as they crossed the bridge. It narrowed before vanishing around a bend in the distance. According to the map it continued a ways beyond, through rural lands, before gradually turning back into Cheat River.
“There’s our complex.” Hannah pointed as they came to the other side.
“Nice location. Right on the lakeshore.”
“I have a strong feeling about this one, Alton.”
“Hope you’re right.” He followed the lead car off the bridge at the first off-ramp and circled around to the Coopers Rock Business Park entrance.
“Fancy sign,” Alton muttered.
A voice spoke into Hannah’s right ear. She reached up and adjusted the volume on her earpiece. “Can you repeat that?”
“Let’s make a drive through to the far end,” Darian’s voice responded, “and see what’s in here. We can start at the rear and work our way back. Maybe we’ll get lucky and someone will run.”
“Sounds good, Darian.”
The two black SUVs slowly made their way through the parking lot. 
“There’s a tool and die place,” Alton said motioning left with his head.
“Archers,” Hannah replied reading the sign. “Could that be our phantom Ackman Tool and Die of Columbus? Not a very imaginative name change.”
“They’re counterfeiters, not poets.” Alton continued following the front SUV until they reached the end of the lot. 
There they parked. Darian and Steve came out of their vehicle and pointed to the end warehouse unit. Hannah and Alton got out and followed.
“This one’s unnamed,” Steve said, “but obviously occupied. Looks like a good place to start. Who wants to stay outside?”
“I will,” Darian said. “You guys have fun.”
Steve pulled on the front door. It opened. Alton and Hannah followed him inside.
No one was up front.
“Hello!” Steve yelled. “Anyone here?”
No answer. Hannah wandered into the office next to the warehouse. There was a desk and chair inside, with an old-style computer monitor and some notebooks sitting atop a large desk calendar. But it wasn’t the desk Hannah was interested in. It was the window to the warehouse.
“Police!” Steve shouted. “Federal agents! Can someone please come up front!” He and Alton then joined Hannah in the small office. Six highly trained eyes scanned the portion of the warehouse that was visible through the window.
That’s when the world exploded. Or so it seemed. The window shattered before them in concert with the eruption of gunfire. Hannah felt an instant seizing pain in the center of her chest and doubled over involuntarily. 
It took her a moment to come to her senses. When she did, Steve was sprawled on the ground amongst a sea of glass shards to her left, motionless. Alton sat against the opposite wall of the office with his hand on his shoulder, grimacing in obvious pain. Hannah drew her pistol and crouched under the window.
Darian’s voice boomed from the entryway: “Who’s okay in there?” 
“I am!” Hannah yelled back. “But I’m the only one.” 
She turned around and saw Darian in the hallway. He leaned against the wall with his weapon drawn in one hand, satellite phone to his ear in the other.
“Police emergency,” Darian said. “Officers down in a gunfight at Coopers Rock Business Park in Cheat Lake. The last warehouse on the right. We need emergency medical response. I repeat, peace officers requiring urgent assistance. Federal agents. No, Secret Service. Officers down and in need of help. Thank you.”
Darian pocketed his phone and gripped his gun with both hands. “That was pistol fire, Agent Lane. I’m going through the warehouse door. Can you cover me?”
Instead of answering, Hannah popped her head and arms up over the open window and began firing. The warehouse was partitioned off in places with shelving and cubicle walls, so she didn’t see anyone—but placed several shots in a wide pattern through the cubicle walls.
Darian came through the door on her right, fired two quick shots himself, and then shouted: “Federal agents! Drop your weapons and come forward!”
Now Hannah saw some movement. Several human forms made a dash in the rear for the open bay door. As they did, three or four shots fired in her direction. They were all high.
Hannah and Darian returned fire. But at least three suspects made it out the back.
Hannah looked down at Steve. He was still motionless. 
She scurried over to Alton. “They get one past your vest?” 
“Yeah,” Alton replied through clenched teeth. “Lucky freaking shot. I’m okay. I’ll take care of Steve. You, go!” He motioned with his head towards the warehouse.
“Help is coming.” Hannah patted him on the other shoulder as she scampered past him out into the hallway, where she straightened up and ran through the door to the warehouse. 
Darian was backed up against a row of metal shelving with his gun pointed up, waiting for her.
“They ran out the back!” Hannah said. “At least three of them.”
“All right. Be careful, Agent Lane. Could be a wounded wolf back there.”
Hannah nodded, stepped out from the shelves, spread into a wide stance and covered the area. Darian went forward, rounded the next bend, stopped and did the same. Hannah then took the next section. In this fashion they leapfrogged their way through the maze until they came to two open tanks, both of which had bills soaking in a pungent chemical solution. They looked like fives. This was their gang all right.
They kept going, through a section of high-end printers, past a wooden table, and finally to open warehouse at the rear—where they encountered a body.
The body was face down on the cement and motionless. A pool of blood surrounded the man’s partially-shaven head, and a revolver lay less than a foot from one of his hands. Hannah stepped closer, kicked the gun to the far wall, leaned down and felt for a pulse on his neck.
“This one’s dead,” Hannah said. “The rest escaped out the back. Come on!”
Hannah and Darian carefully peeped outside the bay doors at the narrow parking lot behind. Sirens could now be heard in the distance. The only human in sight was a UPS driver parked behind the second warehouse over. 
Hannah ran to the UPS truck and shouted at the startled driver.
“Federal agents in pursuit of armed suspects! They just ran out of the end unit! Did you see where they went?”
The UPS driver pointed to the thin strip of woods separating the business park from the lake.
Hannah surveyed the trees. They were thick in places. Too easy to get ambushed running into that. She knew the correct thing to do was wait for assistance before attempting to flush them out.
“They have a boat,” a voice said from inside the warehouse. Hannah looked back over and saw a young man standing next to a cardboard box with a tape gun in his hand. He pointed at the lake. “Those guys at the end warehouse,” he explained. “They keep a boat down there.”
At that moment the sound of a loud boat motor starting roared from the shoreline.
“Hannah!” Darian said. But Hannah was way ahead of him and already running towards the dirt. She and Darian made their way through the trees and to the shore just in time to see a fast center-console powerboat speeding away from them. 
Several shots fired from the boat. Hannah and Darian ducked and returned fire. But the suspects had all crouched low. The boat was quickly across the lake and headed towards the narrow south bend.
Twenty minutes later the parking lot was filled with police cruisers as Hannah and Darian watched a medevac helicopter take off with Agent Schneider inside, headed for the trauma center at West Virginia University. At the same time, an ambulance carrying Alton drove out of the business park for nearby Mon General Hospital.
“I’m glad your partner’s still alive,” Hannah said. “I didn’t think he was.”
Darian put his hand to his face to cover his eyes. “I don’t think he’ll make it, Hannah. Dammit! We should have been more cautious. I thought it was going to be the tool and die shop.”
“We all did. Steve might make it.”
“How’s Alton?” Darian asked.
“In a lot of pain, but stable. Not bleeding too badly. They think he’ll be okay.”
“How are you?”
Hannah rubbed her chest. “Hurts like hell. Gonna have a big welt, but that’s all. Will have to sleep on my back for a while. Whenever I actually sleep again, that is.”
Darian squeezed Hannah’s shoulder as a blue FBI helicopter landed where the medevac craft had been a minute before. In another thirty minutes, the two of them found themselves participating in a half-circle of police responders around the body of the fallen suspect at the back of the warehouse. An aging local homicide detective examined it, along with a young crime scene investigator.
“You both carry five-sevens?” the detective asked. 
“That’s right.”
“And you two are the only ones who returned fire?”
“Correct,” Hannah said. 
“Then you didn’t shoot him. The hole in his head is too big. That’s a .38 caliber slug impact at the very minimum, and fired from short range. Probably from just behind him during the gunfight.”
“Maybe these guys don’t shoot so well,” one of the policemen said.
“Maybe.” The detective stood up.
“They print well,” Hannah said. “That’s all we know.”
“Let’s take a look at that.” The detective led the procession up to the printing area, where two FBI agents were rummaging about.
“There’s roughly $100,000 in freshly-printed bills here,” one the agents said. “And enough in the washing tanks to add at least that much more. You caught them in the middle of a production run.”
“A small one,” Hannah said. 
The agent nodded.
“Lieutenant,” the CSI said to the detective, “we have a preliminary digital match on some of the prints. Same ones that were found in the Waller residence, by a 92% probability.”
The detective looked at Hannah. “I thought these were counterfeiters. What are they doing committing home invasion robberies?”
Someone yelled from the front office. “Agent Smith! Phone call on the land line.” 
Darian pulled his satellite phone out of his pocket, looked at it, frowned, put it back, and walked up front.
“This is interesting,” one of the FBI agents said as he stood over the wooden table. His partner raised his eyebrows as if to query further, but was interrupted by his cell phone ringing. He answered it and stepped away.
“What?” Hannah and the detective both said.
“This notebook they left behind has some addresses written in it. One of them is the Waller residence, I think.”
“Let me see.” The detective went to the table. “Yes, that’s it. That other one is in Morgantown, too. Looks like a business address. I’ll bet my back teeth it’s the nightclub that was burglarized early Monday morning, and that the safe on the shelf behind you is the missing safe from the bar there.”
The CSI began coating the safe for prints.
“How many other addresses are on that page?” Hannah asked. 
“Just one other. It’s in Salem. That’s a town 50 miles southwest of here.”
“Oh?” Hannah took four steps backwards so she could see Darian through the shattered glass window. He was just now hanging up the phone. He then stood there, frozen in place for a minute, holding his head. That couldn’t be good news.
Ten eternal minutes passed before Darian returned to the gathering in the warehouse. Hannah filled him in on everything he missed.
Darian then spoke to the detective in a sullen voice. 
“You can add one more homicide to this gang, Lieutenant. That was my Director on the phone. My partner was dead on arrival at WVU.”
After a long moment of silence, everyone present offered Darian their individual condolences. They were heartfelt and soul-piercing, the type of which could only be given by fellow law enforcement officers.
“That’s not all,” Darian said wiping his eyes. “Washington is recalling all federal agents in the field.” He turned to Hannah. “They’ve suddenly got protection assignments for all of us.”
“Confirmed,” the FBI agent who was on his cellphone said, closing it. “We’ve all been called back, too. The President has declared a state of national emergency due to the financial crisis. All federal agents are to report to their home office and receive local assignments to aid in the containment of expected mass civil unrest. He’s asking state governors to call up the National Guard as well. Looks like all hell may be breaking loose.”
Hannah’s tears instantly dried up. Her sorrow turned to rage so intense it aggravated the bruise on her chest from the inside. She looked up at Darian and said, “Do they really expect us to discontinue pursuit of the slimeballs who shot our partners?”
The detective spoke, peering over the shoulder of the CSI, who now had additional fingerprint match information on his tablet screen. “One of the slimeballs is your truck driver from New York.”
“Joseph Slate?” Hannah asked.
The detective nodded. “Positively identified.”
“Hannah,” Darian said.
Hannah looked back into his reddened eyes. “Yes?”
“My Director said he would, under the circumstances, grant us unofficial leave to pursue the suspects, providing we have a reasonable lead on their likely whereabouts.”
“Off the river and down the road by now,” the FBI agent who was holding his phone said. “We can spot the boat along the riverbed for you from the air, and probably follow the fresh tire tracks next to it as far as the highway—but from there you have an entire country to search. One with blossoming criminal activity in every nook and cranny, according to everything I’m hearing.”
“Thanks,” Hannah said. “If you could find those tracks and verify they’re headed west for me, that might help.”
“The address in Salem?” the detective asked. “You consider that a reasonable lead?”
“It’s a lead.” Hannah turned back to Darian. “You’re married, Darian? Have a family? If the shit is really hitting the fan, they might need you at home.”
Darian raised his hands and pointed to his wedding band. “My wife divorced me. Said I work too much. Took my boy and moved to L.A., where he’s learning to become a fatherless punk. I can’t bring myself to take the ring off yet. Only been two years, so I like to fool myself into thinking there’s still hope. I’m good with whatever you want to do.”
“I want to chase the SOBs down.”
 




 
Chapter Nine
 
Federal Reserve Chair Jill Younger cleared her throat, holding her notes in front of her. Malcolm leaned back in his chair. With one and a half trading days left in the most disastrous financial week in the history of America, she was the last relief pitcher in the bullpen; the one person who might have a chance at stopping some of the bleeding. The Chairwoman appeared to understand this, as she looked uncharacteristically nervous before the Senate Open Banking Committee.
“The current financial crisis is mostly of our own making,” she began. 
Malcolm liked it so far. 
“While it’s true our foreign bondholders have contributed greatly to the selloff, they can hardly be blamed for the irrational extremes we have now come to. It is we who are doing the damage to ourselves at this point. Americans are the ones selling stocks, bonds, and suddenly deciding our own money is worth a fraction of what other countries’ money is worth. Why should we do this?”
The patriotic appeal again. Malcolm didn’t think it would help. The President already tried that, and it failed miserably. The markets only crashed further yesterday and again today so far. But Malcolm did notice them stabilizing somewhat since Ms. Younger started speaking.
“The U.S. Dollar still has the same innate value it held before the crises began,” she continued, “as far as installment debt is concerned. Our existing home and car payments have not changed. Even those with adjustable-rate mortgages will not see their payments significantly increase because of rate adjustment caps, usually by no more than 2% annually. And the overwhelming majority of existing mortgages in this country are at fixed rates under 5%.”
Stocks and bonds actually started to go up now. Even the dollar bounced. The markets must like the sound of this. Malcolm folded his hands in front of him. Come on, Jill, you can do this. Save us.
She continued. “The current problem with food and commodity prices is a self-inflicted vicious circle, one we have brought upon ourselves as an overreaction to foreign markets irrationally devaluing our bonds and currency.” Chair Younger set her notes down and stared directly into the camera. “This ought not to be so! The GDP of the United States is still by far the strongest of any single nation in the world—nearly twice that of China, the primary culprit in the current bond sell-off. America, are we going to let them do that to us? Shouldn’t Americans have a say in what our domestically-produced goods are worth? Shouldn’t we determine the value of our own dollar, which is produced and exchanged within our own borders? We weren’t born bondservants to foreign interests, and with God’s help we won’t die that way, either—as long as we keep our cool and realize we are the ones in charge of our own economy.”
Brilliant. Malcolm watched stocks, bonds, and the USD all spike up impressively on his charts. Jill Younger was doing it! The patriot pitch just needed to hit everyone a little deeper in the heart, that’s all. Malcolm stood, spun around, and held his hands in the air. He was going to get to be a millionaire after all.
“The current food shortage in our major cities,” Chair Younger said, “is the result of a supply-line bottleneck. The unions are refusing to cooperate in packaging and delivering because they fear employees will be paid in devalued dollars, effectively reducing their income. This is no different than a strike in essence, and it occurs at a time when the country simply cannot afford it. I appeal to the union leaders now to stop the impasse, as we are courting disaster. The President is meeting with both houses of Congress today and tomorrow to discuss emergency measures, and I’m certain they’ll work out a course of action acceptable to everyone—one which will stop a potential famine from sweeping across our land. Meanwhile, I’ll be submitting my own plan to the President proposing a restructuring of our currency, with an eye towards bringing back normalcy in our system. We all need to go back to work and continue leading out our normal lives.”
Malcolm stopped dancing. Restructure the currency? What the hell was that about? He didn’t like the sound of it. And if he didn’t, others wouldn’t, either. Malcolm looked back at his screen.
Sure enough, the rally stopped. Prices all paused a moment, and then the markets went back into a freefall.
Nooooooooooooooooooo! What a stupid thing to say! She had it going! Everything was turning around! 
Jill Younger was still on camera. Someone rushed to her station and passed her a note, a severe breach of protocol when the Federal Reserve Chair was addressing the Open Banking Committee. 
“Let me please rephrase my last statement,” she said, voice cracking slightly. “I meant to say I’ll be submitting a plan to the President for re-strengthening our currency, not restructuring it. No one has anything to worry about in regards to their financial holdings. Rest assured this country can trust its leaders to preserve everything we’ve worked so hard to achieve, including the buying power of our wages. Thank you.”
She stood and left to the sound of applause distinctively lower in volume than normal. 
Malcolm looked back at his charts. Everything kept going down. Jill Younger’s last-ditch effort to replace ill-spoken words failed. What’s more, she added additional ill-spoken words to the mix. Trust in the country’s leaders? That would go over like a lead balloon in a society where half the population seemed to despise its own leadership at any given time.
Malcolm turned the TV off and closed his trading software. He didn’t have the stomach to watch the last two hours today. 
What he did have the stomach for was some food. Malcolm opened his single sleeve of soda crackers and thought about the manner in which he acquired it.
Last night he opened his front door when he heard loud shouting and pounding coming from the hallway. The only person in sight was Emma, a 70-something widow who Malcolm always said hello to at the mailboxes. She looked scared, but politely greeted Malcolm as she hurried past him.
Moments later, Malcolm knocked on her door. She didn’t answer it right away so he tried again, calling her name and letting her know who it was this time. She finally cracked it, with the chain still latched, and forced a smile. 
“Yes?” 
Malcolm was holding the remaining gyro in his other hand. He lifted it, looking both ways down the hallway before divulging that he had found some food in the city. He offered to share it with her. Emma looked nervous, but opened the door and let him in. 
They cut the gyro in half. Emma made tea. When she finally relaxed, the two of them talked about the 1960’s, the decade Malcolm missed being born in by just a few years. Emma had been a hippie activist back then, participating in many Vietnam War protests. She attended Woodstock, and even marched with Martin Luther King.
“We weren’t violent,” Emma said shaking her head. “Some of us got beat up by hippie-hating policemen, but we were all about peace and love, you know? Today’s demonstrators lack that quality. They don’t have love in their hearts, and only seem to want to cause senseless destruction.”
Malcolm found he enjoyed the company and was glad he shared his other $145 gyro with her. Emma sent him home with the sleeve of soda crackers as a parting gift. 
As Malcolm ate his way through it today, he considered his food situation. He was smart enough to stop juicing everything but the greens on Tuesday, and eat the produce instead, in order to put some fiber in his stomach. But that box was now nearly empty. 
What about the cupboard? Was there anything left in there? Being a married man, Malcolm’s pantry had acquired a supply of “extra” items that were destined for a canned food drive someday. He went to inspect it after twisting the half-eaten sleeve of crackers closed.
Two cans of pumpkin pie mix, four jars of turkey gravy, one can of black olives, a small can of mushrooms plus a can of cream of mushroom soup, hey there’s a small can of tomato paste—good, a can of broth, too—half a jar of popcorn left over from when they had that popper, some unopened barbecue sauce, and oh, look what’s way in the back—two packages of very old ramen noodles, squashed and partially broken up. That wasn’t a bad little cache of last resort sustenance.
Was the city really out of food? Malcolm had managed to find some two nights ago, even if it was priced absurdly. Maybe there was more available out there right now. 
Malcolm decided to find out. He could afford it, whatever the cost. He appropriated his secret stash of cash, put Hannah’s gun holster back on, covered up with the sport jacket, and went outside to explore the precarious streets.
Gabe’s bodega didn’t look like it would reopen anytime soon. It was dark with security bars stretched across the front and appeared …emptied. Malcolm decided to check out the place he should be buying his produce from if he wasn’t so lazy: Westerly Natural Market only two blocks north. He didn’t expect it to be open under the circumstances. Even overpriced organic health food would be in high demand at the moment.
The short walk wasn’t pleasant, though the sun was still fairly high in the sky. Unsavory characters dashed about, some of whom were dressed in black from head to toe. Anyone adorning that look probably wasn’t out to help the homeless. Malcolm kept his gun hand at the ready and stayed aware of his surroundings, all 360 degrees of them, at all times. Hannah always said to be aware is to be alive.
The sound of glass shattering made Malcolm stop a little shy of 54th Street. He instantly realized where it came from: the front windows of the Westerly Market. A small crowd then materialized from out of nowhere and went through the broken windows, pushing displays out of the way. They all wore black as well. More bricks were thrown and all the remaining glass came down into the street, including that of the front door. A larger crowd then rushed inside. Some of these new looters weren’t wearing black, and looked to be ordinary folks caught up in the moment of frenzy.
They shortly came running out with armfuls of goods. It didn’t look like anyone had any produce; just white plastic bottles of vitamins and herbal supplements. As if these crooks had any real interest in those products. 
“Anarchy!” one of the guys in black yelled after unscrewing the tops from several containers. He now waved his arms in circles, causing a rain of capsules to fall on the street.
Malcolm remembered now. The anarchist groups liked to wear black. He turned around and headed back to his apartment. Enough street time. It was ugly out here. Suddenly he heard sirens all over the city, uncertain if they had been there all along and he only now noticed them.
“Organized anarchists,” Malcolm muttered to himself. “There’s an oxymoron.” 
A sudden force pushed Malcolm on his left side, causing him to fall into an alleyway. Damn, he had let his guard down. 
Malcolm looked up. A thin man in black pants and a black hoodie, with the hood over his head, stood above him blocking the exit to the alley.
“Anarchy rules!” he said.
“Anarchy doesn’t rule,” Malcolm replied. “Anarchy is lack of rule.”
The anarchist seemed enraged at Malcolm’s comment and stepped forward. Malcolm scurried backwards and managed to get his feet under him. The anarchist leaned down and picked something up from the ground. Malcolm didn’t wait to find out what it was. He sprang up and ran further into the alley.
…Where he encountered another black anarchist, waiting for him with a board in his hands. Malcolm stopped, reached into his coat, felt for the pistol, and pulled it. The second anarchist raised the board high over his head and came at Malcolm, swinging it down at him.
Malcolm fired two shots into the attacker’s upper chest and stepped to one side. The attacker’s body flung backwards a foot and dropped. The board landed with a clang next to Malcolm in the middle of the alley.
Malcolm spun around. The first anarchist was still coming at him, now holding some kind of impromptu weapon in his right hand. Malcolm put two high-velocity slugs in his chest as well. The eight-inch flares extending from the Five-seveN barrel flashed of bright orange in the dark alley. The second attacker hit the wall behind him, where he slid to the ground and slumped. Malcolm ran out the alley the way he came, keeping the gun in his hand and not bothering to see what the second attacker’s weapon was. Could have been a pipe or a bottle. Malcolm would never know.
He jogged down Eighth Avenue a short ways, holding the pistol low. Before getting back to 53rd Street, he tucked it inside his coat and re-holstered it. That’s when he noticed his heart racing.
Malcolm never fired upon a human before. It was something he hoped he would never find himself in a position to do. But he was mentally prepared for it. All those days at the firing range with Ryan had put the possibility in his head. Now he actually shot two people defending himself. He found the experience to be …anti-climactic, really. Not horrifying as he supposed. Not satisfying, either. It was simply something he found necessary, so he took care of business, like exiting a losing trade.
Malcolm calmly walked the last block back to his building, once again taking care to know his surroundings at all times.
Once back in his apartment, he made ramen noodles with canned mushrooms and turkey gravy. He thought about calling the police to report the alley incident. But if he did that, he would be in trouble for use of the unlicensed handgun, wouldn’t he? 
Malcolm turned on the local news.
It was pandemonium out there. The reports couldn’t keep up with what was happening in the city. Riots, looting, and reports of citizens—especially small business owners—taking the law into their own hands. Malcolm could certainly relate to that. There simply wasn’t enough law enforcement available to handle it all. The NYPD appeared to be caught off-guard, and was being criticized for their lack of organization in handling a severe crisis. “Stay indoors” was the emphatic message to all law-abiding New Yorkers tonight. 
So much for calling the police.
That’s when Malcolm noticed his answering machine blinking. He played the message. 
It was Hannah.
“Hi honey—I mean, Malcolm. It’s me. I’m in West Virginia on field assignment. Don’t know if you’ve tried to contact me. The world is going crazy, as I’m sure you know. Where are you, anyway? Hope you’re okay, with Ryan or something, and not out on the streets. Cell phone services are overloaded so I’m calling you from my …partner’s satellite phone. Don’t worry about me. I’m okay. Hope you are, too. Listen—if you need to, feel free to use my spare pistol for protection, all right? You’re not supposed to, but …anyway, I have to go. Hope you’re safe, and that you didn’t lose too much in the stock market crash. Although it’s starting to look like that might not matter now. I’ll call you back when I can. I still love you, Malcolm. You know that. Please be careful and stay safe. Bye.”
“What about the number to your partner’s damn satellite phone!” Malcolm yelled.
Malcolm sat and held his head. Tomorrow was Friday. Where the heck was Ryan? He said he’d be here by week’s end. Yes, the world was going crazy. Malcolm was sick of being alone. He thought about going across the hall to see Emma.
But instead he picked up the phone and called his parents. Well, the man and woman who raised him.
 




 
Chapter Ten
 
9:25 am Friday morning—one week and a day after the financial meltdown began, and almost ninety minutes after heavy bond trading in New York started for the day—the yield on the 10-Year Treasury Note exceeded 18%. Nothing like this had been seen since the Carter administration.
Malcolm considered the situation as he sipped on what may be his last cup of coffee for a while. Maybe it’s not that big of a deal. After all, these interest rates are still in the same general range as the historical highs set in that era. We survived it then, right? We’ll survive it again.
But he knew such reasoning was logically flawed. During that era, the stock market never crashed. The dollar didn’t tank against other world currencies. And the rise in interest rates didn’t occur anywhere near this quickly. What was happening now appeared to be a bubble-bursting implosion of the entire American economy.
And another trading day started in five minutes.
It wouldn’t have been possible for the exchange to operate today without the New York Army National Guard. The 27th Infantry Brigade was out in full force in Lower Manhattan this morning, after a very rough night for New York City. CNBC kept showing pictures of Wall Street. It was closed off, with nothing but Humvees patrolling from one end of it to the other, and a dozen heavily armed units parked in front of the stock exchange. No idiot “occupy” protestors, and no other motor vehicle traffic. If you didn’t have legitimate business to conduct at the exchange, you weren’t getting near it, unless perhaps you were an invading army.
The rest of Manhattan wasn’t so fortunate. Hotspots of civil unrest continued to erupt all through the night and even into the early daylight hours. No New York City resident slept well. Emergency responders would arrive at the trouble scenes, usually late, with droves of police in full riot gear—but the bad guys would simply disperse and reassemble in an area where the police presence was thin, and repeat. The National Guard was still in the process of mustering, but even when fully deployed their numbers were paltry compared to the civilian population, which seemed to consist of a much larger percentage of malcontents than anyone ever suspected. 
Malcolm knew there were two less out there as a result of his walk last night. 
Riots and looting of retail stores weren’t the only problem. A different type of hotspot also made an uncomfortable appearance in the wee hours: fires. Even now, Malcolm could still smell smoke and hear sirens wailing in the distance. Arsonists had come out of the woodwork to get in on all the fun. So far only commercial buildings had been targeted, thank God. 
But some of those commercial buildings were train stations and bus depots. It made sense. If you wanted to bring New York to its knees, the way to do it was by disabling its transportation systems. 
The agitators were winning. According to the news, nearly half the trains in New York were out of service today. All of the buses were shut down, due to street blockages and overall dangerous conditions. Only the most rogue taxi drivers were operating, charging a small fortune and exercising extreme partiality in the fares they chose to accept. If your attire didn’t consist of an Italian business suit and an impressive amount of sunlight reflecting from your wrist, your chances of hailing a cab weren’t good.
Most car traffic had abated as well, including courier service. UPS and Federal Express announced a temporary halt on all deliveries in New York City this morning. It was too dangerous, too difficult to traverse, and they didn’t want to impede emergency vehicles. Traffic jams at minor intersections had become complete street blockages in places when car owners finally gave up and abandoned their vehicles, some of which had run out of gas—which now cost anywhere from $100 to $300 per gallon at the stations that were still open. 
Malcolm’s car was in a garage three blocks south. Maybe he’d go check on today, just to see if it was all right.
“We will regain control of the city,” the Mayor said on television. “We strongly advise law-abiding citizens to stay at home until the National Guard can be fully deployed, and the streets made safe. Meanwhile, checkpoints are being established at all southern entry points into Manhattan, on the far side of the bridges and tunnels, restricting access to residents and those who can prove they work in the city. If you don’t have urgent business here, I highly recommend taking a long weekend and staying out.”
Great. Ryan was supposed to be here by today. Now it was likely he would be held up even further.
The opening bell of the New York Stock Exchange rang. Stocks, bonds, and the U.S. Dollar continued their inane selloff. By eleven o’clock, the dollar was worth only 32 Yen.
By noon, a dollar would buy only 29 Yen.
At 1:00, it would buy only 26 Yen.
And at 2:00, Ryan showed up.
“Where the heck have you been, man?” Malcolm heard the frustration in his own voice and instantly regretted directing it at Ryan. 
Ryan looked rattled. He glanced back and forth rapidly in the hallway before stepping inside, seeming greatly relieved when he did.
“Glad to see you too, buddy.” Ryan let the backpack he was wearing slip from his shoulders. The thing was stuffed, and included a rolled-up tent latched on one side.
“Sorry.” Malcolm bolted the door. “Things are out of control around here. Had a bad night.”
“Who didn’t? Got any food?”
Malcolm shook his head and pointed to the kitchen counter. “I was hoping you did.”
“Of course I do,” Ryan said walking to the kitchen. “But let’s see what you have left.” 
He laughed when he got there. “Cleaned out the cupboard, huh? Well, I guarantee you pantry potluck is a popular meal in the Big Apple today. Let’s eat. I’ll make us some …tomato-based ramen noodle soup with olives. That sounds good, actually. Maybe TGIF should put it on their $10 menu—which might become their $500 menu by the next time we go. How’s the market doing?”
“Same.”
“Figures.” Ryan poured the can of broth into a pan, stirred in the tomato paste, and lit the burner under it. “It’s too far gone now to simply bounce back. This country is in for some serious hurt. You think this is bad? Wait.”
“I’m sorry to hear you say that,” Malcolm said, “since your predictions are the only ones coming true.”
“Me too.” Ryan went to the living room and plopped on the couch. “I’m extremely glad to be here, though.”
 “I’m at least as glad that you’re finally here.” Malcolm glanced at Ryan’s pack before sitting across from him. “Thanks for bringing supplies. So what’s the plan? Hole up for a while and have a chess super marathon?”
Ryan shot him an incredulous look. “You can’t be serious. We’re bugging out of the city, of course.”
“Bugging out? Where to?”
“The country.” Ryan made a motion with his thumb in a southwest direction.
Malcolm stared at him a moment. “What have you been doing the past week?”
Ryan smiled. “Preparing.”
 
* * *
 
“I’ve been thinking about this baby,” Ryan said holding the Five-seveN. “You’re lucky Hannah left it here. With the shoulder holster, too. How much ammo do you have?”
“Three and a half boxes, on the shelf there.”
Ryan reached up and grabbed the ammunition. “So, close to 200 rounds. Good enough. This is a great survival gun, Malcolm. The ammo is light enough to carry.” He took out the magazine and pushed on the shells at the loading end. “You’re a few rounds light, though. No reason not to fully load it. Not hard to shove the last few in, like it is with my pistol.”
Malcolm considered telling him why, but wasn’t quite ready. He watched as Ryan pushed four rounds in to refill the magazine.
“What are you carrying?” Malcolm asked.
Ryan unzipped his pack and proudly produced a small but bulky semi-automatic pistol, no bigger than his large hand. 
“This is my XD-9. Polymer handle. Really something special, huh? Magazine holds sixteen. The ammo isn’t as light as yours, being a larger caliber. But if I need to use it, it’ll get the job done all right. I’m also carrying about 200 rounds.”
“It’s a nice looking gun,” Malcolm said. “But I don’t know about this trip you want us to make.”
New sirens blared outside the window as a fresh whiff of heavy smoke drifted in. The sound of gunfire popped from nearby streets, reminiscent of a drummer using his cymbal to complete a musical arrangement.
“You’d rather stay here?” Ryan said. “Come on, get packing.”
Malcolm bit his lip. Ryan did have a point. 
“What am I packing for?” Malcolm asked.
“Let’s call it an extended camping trip.”
Malcolm looked around his apartment. “How extended?” 
“Who knows? It’s best to prepare for the worst, but without overloading your pack. So bring one good warm winter coat—that isn’t too bulky.”
“It’s May, man.”
 “We don’t know what will happen, Malcolm. This could end up being the end of modern society as we know it. It’s possible you’ll never see this apartment—or anything in it—again.”
“No.” Malcolm shook his head. “I can’t share that gloomy vision, even if your market predictions have all played out. Your streak has to end sometime. And it just isn’t a practical suggestion that we permanently live in pup tents on your raw piece of land. Might be a different story if you’d ever gotten around to actually building on it…”
“You’re going to be pleasantly surprised when we get there.” Ryan put his pistol away and then looked Malcolm straight in the eye. “Like I said, I’ve been preparing. That’s why I left last week. Damn good thing I did. Our only problem now is traveling. But I’ve been working on that, too. I think your green ski jacket would be a good choice. Bring your snowboarding pants, too. Winters can be even colder—and wetter—in West Virginia than in New York.”
West Virginia. That’s right. Malcolm hadn’t been making the connection. Ryan’s land was in West Virginia, where Hannah currently was.
“You’re right,” Malcolm said. “Let’s get out of the city and go to your land. Since you’re the packing expert, why don’t you help me?”
Thirty minutes later Malcolm’s backpack was full, but not too full. Ryan’s bug-out bag supposedly contained all the survival gear they would need, so Malcolm mostly needed clothes. The heaviest items were extra shoes, his ski jacket, and the boxes of ammo.
“Feels good,” Malcolm said trying it on. “Pretty light, all things considered.”
“It’ll have to be a little heavier than that for a short ways.” Ryan opened his bag and produced two plastic bottles.
“Water bottles.” Malcolm nodded. “Good thinking.”
“These are survival water bottles. The filters are good for years of usage. But I have extra filters, too.”
“Of course you do.”
Ryan held them higher. “With these we can get drinking water almost anywhere.” 
“Even from saltwater?” Malcolm asked.
“No. That’s why we need to fill them here.” Ryan headed to the kitchen sink.
“Sure wish I could get ahold of Hannah,” Malcolm muttered.
Ryan heard him. “Why don’t you leave her a message on your outgoing answering machine greeting?”
“That’s a good idea. Hell, nobody else calls me anyway. What’s the address of your land plot?”
It took four tries to get it right, but Malcolm’s answering machine now had a greeting that was a specific message for Hannah. It let her know he was all right, that he had left the city with Ryan, and supplied the address of Ryan’s piece of land in Pennsboro. Hopefully, if cell phone service continued to be unusable, she would simply come there and find them.
Ryan stuffed one of the full water bottles into Malcolm’s pack. “Are we ready?”
“Not quite.” Malcolm went to the kitchen. There he found a bag for the pumpkin pie mix, turkey gravy, and half jar of popcorn. He then went out his front door, crossed the hallway, and knocked on Emma’s door.
Emma looked glad to see him when she opened this time. Malcolm refused the invitation to come in.
“This is the last of the food from my house,” Malcolm said handing her the bag. “Sorry it isn’t much. My friend and I are leaving, headed to the country. Going to camp out for a while and wait for things to get back to normal.”
“You’re so sweet. Camping? I have some granola bars. Let me give you a couple for the road.”
“No.” Malcolm held up a hand. “Thank you Emma, but please keep them for yourself. My friend has enough traveling food for us already.”
“I see. That’s good! Well, let me give you something else, then.” She vanished from the doorway and shortly returned holding a small object. 
Emma extended her hand. “Here.”
Malcolm held his palm up. Emma dropped a very old-looking metal whistle into it.
“You never know when you might need a whistle. When they put Martin Luther King in jail in Birmingham, the year before he was shot, a bunch of us showed up with these whistles. We’d march around the police station and blow them at night. Drove them crazy. They’d come out to chase us and beat whoever they could catch. Eventually the police took all our whistles away—all except this one. I managed to keep mine. Years later, I was hiking in the woods with some friends and became separated from the group when my foot got stuck in a hole. If I hadn’t had my Martin Luther King whistle with me, they might not have found me. It’s a good whistle.”
Malcolm studied it. “This is a special whistle then, Emma. Might even be worth something, given its history. I don’t think you should give it away.”
“Take it, dear. It’s been a good luck charm for me. I want it to bring you luck, too. You can give it back to me when you return home.”
Malcolm closed his hand and smiled. “Okay.”
Ryan looked anxious to go when Malcolm came back. The two of them went around the apartment one last time, unplugging alarm clocks and closing up windows.
“All right,” Malcolm said. “Where are you parked?”
Ryan laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding. You can’t drive out there. And it’s only getting worse.”
“I was afraid of that answer. So we’re taking the train, then?”
“No. They’re unreliable right now, and probably not safe for people with full backpacks. We need to stay together, be cognizant of our surroundings, keep our distance from strangers, and watch each other’s backs—literally. Remember, there’s a food shortage on, so even normal people are becoming desperate. Anyone who has supplies is a potential target.”
“Then how the heck are we traveling? It’s 450 miles to Pennsboro.”
“Yeah.” Ryan raised his eyebrows in acknowledgment. “Long ways. I have a plan. You’ll see. But we need to get moving, before it gets any later.”
Malcolm sighed with resignation. “All right. Lead the way.” He put the gun holster on and then the sport coat over it. Ryan nodded in approval.
The last thing they did before leaving Malcolm’s apartment was turn the TV off, after checking the markets one final time. 
The DOW had now crashed 75% from the top.
The 10-Year T-Note was yielding close to 22%.
The U.S. Dollar was worth exactly 21 Yen.
Gold and commodity prices were in the stratosphere.
 




 
Chapter Eleven
 
The constant smell of smoke validated the continuous sound of sirens on 8th Avenue. Foot traffic was busy. Malcolm reached inside his coat and felt his pistol, extremely grateful to have it. Ryan didn’t have a holster, so kept his weapon in the front pocket of his bag. For that reason he carried it loose over one shoulder. Still, Malcolm would be faster on the draw, and thus the probable first line of defense if they had any trouble.
Malcolm noticed he and Ryan weren’t the only ones bugging out of New York. The street was full of others also wearing backpacks, or else carrying travel bags of varying shapes and sizes. No one moved slowly. Most people headed north. Many looked no better prepared for the chaos than confused tourists would be. 
“They’ll have a tough time going that way,” Ryan said.
“Why’s that?”
“There’s a ‘black bloc’ happening on the west side of Central Park. Pretty big, from what I hear. So the park isn’t exactly the safest place right now, either.”
Malcolm strained to see up the street. “What in the world is a black bloc?”
“This way,” Ryan said turning west on 52nd Street. Malcolm was happy to follow. The last place he wanted to pass was the alley two streets north.
“It’s best if we walk a few feet apart from each other.” Ryan used his arm to space himself from Malcolm. “I’ll scan the left, you watch the right. A black bloc is a street protest, a form of demonstration that originated in Germany. Thousands of protestors take over an entire street, or any large public area, all of them dressed in full black.”
“That’s how the anarchists dress.”
“Right,” Ryan said. “They’re usually in the mix pretty heavy in a black bloc. But so are other kinds of rebels. Word gets around and every nut on the tree shows up. Those things always end badly—with vandalism, violence, and the inevitable but wholly necessary use of excess police force.”
As they crossed 9th Ryan added, “I can’t think of anything more absurd than desiring anarchy. Well, those idiots might get their wish this time. Would serve them right. I don’t imagine many of them being trained in survival tactics.”
“Just don’t tell them that,” Malcolm said. 
Ryan gave him a curious look. 
They increased their pace. Soon they were past 11th, almost to the Hudson River, alongside De Witt Clinton Park.
“Let’s jog across the park diagonally,” Ryan said.
“Wait a second. You said parks weren’t safe, and that we shouldn’t go north.”
“I said Central Park wasn’t safe. And we’re only going a couple streets up. Come on!” Ryan nudged him and they began running through the trees.
A couple streets up? He must not have said that right. The ferry crossing was all the way at 39th Street. That’s where Malcolm figured they were headed. If the ferry was still running, it did sound like a good way to get off the peninsula. Unless they were taking a water taxi instead—but it seemed unlikely those would be operating today.
The two of them came out of the trees on to the baseball field at De Witt Clinton Park. Malcolm heard a dog growl. He looked in the direction of the sound. A bald man held a large pit bull by the collar, at the edge of the trees. The dog must not like people running. Malcolm decided to keep an eye on them.
The man then crouched beside his dog, shouted something, and let go of its collar. The dog broke into a sprint towards Malcolm and Ryan. 
Was this really happening? That son of a bitch just ordered his pit bull to attack them.
“Ryan!” Malcolm said stopping. He drew his pistol. Ryan turned and saw the dog coming. He cursed and swung his bag around, fumbling for the front pocket zipper. But the dog was much too fast for him.
Not for Malcolm. He quickly had his pistol aimed at the bounding canine. Its owner must have noticed, because he whistled for the dog. But it was too late. The pit bull was committed. It picked Malcolm as the first target. Malcolm fired one round just as it leapt at him. The impact of the 5.7x28mm slug into the dog’s chest sent it spinning backwards. It landed on its head and crumpled, making no further sound.
Ryan finally got his gun out. The dog owner shouted in anger and began running towards them. Malcolm and Ryan both aimed their weapons at him in response. He stopped, held up his hands, and walked backwards. 
Malcolm and Ryan resumed jogging, slowly, while holding their weapons and keeping an eye on the would-be attacker. 
When they reached the third base line they stopped. Malcolm re-holstered his gun. Ryan put his safety latch on, and then tucked the 9-millimeter into his jeans, pulling his shirt tail over the bulge.
“I guess you were right,” Ryan said. “I’ll keep my weapon handier. Nice shot. That thing fires those little rounds impressively. Kind of wish we’d gotten the scumbag owner as well.”
“Me too. Now where are we going? The ferry landing?”
“No.” 
They came out of the park on 54th Street. Ryan pointed to the river. “Pier 96, right there. We better keep moving.”
“What, the kayak place?”
Ryan didn’t answer. He started off in a trot again. Malcolm ran to keep up with him. As they crossed 12th Avenue, Malcolm looked to the air. Several helicopters circled to the north. They must be over the black bloc.
A car horn blared, startling Malcolm, instantly drawing his eyes back to the street where a taxi sped by in front of them, easily doing 75. The crazy driver had a fare in the back seat. Must be someone important—or rich. 
Malcolm and Ryan finished crossing the wide street, ran through the short section of the Port Authority parking lot, and continued on to the Greenway Lawn. Several homeless people were camping there. Malcolm tried to see if any of them were Dion, but it was difficult while running. He also kept an eye out for dogs.
The Manhattan Community Boathouse, a nonprofit organization, came into view. Most New York City residents knew about the free kayak rentals on Pier 96. On weekends during warm months you had to get there early or late if you wanted one without waiting for hours. Malcolm and Hannah came on a Tuesday evening once, and had no trouble acquiring a tandem kayak. Starting in May the boathouse opened at 5:00 pm on weekdays. It was only about 3:30 now.
But they looked open, judging by the half-dozen or so kayaks on the water. The kayakers didn’t seem to be flitting about, as was normal. Rather, they all paddled towards the west shore of the river. One was just leaving the floating dock.
As Malcolm and Ryan drew closer, it became apparent the kayaker leaving the pier wasn’t doing so with the well wishes of the staff. A man and a woman stood on the dock shouting angry voices at him.
That didn’t slow Ryan down. He ran onto the pier and down the upper ramp that led to the covered shed where all the kayaks were stored.
“We’re closed!” a stressed female voice shouted. “Go away!”
Malcolm looked to the voice and saw a petite, dirty-blond twenty-something behind a counter. She pointed back up the ramp with a purple fingernail.
“Where’s Tim?” Ryan said. “I’m here to see Tim.”
“Oh, are you here to help us?” The girl came around the counter. “Thank God! People are just coming and taking the kayaks by force, pushing us away when we try to stop them. Can you believe that? We’re a nonprofit group! I called the police three times and they still haven’t arrived.” 
She then turned to the launching barge and shouted. 
“Tim! Some friends of yours are here!”
The man down on the dock heard her. He walked up the lower ramp, shaking his head of curly black hair and stepping carefully in his flip flops. Malcolm felt a little out of place in jeans and a sport coat. But he noticed some of the kayakers out on the Hudson were also fully dressed.
Tim instantly recognized Ryan when he got to the shed.
“It’s gone,” he said raising his hands up. “Someone took it. Sorry. You should have gotten here a couple hours ago.”
Ryan tilted his head. “What do you mean, someone took it? I paid you a hefty sum to keep it on hand for me.”
The girl spoke. “What’s he talking about, Tim?”
“Man, I couldn’t hold it! Thugs are taking our kayaks! Tough guys—some of them armed, no doubt. There’s nothing we can do here. The city is in chaos, in case you haven’t heard.”
“Well, then give me back my $300.” Ryan held his hand out.
Tim looked down and muttered, “I don’t have it.”
“What?” the girl said. “You took a bribe, Tim?”
Tim turned to her. “I sold him the leaky green one. It’s been patched too many times now, and we needed to get rid of it anyway. He said he only wanted it for getting across the river.”
“That’s not what we do here, Tim—”
“You don’t have my money,” Ryan said glancing around the shed, “so you owe me one tandem kayak. Any of these will do.” He began reaching towards one on a rack.
“No!” the girl said.
“No.” Tim stepped in front of Ryan, blocking his path. “You can’t have one of these.”
Ryan only stared back.
At that moment, two more men arrived in the shed. They definitely didn’t work there. One was bald and wore a black leather vest and black jeans. The other had a spikey haircut and lots of piercings. He carried a duffel bag.
Malcolm didn’t take his eyes off the bald one. Was that the guy who had the pit bull in the park? Malcolm couldn’t tell. He studied Malcolm longer than was comfortable and sneered before grabbing a kayak.
“What are you doing?” the girl said to him.
“Going kayaking.”
“No you’re not. We’re closed.”
“Grab that end,” the bald one said to his friend. His friend slung the duffel bag over one shoulder and picked up the front end of the kayak.
“I said no!” The girl ran at them. 
The one in front swung his bag so it smacked her on the side of the head. The girl shrieked as she fell. Tim then came at the guy, but wisely stopped and reconsidered when his adversary assumed a combative stance. Tim ended up bending down to help the girl, who was now crying and whimpering.
The bald guy stared at Malcolm again. Malcolm instinctively reached inside his coat. The bald guy didn’t care for that movement, and reached inside his vest in reaction.
Ryan moved his hand under his shirttail. The punk with the duffel bag then set his end of the kayak down, unzipped his bag, and put his hand inside. The four of them stayed in that position for the longest fifteen seconds of Malcolm’s life.
“You two work here?” the bald one finally said.
“No,” Ryan answered.
“Gonna stick your nose where it don’t belong, then?”
“Nope.” Ryan shook his head. “We’re going kayaking, too.”
“Fair enough.” The bald one took his hand out of his vest in an apparent gesture of good faith. “But I advise you to keep your distance from us, both here and on the water.”
Ryan nodded and put his hands behind his back. The bald guy looked at Malcolm. Malcolm put both hands in the air and reached for the tandem kayak next to Ryan. 
That seemed to satisfy the thugs. They picked their kayak back up. The bald one grabbed a paddle from the bin next to the ramp before descending it. It occurred to Malcolm that he could easily shoot them both in the back as they walked down the ramp.
Ryan and Malcolm waited a few minutes. Tim helped the girl off the floor and back over to the counter. Down on the barge, the two thugs simply pushed the other girl out of the way when she tried to stop them. The kayak they appropriated was a single-seater, but that didn’t appear to hinder them. The little punk with the duffel bag simply sat up on the front end as the bald guy paddled them away.
“There’s two cops up on the street now,” Tim said to the injured girl. “I’ll go get them. Stay here.” He ran up the upper ramp.
“Come on,” Ryan said grabbing the front of the tandem kayak again. He pulled it down and Malcolm took hold of the rear. The girl at the counter silently held her head and watched as Ryan took two paddles from the bin with his free arm.
“I’m sorry,” Ryan said to her before walking down the ramp. “He did sell me a kayak, and promise to hold it for me. And I need it. Hope you’re okay.”
She offered no response or change of expression.
The other girl, down on the barge, did not attempt to physically restrain Ryan and Malcolm. She did, however, assault them verbally with everything she could muster—and didn’t for a second believe Ryan’s story about having “purchased” a kayak from Tim. Neither did she react when Malcolm informed her that her coworker was hurt and possibly needed help.
Her curses continued as the two of them launched. Paddling away, Malcolm heard one last yell from her.
“We’re a nonprofit group, you assholes!”
 




 
Chapter Twelve
 
“We’re directly over the Lincoln Tunnel,” Ryan said from the rear seat. He had to shout, because the noise from helicopters flying back and forth across the Hudson River was loud. Most were police, military, or emergency rescue craft. But some were commercial and private. That must be how billionaires bug out of Manhattan.
It wasn’t how millionaires bugged out—or at least those who only had a paltry $7.3 million in the bank. Apparently, they had to steal kayaks to get away. 
It occurred to Malcolm he still hadn’t told Ryan about the fortune he made during the first two days of the financial crisis. But with hyperinflation becoming a reality, and the U.S. Dollar crashing beyond all semblance of reason, the accomplishment had become questionable. It was like a trade that wasn’t yet closed, and Malcolm never counted his profits before exiting the trade.
How would this trade close? Was everyone’s money really going to become worthless? Couldn’t the government fix this? How could they allow things to get this far out of control? Look at the sky full of helicopters. Smell the smoke. Listen to the sirens.
Malcolm’s bank account didn’t seem to matter much at the moment. He couldn’t, in reality, use it. Everything was absurdly overpriced. It would be incredibly stupid to spend his fortune on food, travel, and sundries. Then what? The supply of those items would eventually run out, and he’d be right back where he was now—only broke. And then maybe the insanity would stop and the markets would all come back. He would have blown his millions buying basic necessities at the top of the “financial meltdown bubble.” He couldn’t do that. So his newfound wealth became useless almost as quickly as he acquired it.
Right now, the only thing that mattered was the pack on Ryan’s back—whatever it held. Ryan said he spent the week preparing. Malcolm hoped he did a good job. He hoped his plans included a lot more than bribing Tim to keep a kayak ready for him.
Malcolm looked down. Water visibility was low, so he couldn’t see the top of the Lincoln Tunnel beneath them. They had paddled at least a mile from the Community Boathouse by now, and at a fast pace. Malcolm’s arms were beginning to scream in protest.
Malcolm looked behind them. The boathouse had faded in the distance, but a new object was rapidly monopolizing the view. A powerboat sped directly towards them, with a blue flashing light on its bow.
It was a police boat.
“Ryan,” Malcolm said stretching his neck. “Looks like the police are after us. Great bug-out plan.”
Ryan frowned and watched the fast-approaching boat. “I find it hard to believe they have nothing better to do. Why single us out? Hopefully they’re after something else.”
“We’re in a stolen kayak, and they’re headed straight for us. Not to mention the fact we left the scene of a crime at the boathouse. Did Tim at least give you a receipt for your $300?”
Ryan didn’t answer. He simply pulled his paddle out of the water and waited. 
Malcolm did the same. Maybe they would be fed well in jail.
The police boat kept right on coming. Strange it wasn’t slowing. They were getting awfully close.
“Crap!” Malcolm said. “They don’t even see us!” He waved his paddle in the air and shouted, “Hey!”
Ryan joined the frantic signaling. Malcolm got ready to dive into the water.
At the last second the boat slowed, turned to one side, sped up again, and continued past them—leaving a six-foot wake.
“Hang on!” Ryan said. Malcolm set his paddle on his knees and gripped the sides of the kayak.
They were pitched sideways. Malcolm lost his paddle, and almost fell out himself. Then they were pitched sideways again, in the opposite direction, like a rag doll being flung about. But both of them somehow stayed in the boat.
“They did that on purpose!” Malcolm said reaching to the water to retrieve his paddle.
Ryan laughed. “Of course they did. Come on, let’s beach this thing.”
“Where?”
“Straight ahead.”
Malcolm looked to the New Jersey shore. Ryan must be referring to Weehawkin Waterfront Park. The goalposts of the soccer field were visible from here. Ryan apparently wanted to land the kayak on the rocky bank next to it. Malcolm’s arms were too tired to argue. It was the closest place they could take out from their current position. So, he paddled.
Landing the kayak on the rocks was a little tricky—and bumpy—but they managed it okay. One other kayak from the boathouse was already abandoned there. 
The two of them climbed up the rocks and on to the field, where a small crowd of spectators stood watching Manhattan. These looked like ordinary citizens out to see a fireworks show. Perhaps they expected all of Manhattan to burn. Malcolm and Ryan stood there a minute with them, but nothing particularly special was happening at the moment. Just more helicopter traffic, smoke, sirens, and now an increase in small boat traffic on the river, including more kayaks from the Community Boathouse coming into view. 
Malcolm realized they were fortunate to get out when they did. Leaving the city by any direction other than north was becoming increasingly difficult. And if you went north, there looked to be considerable civil unrest to contend with. Unarmed, you’d be lucky to make it out alive and still have your bag. Staying put was probably the smarter choice for most NYC residents.
“Where to now?” Malcolm asked. He was glad to be on land again.
Ryan pointed west. “We walk a few blocks.”
That sounded good to Malcolm. He found himself starting to trust in Ryan’s preparations, whatever they were. 
He followed Ryan out of the park. The two of them began making their way through Weehawkin, taking time to skirt the large turnaround structure that transitioned Highway 495 through the Lincoln Tunnel. Once past that it was city walking again, this time through streets of low-rise buildings typical of smaller east-coast cities. Malcolm kept himself a few feet apart from Ryan and stayed on the alert. 
Things weren’t quite as chaotic over here, but they were still far from normal. Car traffic was light. The few motor vehicles that passed were usually speeding, and only stopping at intersections long enough see that it was clear before proceeding through regardless of the color of the traffic signal. Some sirens wailed on this side of the river, too. People out and about usually ran by, or walked at a rapid pace. You could tell their mood was tense. Occasionally, a group of tough-looking guys would be hanging out on a corner or alley entrance and take what Malcolm thought was a little too much interest in whoever was going by.
The two of them kept moving, at a pace just shy of trotting.
Several blocks into the city, Ryan stopped at a storage unit facility. “Watch our backs,” he said as he punched in a code on the keypad.
The gate opened and they walked inside. As they turned right at the first corner, Malcolm noticed many of the units open. They looked like they had been rifled through and abandoned. 
Out of one such unit two muscular men with short hair and tattoos emerged. One was black. The other held a pair of bolt cutters. They only glanced at Malcolm and Ryan, but the communication within that glance was clear: mind your own affairs. The thieves moved to the next locker and applied the business end of the bolt cutters to the lock there.
Ryan stopped four units down on the opposite side, in front of a unit that still had a lock on it. It was a different-looking lock, all brass with very little bolt visible recessed within the brass. Ryan dug for a key in his pocket.
“That’s why you need to buy tough locks,” Ryan said as he bent down. 
Malcolm didn’t like the way he said that. It was intentionally loud and confrontational, even borderline mocking. They didn’t need to provoke any extra trouble.
The metal door rolled up. Inside the unit sat two red scooters, with two black helmets hanging from the handlebars. Nothing else.
“The only way to travel.” Ryan proudly spread his hands towards the scooters as if he were a model on The Price is Right.
Malcolm chuckled. “What’s their range?”
“These are Genuine Buddy 125’s. The tanks hold 1.7 gallons and they get phenomenal mileage—we’re talking 90 MPG—so they’ll get us well out of New Jersey before we need to refuel.”
“I haven’t ridden a motorcycle since I was a teenager.” Malcolm grabbed ahold of one of the handle grips. 
“These are easy,” Ryan said. “Automatic transmissions. Top speed is about 50, so we’ll have to stay to the right on the highway, and maybe even ride the shoulder in places if people are driving crazy on the roads.”
“We’re taking the highway?”
“I think it’s best.” Ryan unzipped his pack and produced a large square foil pack. “I want to leave New Jersey behind as soon as possible. We have about three hours of daylight left.” He broke off a small square from the foil and handed it to Malcolm.
“Emergency rations?” Malcolm said.
Ryan laughed. “Much better than you make it sound. Eat. This is a Mainstay 3600-calorie bar. Each square, like you have there, is 400 calories.”
Malcolm opened the foil and took a bite of the speckled white food bar inside. The taste was slightly sweet, and reminded him of pound cake. “Not bad.”
Chewing, Malcolm walked to the opening of the storage unit. The two thieves were out in the street now, and looked directly at Malcolm when they saw him. Malcolm continued eating, but took his pistol out and made sure they saw it as he removed the magazine and popped it back in again. The thieves retreated back into the last open storage unit in response.
“Let’s, um, exit the long way around,” Malcolm said. 
Ryan agreed. They finished their 400-calorie bars, drank some water, put the helmets on, and started the scooters—which fired right up. Malcolm noticed an area of scuffed paint on one side of his.
“These look used,” Malcolm said.
“You bet. Cost me a third of what they would have new. But they’re in great condition. Let’s go.” Ryan pushed forward, rode out of the locker, and turned left. 
Malcolm followed. The thieves were still tucked out of sight.
They circled around the storage property counter-clockwise and ended up at the front gate again. The thieves were back outside when they passed the first street again, using their bolt cutters on the next unit. Ryan punched the code in the keypad and the gate opened. 
They were off.
Fifteen minutes later, after negotiating their way through precarious city streets and two major highway transitions, Malcolm began feeling comfortable on the scooter. Well, as comfortable as one could probably be under the circumstances. Suspicious bands of unsightly pedestrians had gathered in spots, including along the shoulder of the transition road from Highway 95 South to Highway 78 West. Police and military vehicles raced by in places, apparently all responding to calls and not bothering to pull over the inordinate number of recklessly-speeding drivers. Everyone in a car or on a motorcycle seemed to be in an awful hurry.
That certainly included Malcolm and Ryan. They kept the scooters at full throttle, doing just over 50 miles per hour, which was enough to prevent the weirdo pedestrians from stepping in their path—though some waved their arms and attempted to flag them down.
But their speed was still markedly slow compared to that of nearly all other motor vehicle traffic, which made the two scooters a bit of a dangerous highway obstacle. Once on the westbound 78, Ryan kept to the right-hand side of the right lane and Malcolm followed behind. The two of them moved to the shoulder when cars approached them from the rear. It was wise of Ryan to get red-colored scooters.
Most of the passing traffic shortly vanished on the horizon, never to be seen again. But there was one annoying vehicle that kept reappearing: a lowered black Honda Civic sedan, about ten years old. At first it appeared to be a typical problem car, the type of which are encountered too often in today’s society, obviously owned by a twenty-something year old who has seen too many Fast and Furious movies. Gaudy custom wheels, tinted windows, and an oversized rear deck spoiler appropriately complemented the never-ending revving of the engine.
Normally when this type of vehicle buzzes you on the road, it’s a brief—although harrowing—experience, as they come up on your rear at close to the speed of sound and then change lanes at the last possible second, narrowly avoiding pit-maneuvering you into a possible early death. You say a quick prayer of thanks and never see it again, if you’re lucky.
This one kept reappearing, though. The driver must be exiting the highway frequently and then getting back on again. The third time it passed, the Honda slowed noticeably when it was beside Malcolm and Ryan. Malcolm caught a glimpse of a muscular tattooed forearm resting on the rolled-down passenger-side window, and made brief contact with eyes that narrowed under a thin, dark brow. The car then took off like a rocket.
But ten minutes later it reappeared from behind again. This time Ryan hit the brakes as it passed, so Malcolm did the same.
So did the Honda, after pulling directly in front of them on the shoulder.
Ryan motioned with his hand to the off-ramp fast approaching. Malcolm nodded.
But then Ryan did something unexpected. He moved across the highway to the left lane, as if to pass the car. Malcolm reluctantly followed.
The Honda came back into the right lane and drove past the off-ramp. 
Ryan suddenly cut back across both lanes and used the off-ramp to exit. Malcolm almost lost control of the scooter following his hard right turn, but he pulled the maneuver off. Ahead on the highway, the Honda could be seen radically slowing and moving back to the shoulder, as if it were pulling over.
Ryan sped back up. Malcolm followed. They got away from the highway in a southward direction on the cross street at the exit. Malcolm noticed the sign: Route 31. They had just passed the small town of Lebanon a couple miles back.
A mile down Route 31, they encountered an unusual area of heavier traffic. Malcolm was actually glad for it. They fell into place in a line of cars, along with two horse-drawn carts, that were all turning left on a smaller road. A short ways in the distance they all seemed to be parking in a dirt lot.
Ryan took his helmet off when they were stopped in traffic. Malcolm did the same. They both looked behind them.
“I don’t think they followed us,” Ryan said. “And even if they did, we should be safe in this crowd.”
“Why were they screwing with us?” Malcolm asked.
Ryan pointed to his backpack.
“Oh. Sheesh.”
“Let’s give them time to move on and find a different victim,” Ryan said. “What do you say we check out whatever’s going on here?”
Malcolm shrugged. “You’re the platoon leader. I’m only a private in this outfit.”
 




 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Welcome to Valley Crest Farm and Preserve.
That’s what the big white sign at the entrance to the parking lot said. Underneath it hung a half-dozen smaller signs listing the types of produce grown there, and inviting visitors to “pick your own.” Malcolm also noticed the words A Nonprofit Organization in small letters on the big sign.
“I hope this nonprofit group is friendlier than the last one,” Malcolm said getting off his scooter.
“They must be.” Ryan pointed at a middle-aged couple leaving the farm with a box full of produce. The man was limping. “Looks like people are getting food here. Let’s check it out.”
With their packs still on their backs, Ryan and Malcolm followed the casual line of refreshingly ordinary-looking people along the path from the parking lot. It struck Malcolm that they were now a long ways from the city. Look at all these country folks, being polite to each other, smiling and acting as if the world wasn’t falling apart around them. This is who Malcolm wanted to hang with right now.
They came to a shack with a counter, where the people they followed picked up empty boxes almost as if they were entering a supermarket. Others had boxes already full of produce and were waiting their turn to check out at the counter. Malcolm wondered what the prices were as Ryan grabbed a box.
“We obviously can’t carry too much,” Ryan said, “but there’s some room in your seat compartment.”
They passed a horse stable, a pen full of geese, and a cornfield before coming to a fork in the path. A man who looked not terribly different than a scarecrow stood there giving everyone directions.
“Asparagus and strawberries on your left,” he said. “Peach orchard is to your right. That’s all that’s ripe. Please be careful if you climb the peach trees. The branches can be weak.”
Malcolm shook his head in amazement. “A pick-your-own-produce farm. Wow. Why isn’t this place overrun with city slickers, grabbing everything they can hoard?”
“I imagine it’s because they don’t know about it,” Ryan said. “Or else they aren’t desperate enough yet to want to eat produce. Which way should we start? Right or left?”
Thirty minutes later, Malcolm and Ryan stood in line at the shack to check out. When they reached the front, Malcolm was astounded to see a sign that said Donations.
“Um, what does this cost?” Ryan asked the elderly lady behind the counter.
“Whatever you can afford is appreciated,” she said. “It doesn’t make much sense for us to put prices on anything at the moment.”
“What if we can’t afford anything?” Malcolm asked. Ryan shot him a stern glance.
“That’s fine, sweetie. We’ve been providing food for the needy for more than five years now.”
“I was just wondering.” Malcolm pulled a hundred dollar bill from his wallet. “Here you go.”
“Thank you, sweetie.” The woman accepted it with no more fanfare than if it were a $1 bill. Malcolm opened his mouth intending to point out the denomination to her, but decided not to. It was, after all, more like a $1 bill these days.
Back at the scooters, Ryan produced two large freezer-storage baggies from his backpack. He filled one with all the peaches and strawberries that would fit and the other with fresh-picked asparagus, stashing the bags in Malcolm’s seat compartment when finished. They stood a short while and ate the remaining fruit before hitting the road again.
Every black sedan coming up from the rear was cause for concern upon continuing on the westbound 78. None of them ended up being the troublesome Honda, fortunately, though some drove just as erratically. It wasn’t long before Ryan and Malcolm reached the Pennsylvania state line.
But not before passing another New Jersey farm. This one was right off the highway, close to the border at the southeastern outskirts of Phillipsburg. There were signs along the highway advertising it, something the owners likely regretted at the moment. The scene at this place was a stark contrast to that of the farm Ryan and Malcolm visited. Police and military vehicles surrounded it, along with a growing crowd of angry-looking citizens. It was difficult to tell from the highway, but Malcolm thought a possible food riot could be brewing there. Didn’t they know another farm a few miles away was giving produce away to anyone who needed it?
Once over the state line, Ryan began slowing. The Lehigh River ran alongside the road a short distance to the north here. Ryan seemed to be looking for something.
He slowed to a crawl on the shoulder. Malcolm thought he was going to stop, but instead he turned onto a narrow dirt trail that connected with the shoulder, waving for Malcolm to follow.
Now what was he doing? Malcolm stayed behind him, often touching a foot to the ground and pushing brush out of the way with an arm. The trail ended at a small road along the riverbank. Ryan turned left there, but kept the slow pace. 
Finally he stopped. After taking his helmet off, Ryan opened his seat compartment and pulled out a metal-framed object. Fifteen seconds later, the object had been folded-out into a small camping shovel.
“Wait here,” Ryan said. Malcolm tilted his head and watched him vanish into some bushes. 
Malcolm waited. And waited. 
Ryan eventually returned, holding a canvas bag in one hand and what could only be a long plastic gun case in the other. Both shed dirt as he walked. Unbelievable. The knucklehead had weapons buried in the bushes.
The gun case held a 20-gauge pump action shotgun, along with a leather scabbard and two boxes of shells. Ryan strapped the scabbard to his scooter in a most interesting fashion, facing it backwards along the rear wheel well. He slipped the shotgun into the scabbard, backwards and upside down, and then practiced retrieving it while sitting on the scooter. He ended up adjusting the scabbard straps twice before being satisfied.
Then he opened the canvas bag.
“This one’s for you,” Ryan said. “I’m promoting you to corporal.” 
But what he took out of the bag wasn’t a gun. It was half a gun. Thankfully, the other half of the rifle came out next.
“The Ruger 10/22 is the fastest takedown rifle on the market. Watch.” Ryan popped a magazine in the bottom half and then twisted the barrel into place, effectively putting the gun together in well under ten seconds. “Semi-automatic 22LR, like you’re used to shooting at the range. The standard magazine holds ten rounds, but I also have a 25-round magazine for it.”
“Of course you do.”
Ryan smiled broadly and stepped closer. “Here’s how you disassemble it.” He turned the gun to the underside, moved a pin under the base of the barrel with his thumb, and twisted the barrel. It was in two halves again in about three seconds. 
Ryan pointed to Malcolm’s scooter. “Sit still while I stuff it in your pack.”
Malcolm objected. “It has its own bag.”
“That’s excess baggage we don’t need. Don’t forget the safety is on if you need to use this.” Ryan positioned the two rifle halves in Malcolm’s pack, walked back to the gun bag, removed a larger curved magazine along with two boxes of shells, stuffed them in Malcolm’s pack also, and then unceremoniously tossed the canvas Ruger bag in the bushes. “All that didn’t add more than seven or eight pounds to your pack. Now you’re ready for the road.”
“Why’d you pick this place to stash the big guns?” Malcolm asked.
“New Jersey Gun laws are strict.”
“You telling me that’s legal here?” Malcolm pointed at the shotgun strapped to Ryan’s scooter.
“Almost. Probably not illegal enough to get hassled over under the circumstances, anyway. You’ll notice I strapped it to the right side, so hopefully it won’t be seen by any passing police vehicles.”
“It’d be even less visible with a pistol grip,” Malcolm said, “and kind of cool-looking to see you whip out while riding.”
“That it would be, Malcolm. And a heck of a lot less effective, too. Saw a guy at the range shooting a pistol grip shotgun once. Couldn’t hit a mountain. Finally he held it up and aimed it proper, looking down the barrel. Hit the target that time, but went to the hospital with a broken face. Pistol grips are useless on a shotgun unless your target is right in front of you. Ready to ride?”
“How much farther today?”
“Not much.”
 
* * *
 
Joseph Slate carried the shovel back into house. “Shouldn’t we bury them, too?” He pointed at the two bodies on the floor.
“Be my guest,” Duncan replied. “If you’re religious or something. But we’ll be out of here in the morning before they start stinking.”
Lanny spoke. “Why can’t we hole up here a while, Duncan?”
“Because it’s not safe. A shame, really. The place makes a good fortress. Too bad for the owners they didn’t know how to defend it.” Duncan shook his head. “My fault. Left my damn notebook on the table.”
“Ahhhh,” Lanny said. “You think them feds will try and chase us here from nothing but a scribbled address, when the entire country is suddenly in an uproar? They probably have their hands full.”
“I suppose it depends on the agents, and how much they cared for their partners. My fault again, for being such a good shot. I know I put one of them down through the glass. Pretty sure Tony got another.”
“Tony,” Lanny muttered. “Yeah. I wish he was here.”
“So do I.” Duncan shot Joseph a lightning-fast glance, but Joseph noticed it. 
Duncan put his hand on Lanny’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go check on Joseph’s landscaping job, before it starts getting dark.”
The two of them went out the back door. Joseph thought they looked like Abbott and Costello when they walked together, as Lanny was much shorter and stockier than Duncan.
Joseph turned to face Chad. If there was a famous comedian Chad most resembled it would have to be Steve Martin, with his perfectly-parted blond hair and wide nose. The thought made Joseph laugh.
“What’s so funny?” Chad asked. He wasn’t in a cheerful mood. Hard to blame him, as he was the one who shot the homeowners.
“Nothing,” Joseph said. “Just thinking about an old Steve Martin bit. You’ve been awfully quiet.”
“Not feeling talkative.”
“I understand.” Joseph glanced at the bodies on the floor. “What do you think? Should we bury them?”
“Why should I care?” Chad snapped.
“Only asking your opinion.”
“I don’t have one.” 
Chad was still being short with Joseph, something he’d been doing since they left Cheat Lake. Joseph decided it was time to push him a little.
“Upset about Tony?” Joseph asked.
“Of course I am.” Chad tilted his head. “What about you?”
“I’m sorry to lose a partner.” Joseph gripped the shovel tight with both hands. “Makes things tougher for all of us.”
“Yeah,” Chad said. “But are you sorry to lose Tony?”
Joseph slowly nodded. “Yes, as a matter of fact. I’m not the sort who holds grudges. And I know how to take my beatings.”
“I know you do. But that last one went too far. Heck, no one could blame you much if…”
“If what?”
“I happened to look back when Tony went down. He fell forward. You were right behind him. Pretty sure Duncan noticed it, too.”
“You think I shot him?”
“Did you?”
Joseph thought for a second before responding. 
“I can’t answer with 100% certainty, because we were in a running gun battle and he did move in front of me. Hard to keep everything straight in my brain, with all that was happening. But I really don’t think it was me. I think one of the feds got him and he just fell forward.”
Chad stared at Joseph for a long moment. Joseph didn’t let it bother him. He stood comfortably and observed Chad’s face, unsure of what his thought process was.
“All right,” Chad said. “That’s a fair answer, and I’m deciding to believe you. For the record, I’ve always considered you trustworthy. I’ve even vouched for you with Duncan on occasion. So we’re cool, all right? But you still might have some convincing to do with Duncan.”
“Not worried about it.” Joseph stepped closer to the couch. “Duncan has always been straight with me. And I’m not afraid of hard work. Guess that’s why I usually get the dirty jobs.” He looked back at the bodies.
Duncan and Lanny returned. Duncan was smiling. 
“Damn that’s good work, Joseph. I couldn’t tell where the spot was. It’s out of sight from the house, so should be an easy job when we sneak back through the woods to get it.”
“I can’t believe we’re burying treasure,” Chad said. “I feel like a pirate. Maybe there’s some rum in the house.”
Duncan looked back and forth between Chad and Joseph, raising an eyebrow. “Glad to see you perking up, Chad.”
“This guy’s all right, Duncan.” Chad patted Joseph on the back as he passed him on the way to the living room liquor cabinet.
“I know he’s all right,” Duncan said with a distinct tone of relief in his voice. “Does good work. And for the record, Joseph, I know it wasn’t your fault you lost the load. Can’t get away from FBI helicopters in a bobtail truck, can you? Especially when you don’t know they’re on you. Sorry about that business in the warehouse, okay? It’s frustrating to lose a million-dollar load.”
Joseph nodded. “I understand, boss. No hard feelings.”
“There’s no bosses here. We’re a team. What’d you find, Chad?”
“Good scotch.”
“Great. Let’s all have some.”
The four of them relaxed in the living room around the coffee table. Joseph took the lounge chair opposite of Duncan, facing the back door. One of his hands still held the shovel. Lanny and Chad sat on the couch between them. The scotch did taste good.
“All right,” Duncan said. “Chad and I have the most experience riding motorcycles, so we’ll take the dirt bikes in the morning.”
“Plus you’re the skinny ones,” Lanny said. 
Everyone laughed and took a drink.
“Right.” Duncan pointed at Lanny and Joseph. “So you two take the ATVs. Everything’s all gassed up. Joseph, why don’t you take the one with the rack? You’re lighter than Lanny. Those gold bars weighing you down ought to make you guys about even in a race. If anyone gets lost, just keep going downhill through the trees, until you get to the gravel road. Then go west. We’ll leave around daybreak.”
Joseph’s attention was drawn by what might have been a shadow near the back door.
Duncan noticed. “What’s the matter, Joseph? Worried you might lose another load?”
“No,” Joseph said. “I thought I saw something move in the backyard.”
 




 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Hannah saw Darian’s image reflect in the sliding glass door. Crap. Someone in the house might have seen him, too. That was sloppy work on Darian’s part.
Hannah broke into a run along the side of the house. They were moving to cover both exits, but might not have much time now. The call for help had been made, but waiting for backup to show could be an option no longer available. Police were still responsive to law enforcement calls—just slow in arriving. 
As Hannah came around the front, the sound of the door opening brought her to an abrupt halt. So much for waiting on backup. She formed a stance on the far side of the dining room window and leveled her weapon towards the entryway. No way was Hannah getting shot through a window by these guys again.
A figure emerged from the doorway. A wide one. 
He wasn’t as visible as Hannah preferred, with the front porch being on the dark side of the house in the waning moments of daylight. But Hannah saw the pistol in his hand. The suspect first looked left, then right—where he made direct eye contact with Hannah.
“Drop your weapon!” Hannah said at a volume she hoped wouldn’t be heard inside the house.
The big guy stepped backwards inside the doorway without raising his gun hand, without tripping the hair trigger in Hannah’s brain that would cause her to shoot. Damn it!
“Feds!” the man yelled from the dining room. Hannah could tell from the location of his voice that he had retreated from the door. She hunched over, ran past the window, and stepped into the open doorway, still crouched.
The big man was waiting for her. This time he had his gun raised, and fired the second she appeared. His shot was high, obviously expecting her to be upright. 
Hannah returned fire. Three slugs impacted in his upper chest before he ever got a second shot off. His gun dropped to the floor. Seconds later, so did he.
More gunfire erupted from the rear of the house. Some of it was particularly booming, probably from a shotgun. Yells and the sound of glass crashing followed. Then more gunfire, from slightly farther away.
Hannah ran inside. No one else remained in the front rooms. No one alive, anyway. Two more bodies lay on the hardwood floor in the family room. The sliding glass door to the backyard was shattered.
“Agent Smith!” Hannah yelled ducking behind a wall.
“Out here!” Darian’s voice returned. “They ran out the back way! I couldn’t stop them.” 
The sense of relief in hearing Darian’s voice was matched only by the urgency Hannah felt knowing the rest of the gang was getting away again. She quickly made her way out the back, carefully stepping over the larger pieces of broken glass. 
“Where are you?”
“Here.” Darian’s head popped up from behind a brick planter. Large sections of brick were blasted away from the front side of it. 
“They went straight down the back. I can give you a little cover fire from my current position. Be careful. There’s three of them. One has a shotgun. The others pistols. They’re running. You can outshoot them, Hannah.”
“You’re hit?”
“Yes, but not badly. Took some buckshot in the leg. Don’t worry about me.”
Hannah hesitated, glancing back and forth from the woods to her downed partner, uncertain what to do.
“I’m all right!” Darian insisted. “Go now if you want a shot at them.”
The sound of a motorcycle starting fifty yards into the woods made up Hannah’s mind.
“Okay! Stay put! I’ll be back!”
More motorbikes fired up as Hannah sprinted through the trees towards the noise. The sounds began moving away, down the hill, at different speeds. Hannah realized she was too late—but kept running anyway, as one of the bikes wasn’t yet far off.
She came to a parked Quadrunner ATV. At the same time another ATV, this one with a rider, appeared in a clearing eighty yards away. Hannah took careful aim and fired two shots before it vanished behind a group of trees.
She looked down. No key in the ignition. No time to remove the panel and bypass the ignition wire. Hannah took off running again.
She didn’t catch them. They were too far ahead now, and moving away at a faster speed. There must be a road down there.
Five minutes later Hannah was behind the house again, kneeling next to her injured partner. Darian was lucky. His leg was full of pellets, but the bleeding was minimal.
“Still hurts like hell,” Darian said.
“I called for an ambulance on the land line. They assured me police response was already in route. Damn they’re slow. Can’t find your satellite phone. You sure you dropped it behind the back door?”
“Positive. If it wasn’t kicked away, one of them must have grabbed it. Can’t imagine anyone having the presence of mind to do that during a gunfight, though.”
Hannah looked around the yard a while longer for the phone. No luck. 
The police finally showed. They weren’t happy about having three dead bodies to investigate on the busiest Friday night of their careers. An ambulance arrived a few minutes later.
The local police vehemently objected when Hannah climbed into back of the ambulance with Darian.
“You know where we’ll be,” Hannah said. “If you guys hadn’t been so slow to respond, maybe this crime scene would have been a little more manageable.” She slammed the door shut.
 
* * *
 
Malcolm and Hannah were married in the month of October. Malcolm remembered their Orlando honeymoon. Disney World transformed itself into a Halloween theme after dark. He had marveled at how spooky the trees and buildings actually looked.
But the place he was in right now looked much spookier.
“Where are we again?” he asked Ryan when they stopped.
Ryan dismounted and took out his shovel before answering. Oh, no. Not more digging.
“Directly ahead of us is a makeshift campground where we’ll be spending the night.”
“There are No Trespassing signs all over this place, Ryan.”
“They aren’t enforced.” Ryan stuck the spade in the dirt. “Allentown officials kicked everyone out of here once or twice, from what I’ve read, but have since given up—as they have no real alternative solution.”
Malcolm knew where they were now. He saw something about it on a news show once. This was a homeless camp. Allentown and Harrisburg were known for them. Dusk hadn’t settled yet, so he could make out the shape of tents through the trees in the distance.
“What are you digging for here?” Malcolm asked.
“Our invitation.”
After a short but furious excavation, Ryan lifted a square object wrapped in a plastic tarp from the earth. He removed the tarp, shook the dirt from it, then folded and tucked it on the back of his scooter before plopping the cardboard box it had been protecting on Malcolm’s lap. 
It was a case of wine.
“Don’t drop that,” Ryan said. “Hold it with one hand. We’ll go slow.”
Malcolm’s mental images of a haunted house were only reinforced as they gradually putted their scooters through the camp. Creepy trees drooped over torn tarps, aging tents of various shapes and sizes, and badly put together lean-to shelters. To think of these places as homes was a shocking contrast for someone who lived in Midtown Manhattan. Construction materials included wooden pallets, plastic milk crates, rotting plywood, patio umbrellas with advertising on them, and cord—lots of cord. Cord held structures together, kept tarps in the air, roped off perimeters, hung laundry, and even dangled cookware in places. Malcolm noticed American flags were planted in front of several of the shelters.
The residents, for the most part, didn’t look especially happy to see new arrivals. Many of them stood with hands on hips and stares that could melt a rock as Ryan and Malcolm passed.
Ryan found a small clearing and pulled into it. He was off his scooter and had the tent removed from his pack before Malcolm even turned his engine off. This was a little too foreign—and uninviting—for Malcolm’s taste.
“We’re right in the center of the camp here,” Malcolm said. “If we must stay in this godforsaken place, wouldn’t a spot on the outskirts be better?”
Ryan shook his head. “No. This is where I want to be. Nestled in the middle, nice and cozy. Come on. Help me pitch the tent.”
They had two stakes in the ground when the first angry neighbor showed up; a thin man with smudged jeans, scraggly hair, and more scars than teeth.
“What do you boys think you’re doing?” he said.
“Checking in for one night,” Ryan answered jovially.
The man didn’t smile. “Who do you know here?”
“You, now. My name’s Ryan. This is Malcolm.” Ryan stood and walked to the wine box.
“That isn’t funny, partner. This ain’t no hotel. We live here. It’s a community, understand? And strangers aren’t welcome. You can’t just roll in here and—”
“Here you go,” Ryan said handing the resident a bottle of wine. “It’s a gift. Keep it.”
That shut him up. He stared at it a minute before twisting the screw top cap off and taking a drink.
“Welcome to the neighborhood, Brian and Manny.” The man sauntered away.
It wasn’t long before the scene repeated. And then kept on repeating. The assortment of characters who came by to be bribed was entertaining. A few of them were clean-shaven and looked downright normal, including a woman with a dog who wore designer clothes and jewelry.
Ryan’s tent ended up being considerably bigger than Malcolm imagined by its rolled-up size. So were the two sleeping rolls, which turned out to be water-repellent “mummy shaped” bags with soft polyester lining. Beneath them Ryan spread an all-weather emergency blanket to act as an additional layer of padding over the hard ground. Malcolm was impressed with it all. To him, this looked like the kind of gear someone climbing Mount Everest might bring—not east coast campers in late May. But, as Ryan had already warned him, winter gear was necessary as it could be quite some time before it made sense to go back to New York.
“These last two are ours,” Ryan said after giving away the tenth bottle of wine. He handed Malcolm the box. Malcolm noticed beforehand that two of the bottles were different, slightly smaller and made of brown glass. Now they were the only ones left. He removed one of them and looked at the label.
“Dogfish Head 90-Minute IPA. Nice!”
“Thought you’d like that.” Ryan pointed a thumb at the woods behind him. “You stay here and guard everything while I gather wood for a fire. Don’t give those beers away!”
“No need to worry about that, my friend.”
An hour later it was dark. Ryan and Malcolm sat before a delightful fire eating asparagus and sipping 9% alcohol double-IPA from two ceramic coffee cups Ryan had thoughtfully packed in his seat compartment. This was not a beer you drank from a bottle. Joyful noises surrounded them in the camp.
“Well, it’s Friday,” Ryan said. “So go ahead.”
Malcolm tilted his head. “Go ahead and what?”
“Tell me the tale of the two.”
Malcolm snickered and shook his head. “You already know about TBT. You were there. Hell, it was your pick. I went kind of nuts from there and started compounding my winning position, betting everything on the meltdown.”
“You must have done all right, then.”
“Better than all right. Made a fortune. Or at least I would have if it wasn’t for the dollar—”
Malcolm was interrupted when two residents approached to ask if there was any more wine. Ryan offered them some asparagus instead, not wishing to send anyone away empty-handed. Only one of them accepted it.
“We also have a bag of peach-strawberry mush if you’re interested,” Ryan said. 
“What do you mean, mush?” the other resident asked. 
Ryan gave him the bag. “It’s ugly, but farm fresh today. We’ll probably throw it out. Should have known what would happen to soft fruit vibrating and being bumped around.”
The resident scooped some out with his fingers and tasted it. “This is good, thanks. I’ll take it.”
As soon as he left, a different resident came up to their fire. This one had obviously been by earlier. He carried one of the wine bottles, still unopened.
“Is it wise giving alcohol to the homeless?” he asked. 
The voice surprised Malcolm. It was deep and commanding, not something you’d expect to come out of the mouth of such a short, thin man. Whoever he was, he appeared out of place here. This guy was one of the few who were clean-shaven, and better dressed than most. His question only confirmed his foreign status.
“They seem to be enjoying it,” Ryan answered.
“And that makes it wise?”
“I don’t know about wisdom.” Ryan stood to face the confrontation. “But I know they like it. I’m no judge of what’s best for a person, so I’m happy to provide something that brings a little joy. Afraid I’m fresh out of homes and jobs, low on food, and money doesn’t seem to be worth much at the moment.”
“Joy,” the man said raising the bottle. “Bless the Lord, oh my soul, who brings forth the wine which makes glad the hearts of men.”
Malcolm exchanged a confused look with Ryan.
“Mind if I join you gentlemen?” the stranger asked. “The bottle is too much for me, so I thought maybe we could share it.”
“Sure,” Malcolm said looking into his near-empty cup. 
Ryan shrugged and sat back down.
“What was that from?” Malcolm asked the stranger. “What you said about God making wine so men could be glad?”
“Psalm 104. Not an exact quote, but an accurate paraphrase.” He opened the wine. “Can I fill your cup?”
“Wait a second.” Malcolm finished off his ale. “Okay, now. You know you sound like a preacher.”
“I am,” he said pouring the wine. “Name is Robert—or Pastor Green, to my flock.”
“Oh. Wow.” Malcolm cradled his cup of wine with both hands.
“Where’s your …flock?” Ryan asked, extending his cup for a fill. “And what are you doing here, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“I’m on my way home to Carlisle. Was visiting family in Hartford when the financial meltdown came. Had some car trouble, so now I’m afoot. A friend in town offered to put me up for the night, but I felt …led here. My church does a lot of work with a homeless camp in Harrisburg. Similar to this place.” Pastor Green took a drink of wine directly from the bottle, now only half full.
“I’m Ryan and this is Malcolm. We’re from New York, heading to West Virginia. Probably going to be living a lot like these folks for a while—but much more secluded.”
Malcolm looked around and frowned.
“It is better to live humbly with the poor than to share plunder with the proud,” Pastor Green said.
Ryan laughed. “What’s the name of your church?”
“The Ninety-nine Sheep Baptist Church of Carlisle. Though we’re a small independent church, and would have to double in size to actually have 99 members…”
“You’re a Baptist minister?” Malcolm choked. “You’re drinking!”
Pastor Green chuckled. “You’ve got me there. Wouldn’t be seen doing it in my home town. I’m a good pastor. Just not a very good Baptist.”
“So you think drinking is okay, then?” Ryan asked.
The pastor scratched his chin. “I wouldn’t advise it to anyone, notwithstanding the fact Paul prescribed it to Timothy. That was purely for medicinal purposes, of course. But who’s to be the judge of another’s medicine?” He raised the bottle. “Even the Good Lord Himself was known to have a cup or two when He was among us. One of the things the religious zealots of His day slandered Him for, in fact. A bit of irony, then, that in our day Baptists are often categorized as religious zealots for abstaining, among other things. We’re a tad legalistic in our walk, I’ll grant you that. But I’ve yet to meet a group of people who love the Lord more.”
“That’s interesting,” Ryan said.
 “You gentlemen religious?” Pastor Green asked.
“Not particularly.”
“Nothing wrong with that. It was, after all, the religious folks who plotted to have our Lord killed—though that was the very purpose of His coming. God isn’t looking for religious people. He’s looking for repentant sinners to be the subjects of His everlasting kingdom.”
Malcolm noticed the pastor’s tone get deeper and louder as he finished his sentence, probably an involuntary transition to his preaching voice. It reminded Malcolm of his childhood.
“We went to a Baptist church when I was growing up,” Malcolm said softly. He looked up at the night sky. Stars were coming out.
“Didn’t take?” Pastor Green asked.
“I accepted it all back then, I suppose. But then I found out my entire world was a lie, and stopped believing in everything.”
“Adopted?”
Malcolm looked at the pastor. “Yes. That’s perceptive.”
“Not really. I’ve met quite a few of adopted people. Your parents didn’t tell you until you were a teenager? Or a preteen?”
“Exactly. My Dad turned out to be my uncle, and my aunt and uncle turned out to be my parents.”
Pastor Green looked into the fire and shook his head. “That’s a new one, actually.”
The three of them talked the night away about philosophical matters, the plight of the homeless, and baseball. Pastor Green passed along the news that all professional sports were canceled today until further notice, lamenting the loss of his beloved Phillies. 
Malcolm found he liked the odd Baptist preacher. Ryan must have too, because when they learned he was without any kind of sleeping gear Ryan insisted on providing him with the all-weather blanket from the floor of the tent. The preacher lay on one half of it and pulled the other half over him, placing his head on Ryan’s “dry sack” stuffed with clothes for a pillow, next to the smoldering fire.
“Is there anyone you’d like me to pray for?” he asked before Ryan and Malcolm retired to the tent.
“Yes,” Malcolm said. “My wife, Hannah. She works in law enforcement and is currently in the field, on assignment.”
Pastor Green nodded.
“Oh—and also my neighbor, Emma. She’s stuck in her apartment in New York City.”
“Anyone else?”
“A man named Dion.”
“Who’s he?”
“A new friend of mine. A homeless man in New York, actually.”
Ryan tilted his head.
 “Will do,” Pastor Green said. “God bless you, Malcolm.”
 




 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Hannah heard the policeman’s concerned voice while she was still out in the hallway. She pushed her way into the hospital room with her elbows, as both her hands held sandwiches.
“Want half of mine?’ she asked the cop after giving Darian his. “I had to threaten a nurse to get these, as the cafeteria is closed. Can’t imagine being hospitalized during a food shortage.”
“I can,” Darian said from the bed. Hannah smiled at him mischievously.
“No thanks,” the cop said. “Two local bakeries are feeding law enforcement officers, hoping to ward off looters—though there hasn’t been any of that in Clarksburg yet, thank God. Nice to work in a small town. We couldn’t find the slug you claim the perpetrator fired over your head.”
“Perpetrator?” Hannah asked taking a bite.
“How would you refer to him?”
“Scumbag. Murderer. Cop killer. Home invader. Counterfeiter. Take your pick.”
“Fine. There was one empty chamber in the …home invader’s revolver, and powder residue on his hands. Ballistics has yet to confirm whether his gun was responsible for killing either of the homeowners.”
“If it was,” Hannah said with her mouth full, “he reloaded it. The round he fired at me is out there somewhere, though you probably won’t find it, as there’s no structure directly across the street from the victim’s house.”
“We’re done looking.” The cop set his clipboard on his lap and stared at Hannah. He was young, thirty-something with neatly trimmed brown hair and something of a stickler for minor details. Probably volunteered to handle the paperwork on this case because he’s trying to make detective.
“Did you see the shovel in the living room?” the cop asked.
“No. Was there one?”
“Yes. Why do you suppose that was there?”
“Maybe they were going to bury the bodies?”
“Could be. But why bring the shovel in the house? Fresh prints on the handle are a match for one of your suspects, Joseph Slate. The shovel blade was dirty with fresh earth.”
Hannah didn’t react.
“Aren’t you pleased to learn the identity of the home invaders is confirmed to be that of the suspects you’re chasing?”
“We knew it was them,” Darian said. He grimaced as he moved his freshly-bandaged leg.
“I see.” The cop stood. “The ATV in the woods belonged to the homeowners. We found photos of most of their possessions, no doubt taken for insurance purposes. They owned two, plus two off-road motorcycles. One of the ATVs had a rack in the photos.”
“Thanks for that information,” Hannah said.
“That’s not all. The photos also suggest they had a substantial stash of gold bars—none of which we’ve been able to locate.”
“Find the ATV with the rack and you may find the gold,” Darian said. “The scumbags were obviously poised to make their exit from the woods, probably first thing in the morning.”
The cop nodded. “That’s what I think, too. But this appears to be quite a large amount of gold. We didn’t find your satellite phone, either. Our investigators won’t be done cleaning up the crime scene for a few hours yet.” He turned to Hannah. “We’ll need you to come down to the station tomorrow and sign a statement.”
“I’ll be there first thing in the morning.”
The cop left.
Darian raised his eyebrows. “Well, I have a bed. You must be at least as tired as I am. Where will you be sleeping?”
“Right here.” Hannah plopped down in the large visitor chair which was, thankfully, a love seat. 
“Doesn’t look all that comfortable.”
“They turned west on the road,” Hannah said. “It doesn’t go east very far, anyway. So they’re up in the hills tonight. They have to eat. They’re bound to show up in one of the little mountain towns within a few days. I’ll get a ride from the police tomorrow back to the crime scene to pick up our car…” her voice began trailing off and she closed her eyes. 
Darian was right. She was dead tired.
 
* * *
 
The morning sun through the trees failed to warm the camp. Malcolm didn’t think a wildfire could warm this place. It had a permanent apathy that hung about it. 
“Where did your car break down?” Ryan asked Pastor Green as he rolled up the tent.
“Not far back. Close to the airport. Short walk to town from there. Wasn’t much air traffic happening. I hear flights are being canceled in droves on account of the financial crisis.”
“Want us to take you back and have a look at it?” Malcolm asked the pastor. Ryan gave him a queer look.
“You’re small,” Malcolm explained. “I can probably ride you double a short ways, if you’re willing to wear my backpack. Ryan’s pretty good at mechanical things. If it’s something easy, there’s a chance he can fix it.”
“Oh, it’s something easy all right.” Pastor Green chuckled. “I know what’s wrong with it. A very common form of car trouble.”
“Flat tire?” Malcolm asked hopefully.
“Out of gas.”
“Oh,” Malcolm and Ryan groaned.
Pastor Green shook his head. “It’s an old car. At $500 a gallon, it would likely cost me more to get home than the car is worth. Think I’ll have to abandon it. But if you’re offering me a ride, I wouldn’t object to a short transport in the opposite direction, seeing as you’re headed that way. I don’t mind wearing your pack.”
He ended up fitting on the seat behind Malcolm fairly well. Malcolm was pushed forward, but not so far as to be uncomfortable. Also, it was something of a relief to be freed from the backpack.
“It saddens me to leave this place,” Pastor Green said as they passed the last tents. “Always feel like I’m leaving some important work undone.”
Malcolm didn’t share his sentiments. He was only too glad to be vacating the homeless camp. After this experience, he actually looked forward to camping on Ryan’s land. Hopefully, that’s where he and Ryan would be sleeping starting tonight. But he knew he couldn’t count on it. Ryan assured him he had gas stashed along the route, so fuel shouldn’t be an issue. At 50 miles per hour, their destination was perhaps an eight hour journey from their present location. Easily doable under normal circumstances. And they were getting an early start. But circumstances were far from normal in America today.
Out on the highway, Malcolm discovered riding double wasn’t as easy as he anticipated. The preacher on his back became more burdensome. Malcolm had to fight the pressure to keep from sliding up the seat too far. It was work. And the scooter’s top speed was now reduced to about 45.
Traffic this Saturday morning was noticeably light, but an increasing number of abandoned cars were beginning to become obstacles on the highway shoulder. Speeding vehicles occasionally passed, sometimes a little too close, including state troopers. No one seemed to take notice of Ryan’s saddle gun. 
 Forty-five minutes into the journey, Malcolm was already ready for a break. He mercifully received one when Ryan led them off the highway shortly before the small town of Bethel. This was an agricultural community. Small farms full of green crops stretched to the nearby hills. Malcolm couldn’t tell what the crops were. Ryan took them into the local hills and pulled off the road next to a creek. Out came his shovel. Ten minutes later, the soil yielded a different kind of crop: a gas can.
Malcolm decided to eat the remainder of the asparagus. 
“Did you get this at a ‘pick your own’ farm?” Pastor Green asked. He graciously accepted a handful of stalks as Ryan topped up the tanks.
“Yes.” Malcolm stretched his back as he chewed.
“One of my parishioners owns one of those, just below Mechanicsburg. Nice guy. Very charitable. Being as I’m out of food, I think I’ll have you drop me there, if you don’t mind.”
“How much farther is it?” Malcolm realized the absence of enthusiasm in his voice was obvious.
“Not as easy as you thought riding double, is it?” Ryan said.
“It’s …manageable. But I’m going to need frequent breaks.”
“I’ll give you one right now. Take my pack. I’ll take your scooter and ride him a while. Can’t put him on mine because of…” he glanced at the shotgun scabbard.
“Is that gun legal to carry in such a manner?” Pastor Green asked.
“How else am I supposed to transport it?” Ryan turned back to Malcolm. “Just keep an eye on it. Touch the stock once in a while to make sure it isn’t working its way out.”
Malcolm found himself happy on the road again, his yoke now lifted. Ryan’s tall form squished at the front of the scooter seat was humorously unnatural, but he seemed to handle it better than Malcolm did. 
…At least until they were directly north of Harrisburg. A flashing highway sign warning that the bridge ahead was closed provided Ryan with all the excuse he needed to pull over and switch back. Two state troopers stood next to the sign. The looks on their faces suggested they were disgusted with their day’s assignment; that of guarding a portable highway sign. Ryan pulled over on the shoulder a ways in front of them, a little before the Route 22 interchange.
“I was going to have you take one of the southern bridges across anyway,” Pastor Green said. “It’s a more direct route to the farm.”
“As long as we aren’t kayaking across the river,” Malcolm said. Ryan shot him a smirk.
Big city sounds came into earshot while they changed scooters. Malcolm had flashbacks from yesterday’s New York escape. The noises weren’t as encompassing, but they were there. Sirens. Distant sounds of crowds in an uproar. The distinct smell of smoke. The last thing Malcolm wanted to do was ride towards the sound of upheaval. 
But that’s exactly what they did.
Malcolm was relieved to see a heavy showing of both police and military on the 22 south as they made their way through Harrisburg. If anyone was bothered by the sight of Ryan’s shotgun, they didn’t show it. The police seemed more concerned about keeping traffic moving along, and encouraging the tow truck drivers in their removal of abandoned vehicles. Maybe they didn’t notice the shotgun. Or maybe Ryan, Malcolm, and Pastor Green didn’t fit the profile of someone they felt like harassing over a minor firearm violation. In Pennsylvania you are allowed to “open carry” long guns—just not in your vehicle while loaded.
Route 22 turned into Route 230, and suddenly they were on streets near the city center. Malcolm looked around nervously. What in the world were they doing here? Oh yeah, getting across the Susquehanna River. Small crowds had gathered in places throughout Harrisburg. Many were protesters carrying signs. Too many eyed Malcolm and Ryan when they saw the backpacks. 
The streets around the capital building were thick with police and military. Taking the Harvey Taylor Bridge across turned out to be a good decision. Going this route was the closest thing to having a police escort. 
Malcolm glanced up at the capitol dome while they waited for bridge traffic to move forward. It reflected a brilliant bright green in the late morning sunlight. Quite a spectacular sight this close up—although perhaps a bit ironic that such a grandiose symbol of American freedom now stood proudly over a stirring civil unrest that didn’t feel far from exploding into a full-blown revolution. 
When Malcolm looked back down, a stocky black man stood on the sidewalk staring at Ryan’s shotgun scabbard. Ryan had pulled slightly ahead of Malcolm.
“Hey!” the somewhat-intimidating Harrisburg citizen yelled. He pointed at Ryan and looked around, as if trying to get someone’s attention. “This guy has a gun on his scooter! If I can’t have a gun, why does he get one?” 
He stepped into the street with his arm reached out, as if he were going to try to grab the shotgun.
Malcolm hit the gas and pulled between Ryan and the approaching man, narrowly missing hitting him. The man’s outstretched hand brushed the shoulders of both Malcolm and Pastor Green as they came to a stop.
“Howdy friend,” Pastor Green said to the agitator. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”
“Beautiful day my ass,” the man responded. “Maybe it’s beautiful if you’ve eaten in the last 24 hours. Don’t almost run over a hungry man and then call him friend, unless you plan on giving him some of the food in your fat backpack.”
“There’s food in the country,” Pastor Green said. “Come on out to Oak Grove Farms in Mechanicsburg and you can buy food.”
“With who’s money? Yours? Man, don’t tell me to leave the city and walk out to some farm. Just give me some of what you got. So what about it? You crackers holding any crackers?” He reached for the pack on Pastor Green’s back.
Malcolm pulled forward. The angry city man swore. 
At that moment traffic cleared in front of them. Ryan and Malcolm were able to ride forward through the rest of the capitol neighborhood and out onto the bridge, leaving the troublemaker behind with his incensed curses.
They crossed the bridge. The green of the trees on the Susquehanna River islands was even prettier than the green on the capitol dome behind them. Refuge from the tense city awaited them on the opposite shore. 
The west side of the river was mostly an industrial area, nestled among beautiful spring forestry. Malcolm pulled out in front as Pastor Green began giving directions. 
Five miles and two highway changes later, they exited the highway again. This time it was on to a welcoming country road.
The Oak Grove Farms sign would have been even more welcoming, except for one thing: the conspicuous presence of military along the entrance road. Two big army trucks and a Humvee were pulled off on the side. A dozen National Guardsmen sat on the tailgates of the two trucks eating lunch, which appeared to include fresh produce. Ryan waved to them as they passed. One of the guardsmen glanced up from his meal and waved back.
An additional half-dozen trucks occupied most of the parking lot space in front of the main farmhouse building. These weren’t military. They were standard-looking produce delivery trucks, with refrigeration units sticking out the front of the cargo holds over the cabs. Workers scrambled to load them from behind. It was good to see at least some food being distributed somewhere.
Ryan and Malcolm parked their scooters opposite the produce trucks, next to a field of what appeared to be peas, not far from a woodsy area. As Malcolm took his helmet off, he noticed people in the field picking. They didn’t look like farm workers. Then he noticed several of them walking up to cars in the parking lot with armfuls of peas.
“Thanks for the transportation,” Pastor Green said. “I know it wasn’t all that easy for you. I can get a ride home from here. If you boys are interested in acquiring more produce, you might want to see what’s happening before taking off. Looks like Bryce might be letting folks glean this field.”
Malcolm looked at Ryan. 
Ryan nodded. “We should.”
They left their helmets hanging from the handlebars, but Ryan took his shotgun with him. He laid it over his shoulder as nonchalantly as he could. The three of them crossed the parking lot towards the buildings.
When they came around the back side of the trucks, Malcolm saw the Store sign. He also saw a smaller sign hanging over it that said Closed.
A redheaded woman came out the front door of the store.
“Sorry, we’re all cleaned out,” she said. “But you’re welcome to pick your own peas in the field behind you. They’re just about ripe—or close enough, anyway. No charge today.”
 Pastor Green responded. “A generous person will prosper, and whoever refreshes others will be refreshed.”
The woman politely smiled in return.
“Oh, there’s Bryce.” Pastor Green motioned towards the trucks. A bald man with a blond beard and dark sunglasses now stood pointing into one of the cargo holds, giving instructions to the workers loading it. 
“Come on.” Pastor Green began walking towards him. “Let’s say hello.”
 




 
Chapter Sixteen
 
“The girl at the store was right,” Malcolm said. “These peas aren’t quite ripe.”
Ryan split a pod open and held it over his mouth. “What makes you say that?” 
“You have to scrape them out with your teeth. If they were ripe, you could just shake the pod and they’d all fall out.”
“That’s not accurate,” Pastor Green said.
Malcolm and Ryan both looked at him.
“In the middle ages,” he explained, “peas weren’t considered ripe until they turned yellow. Nowadays, we pick ‘em while they’re still green, which would have been considered madness back then. As long you can eat them, I’m certain they’re nutritious. And they still taste good enough.” He put another handful in the burlap sack Bryce gave him.
Ryan zipped his backpack up. “I’ve got enough.”
Malcolm did the same. “Me too. It’s been great meeting you, Pastor Green. I wish you the best of luck.”
“I don’t believe in luck. And the pleasure has been all mine, boys. Rest assured your generosity never goes unnoticed. If you’re ever in this area on a Sunday morning, stop by the Ninety-nine Sheep Baptist Church
in Carlisle and attend a service.”
“Why is it called Ninety-nine Sheep?” Ryan asked.
“Ah, my favorite question. Jesus said a good shepherd who has a flock of a hundred will leave the ninety-nine in search of one lost sheep. We like to think we’re the ninety-nine who don’t go wandering off. A tad brazen, perhaps, but good intentions are no sin...”
Malcolm noticed the pastor’s words trailing and his attention being drawn by something. 
Malcolm turned around. A group of about fifteen men had suddenly emerged from the woods and were trotting towards the food trucks. All of them appeared to be carrying weapons. Some had rifles. They weren’t dressed in military clothes.
“What the hell is going on there?” Malcolm said.
Before anyone could answer, the men reached the back of the trucks. Shouts erupted, followed by two gunshots, and then the sounds of the big rear doors slamming shut. The armed men then began jumping into the cabs.
“I believe your assessment that something from hell may be happening is correct,” Pastor Green said. “God protect Bryce and his family.”
“Is this a hijacking?” Ryan said, his voice cracking with unbelief.
The truck engines started coming to life. A woman screamed. More gunshots. More rear doors slamming. More bandits jumping into cabs.
“No way,” Malcolm said. “I can’t believe what I’m seeing! How do they plan on getting past the National Guard?”
Malcolm’s question was answered when the first three trucks began moving. They didn’t go out the entrance road. They barreled forward instead, up over the curb and out into the pea field. Straight towards Malcolm, Ryan, and Pastor Green.
“We better clear out!” Ryan said shouldering his pack and picking up the shotgun. “That way! Come on, Pastor!” He pushed Malcolm to the left and tugged on Pastor Green’s arm.
The three of them started jogging towards the trees, keeping an eye on the approaching trucks. As they did, the guardsmen came into view, responding. Most of them were running with assault rifles in hand. The Humvee then passed by those who were on foot. 
The Humvee slowed when shots fired at it from one of the trucks. Most of the infantrymen also stopped and crouched. Some returned fire.
“Keep low!” Ryan shouted. “They’ll be crossfire from the gunfight!”
Malcolm and Ryan crouched and continued jogging. The pastor, however, didn’t. Ryan stopped, went back to him, and forced him to hunch over—just as more gunfire erupted.
The pastor stumbled and fell. Ryan dropped down beside him. 
Malcolm came back to them. More gunfire from the parking lot. Malcolm then heard the crack of a bullet whizzing overhead.
Ryan apparently heard it too. “Stay down!” he said. “We should be out of their way here. Everyone lay on the ground.”
Malcolm and Pastor Green did as he said, but Malcolm kept his head up far enough over the pea plants to see what was happening.
The first three trucks were now out in the field, kicking up dirt. Another had just come over the curb and was following from a distance. The last two were still in the parking lot, moving and exchanging gunfire with the guardsmen.
One of the trucks in the parking lot made a sudden erratic turn away from the gunfire. It sideswiped a car, and then ran over Malcolm and Ryan’s scooters.
“Dammit!” Ryan said.
The two scooters were undeniably mangled when the rear end of the truck spit them out. That truck then stopped. Malcolm thought he saw blood on the windshield. The cab door opened and two of the hijackers ran out the passenger side towards the woods, hunched over and zigzagging. They made it to the trees.
Meanwhile, the Humvee was now out in the pea field, gaining on the lead trucks like a cheetah running down a tortoise. Two guardsmen could be seen pointing rifles out the windows of the Humvee, taking an occasional shot. The trucks were forced to turn away from the Humvee—and head directly towards Malcolm, Ryan, and Pastor Green’s position.
“We need to move again,” Ryan said. “Are you okay, Pastor?”
“Yes, yes, I’m fine. Lead the way.”
The three of them rose from the soil and sprinted towards the only reasonable shelter—the woods. Anywhere else would be in the open, and risk ending up in the path of the chase. Not to mention the stray bullets.
They made it, but not far in advance of the three trucks. Ryan took them away from the action inside the trees, but just a short ways. These woods now harbored armed fugitives. Ryan wisely chose to remain on the outskirts.
They halted behind a tight clumping of trees to look behind. From here they might be able to safely witness the outcome of the chase.
The pursued trucks came to a stop at the trees. Seven hijackers scrambled out of the three cabs and ran into the woods. Gunfire came from the Humvee. One of the hijackers didn’t make it.
Five guardsmen on foot also arrived, and let loose with a wave of crossfire at the fleeing hijackers in the woods.
That seemed to satisfy the Humvee driver. He made an abrupt U-turn and gave chase to the two remaining food trucks, which were now in the pea field and beginning to shrink in the distance. It looked like they might get away.
They didn’t. The Humvee closed on them like a police boat chasing a kayak.
More gunshots from within the trees. The sound of a ricochet from a nearby trunk prodded Ryan to lead them out of the woods again. 
 Back in the open, a boulder marked the pea field boundary a short ways from the woods. It wasn’t huge, but big enough for the three of them to hunker behind. They scrambled to it, and there took refuge again.
Malcolm sat and caught his breath. He wondered if Hannah had ever been through anything like this. She never liked to talk about that aspect of her work, and Malcolm didn’t ask. The last thing he wanted to know about was his wife ever being in danger on the job. But Malcolm was well aware of what she did for a living. This was probably the plight of all spouses of law enforcement officers. Better to live in denial and pretend the hazardous situations only happened to others. Heck, Malcolm didn’t know if he could ever tell her this story, either.
The continuing gunshot sounds moved deeper into the woods. Malcolm stuck his head over the rock to have a look. Ryan and Pastor Green’s heads were already there.
Two more guardsmen arrived on foot. They walked along the outside edge of the woods until one of them found an entry point he liked, and led the other inside.
That’s when Malcolm noticed something move thirty yards beyond them.
“Hey!” Malcolm whispered. He elbowed Ryan.
Ryan looked where Malcolm motioned, and then pulled Pastor Green back down below the rock. Malcolm and Ryan kept themselves up enough to peep over.
Three hijackers emerged from the woods and crept along the outside of it. They were watching the two guardsmen who ducked into the trees. One hijacker held a shotgun, one a rifle, and the other a pistol. The one with the shotgun pointed with his finger into the woods, through the spot the guardsmen just entered. They were obviously stalking them.
That was all Malcolm needed to see. He slipped down behind the boulder, opened his backpack, and withdrew the two rifle halves. Eight seconds later it was together in his hands, ready to fire. 
Pastor Green, having witnessed the assembly, raised his eyebrows. “What’s going on?” he asked.
Malcolm whispered back. “Three of the hijackers are ambushing two guardsmen. We can’t let that happen.” He looked up at Ryan and raised the tone of his voice slightly. “Can we?”
Ryan looked back and forth between the woods and Malcolm twice before answering. “No. We can’t.”
“I’d like to help,” Pastor Green said. “Wish you gentlemen had another gun.”
Malcolm looked at Ryan and reached under his coat, but then brought his hand back out empty. Ryan shook his head, opened his backpack, and produced his XD-9. He held his precious pistol out to the pastor.
“I’m better with a shotgun,” Pastor Green said.
Ryan hesitated—but only for a second—before surrendering the 20-gauge to him. “You’ve got eight shots,” he said.
All three of them peeked back over the rock just in time to see the three bad guys skulking into the woods.
Ryan pointed to a spot directly across from the rock, where the hijackers had emerged from a minute ago. 
“We can probably get behind them there without being seen. Maybe we can somehow warn the guardsmen from there.”
“Nothing will warn them like gunfire,” Malcolm said. “Ready when you are.”
“All right, let’s go. Stay low. Stay quiet. And move fast!”
Malcolm led the way across the open this time, crouching as he ran. The pastor stayed right on his heels.
They quickly found themselves back in the woods. Ryan moved in front and guided them through the trees, stepping quietly. Malcolm and Pastor Green followed his example the best they could.
Ryan stopped. He pointed to a log pile on their left. Malcolm nodded. The three of them took positions behind the cover.
“I saw someone moving,” Ryan said.
They peeked above their natural breastwork to discover a wide clearing directly in front of them. Malcolm detected movement in the trees to the right of it. On the opposite side of the clearing a cluster of additional downed trees could be seen.
The three ambushers then appeared in the clearing from the right. They were spread out, and moved carefully. One approached the downed trees from the middle, and the other two from opposite sides. The one with the shotgun was closest to Malcolm.
Malcolm felt a tug on his shirt and allowed himself to be pulled back down behind the logs.
“If the guardsmen are on the opposite side of that cover,” Ryan said in a hoarse whisper, “they’re about to be ambushed from three sides. We need to alert them, now.”
“I’m ready,” Pastor Green said.
Malcolm looked at him. “You should just stay down, Pastor. Ryan and I are experienced marksmen.”
“God protects those who place their faith in Him,” the pastor replied, “and a man consecrated to God’s will is bulletproof until God decides to call him home—in which case nothing can stop it anyway.”
Ryan frowned in response. “Then maybe you should give me back my shotgun and run at the hijackers with a stick, if nothing can hurt you.”
The pastor tightened his grip on the gun. “Thou shalt not tempt the Lord. And there’s an awful lot of scriptures condemning foolishness.” 
Suddenly, before Malcolm could stop him, Pastor Green ran out from cover and vanished into the trees on the left.
“Great,” Ryan said. “It’s up to us. Think you can get the one with the shotgun?”
The two of them peeked back over their structure. Ryan extended his hands and aimed his pistol. The three bad guys were still visible, but not perfect targets. They were getting close to springing their trap. 
Malcolm knew they needed to act. He held the Ruger 10/22 forward and braced it on the top log. Getting a bead on the shotgun holder was difficult at the moment.
Malcolm felt a bulge in his pocket pressing against the logs. In a flash of inspiration, he knew what it was. Without considering the situation further, he sent his hand into the pocket, retrieved Emma’s whistle, and blew.
It was a good whistle. Loud and shrill. 
A startled Ryan glared at him. “What the hell, man?”
That’s when the gunfire started.
The first shots were only a panicky reaction from the ambushers. They spun around and fired wildly in response to the whistle. 
That got the attention of the two guardsmen they were stalking, who also seemed to fire blindly in response from behind the downed trees, in the direction of the shooters.
The hijackers, realizing the jig was up, retreated from their approach. Ryan put several shots in front of the one with the rifle, stopping his retreat across the clearing. The rifleman then kneeled and took aim at Malcolm and Ryan’s position.
Malcolm popped off two rounds at the one with the shotgun, who then vanished into the trees on the left.
The one in the middle, holding the pistol, didn’t seem to know what to do. He fired a shot at the guardsmen, turned and fired another at Malcolm and Ryan, ran twenty yards forward and repeated. Malcolm figured he could get that one, if only the one with the rifle hadn’t started hitting the top log of the breastwork. Wood chips flew close to Malcolm’s face. He and Ryan were forced to duck back behind the cover.
But more ensuing fire from the guardsmen instantly provided them the opportunity to pop back up. Sure enough, both visible hijackers had turned to the rear threat. 
The one with the pistol decided to make a break across the clearing. Malcolm began firing rapid shots in a straight line in front of him. Good to have a semi-automatic weapon sometimes. The hijacker ran straight into the fire line and took a slug in the upper arm, which spun him backwards. It was long enough for Malcolm to put another in his chest. After recoiling, he dropped to the grass in a kneeling motion.
A shotgun blast came from the trees on the left. Which shotgun it came from was anyone’s guess—until a deep voice shouted from the same spot: “Praise the Lord!”
“Guess we know who got who,” Ryan muttered.
But one of the guardsmen fired back at the pastor’s position in the woods.
Malcolm blew the whistle again. “Friendly fire!” he shouted.
All gunfire stopped. But only for a moment. The hijacker with the rifle began hitting the log at Malcolm and Ryan’s head again. They had to duck back behind it. 
Ryan crawled out the side of the woodpile this time and aimed his 9-millimeter carefully, with both hands, while lying on the ground. He took three rapid shots.
“Got you, you son of a bitch.”
More gunfire answered from the guardsmen’s position.
Then it stopped. A long moment of silence passed.
Ryan eased himself back up. “I think it’s over.”
Malcolm peeked over the breastwork. No one was in sight.
That didn’t last. Pastor Green came out from between two trees on the left. When he saw Malcolm and Ryan, he shouted again: “Thank you Almighty God for your hand of protection!”
The two guardsmen then appeared from farther down the tree line. One held his assault rifle at the pastor. The other at Malcolm and Ryan.
“Drop your weapons and come out in the open!” one of them shouted.
Pastor Green threw the shotgun out before him, raised his hands, and walked into the clearing, all the while looking up and moving his lips.
Malcolm and Ryan set their weapons down, raised their hands and came forward.
Distant gunshots echoed—some from deep in the woods, others from far out in the pea field.
 




 
Chapter Seventeen
 
“I’m Captain Martinez,” the muscular guardsman said. When he talked his short-trimmed mustache danced at both ends. “Thank you for your help.”
Malcolm turned his attention back from watching the medevac helicopter lift off the pea field. That one now carried two injured crooks—including the one Malcolm put two .22LR slugs in.
“I’m impressed with your abilities,” the captain continued. “None of you have military training?”
Malcolm and Ryan shook their heads.
“No,” Pastor Green said giggling. Bryce stood behind him, dark sunglasses still on, massaging the pastor’s shoulders. The giddiness these two friends experienced upon learning each escaped unharmed was in no hurry to abate. 
Others weren’t so lucky. Two of Bryce’s workers were killed while foolishly resisting the hijackers. Another two were injured, and currently in the process of being loaded onto a second medevac copter in the field. They both had serious gunshot wounds, but were in stable condition and expected to live.
On the opposite side of the parking lot four prisoners sat handcuffed on the tailgate of a 5-ton truck, surrounded by dozens of military personnel and several local police cars.
In the woods, and across the far side of the pea field, lay the corpses of nine additional foiled hijackers.
“You seem to handle yourselves well,” Captain Martinez said. “We’re in need of guards for food delivery trucks. Any of you interested in a short-term gig?”
“This man is my pastor!” Bryce exclaimed.
“Right,” Pastor Green said. “And I’ve got sermons to preach.”
The captain tilted his head at Pastor Green for a moment, before looking back at Malcolm and Ryan expectantly.
“We’re traveling,” Ryan said. “Trying to get to my land in Pennsboro. Only…” he looked across the parking lot. “Our mode of transportation has been turned into modern art.”
“Where’s Pennsboro?”
“North-central West Virginia. About 250 miles from here, I think.”
Captain Martinez turned and shouted: “Corporal!”
A tall guardsman standing next to a Humvee responded to the captain’s call, jogging over with a clipboard in his hand. Captain Martinez appropriated the clipboard when he arrived.
“Is that anywhere near Clarksburg?” he asked.
“Yes,” Ryan replied. “Very near. Pennsboro is about twenty miles west of there, on the main highway.”
“That ought to work out fine. We have a load of spinach headed that way tomorrow morning. The driver is picking up an escort in Clarksburg. You two can guard the load between here and there. They can drop you at Pennsboro.”
Ryan looked at Malcolm. Malcolm shrugged. 
“That sounds like a decent solution,” Ryan said. “Guess we’ll have to find a place in town to spend the night.”
Pastor Green spoke. “You’ve got one.” He turned to the captain. “Have the driver pick them up at the Ninety-nine Sheep Baptist Church in Carlisle.”
“Excellent.” Captain Martinez wrote something on the clipboard and walked away.
 
* * *
 
“The nurses must like you.” Darian opened his sandwich package. “They’ve been feeding me okay, but the sandwiches are better than the dinners.”
“I think they’re just scared of me,” Hannah said. “Which works. Whatever gets the job done.”
Darian chuckled. “Speaking of that, how’d it go today?”
“I talked to everyone I could find in five towns within riding distance of the crime scene.”
“No luck, huh?”
“Not yet. Passed out a lot of business cards, though.”
“Maybe you should have gone into sales, Hannah.”
“That’s what my husband tells me.”
“You mean your ex-husband.”
“Right.” Hannah pointed to the crutch leaning against the wall. “Used that yet?”
“Heck yeah. The nurses made me take four trips up and down the hallway. Then I took a fifth one on my own initiative.”
“How’d you do?”
“Good enough for them to be discharging me tomorrow. Flesh wounds. I was lucky.”
“That’s great, Darian.”
“Great for me. For you, I’m not so sure.”
Hannah frowned. “How are you getting home?”
 “Don’t worry.” Darian laughed. “My Director’s driving down to pick me up himself. I know better than to ask you to leave a hot trail. Steve’s funeral is Tuesday. You’d be most welcome to attend, of course, but…”
“Thanks, dude.” Hannah smiled. “For understanding, mostly.”
“I get it. I hate to leave you without a partner, but I get it. Wish I could help you out another day or two.”
“No. It’s best you go back and attend the funeral. This trail doesn’t feel all that hot, anyway. With everything going on in the world, I’m afraid I’ll lose them. There are a thousand cabins in these mountains they could be hiding out in.”
“How long you gonna stay with it?”
Hannah gazed out the window. “Until the trail feels cold.”
“Then what? Back to New York?”
“No.” Hannah shook her head. “That place is in turmoil. No sense in being there. I called my Director from the police station this morning. He said there’s plenty of protection work available in DC, if I care to show up there.”
“That’s what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it?”
Hannah hesitated before answering. “Yes, but no.”
“Why no?”
“I’m seven years in, Darian. I’m supposed to get promoted to phase two, and receive the prestige and recognition that goes with it. It’s something I want to feel I earned, you know? If every agent in the service is suddenly guarding congressmen, there’s no sense of accomplishment in it.”
Darian nodded. “I see what you mean. I’m sure I’d feel the same way if this happened when I was so close. So what are you going to do, then? I’m happy to be leaving tomorrow if for no other reason than to keep you from spending any more nights on that tiny sofa.”
Hannah stretched her back at the mention of the sofa. “There’s always the SUV.”
“Seriously, Hannah. You’re welcome at the Pittsburgh office. I’m sure my Director would be ecstatic if you decided to transfer there.”
“You’ll probably all be sent to DC or Harrisburg,” Hannah said.
“Beats New York. Or sleeping in a car.”
Hannah sighed. “I have unfinished business in West Virginia. You’re sweet, but don’t worry about me. I called my hus—I mean my ex, today, too, to check on him. He got out of the city, thank God. Was smart enough to leave me an outgoing answering machine greeting, letting me know where he and his best friend are holing up. Guess where?”
“Locally?”
“Extremely. Right down the road. In fact, I plan on harassing the townsfolk there tomorrow.”
“Well that’s convenient.”
“Yes,” Hannah said. “Yes, it is.”
 
* * *
 
Pastor Green’s “home” turned out to be a small living quarters attached to the side of his church. It featured a tiny kitchen and a bedroom the size of a closet.
But he did have two full-size couches for entertaining guests, one of which folded out to a bed. Malcolm insisted Ryan take the bed. They were both so tired the sound of Pastor Green snoring from the open bedroom didn’t keep them awake.
“Normally I’d have been up late working on my sermon,” Pastor Green said in the morning as he cooked up the eggs and toast Bryce sent him home with. “But I was so wiped out last night it wouldn’t have been any good. I’m just going to have to wing it today. Sometimes those work out to be my best.”
Malcolm wiped the sleep from his eyes and worked on the crick in his neck while Ryan took the first shower. This would likely be the last modern shower either of them enjoyed for a long time. The smell of cooking food helped bring him to his full senses.
“Yeah,” Malcolm said. “That was …some day we had yesterday.” 
“I’ll be praying for you boys, that you won’t have any more like it—and if you must, that the outcome will be similar.”
After breakfast the doorbell rang. Malcolm figured the two men on the porch for ushers, judging by the conversation they had with the pastor. Pastor Green opened the church doors for them, and then returned with a cardboard box in his arms. 
“My usual greeter is out of town today,” he said. “So, it looks like I have one more small task for you gentlemen before we part ways.”
An hour later, an astonished Malcolm found himself standing before a church door greeting service attendees while Ryan handed them programs. Never in a million years…
The parish of this little church was an interesting melting pot of local farmers, businessmen, well-dressed black women, blue collar workers, and one or two haggardly types who probably lived in a homeless camp. They all had some undefinable trait in common, though. Perhaps it was hope, or appreciation for each other’s company on what was the worst Sunday morning in America since World War Two. 
Several soldiers also showed up. They were obviously first-time visitors. One of them thanked Malcolm and Ryan for their “help yesterday” before going inside, though Malcolm didn’t recognize him.
Bryce, the owner of Oak Grove Farms, was one of the last to arrive. He parked his beautifully-restored old Ford pickup in the rear of the half-filled, broken-asphalt parking lot. The church was already alive with singing and organ music when he walked up to the door with a pretty brunette on his arm. He, too, eagerly thanked Malcolm and Ryan before entering, and assured them “their ride” would be here shortly. Only upon entering the sanctuary did he finally remove those dark sunglasses.
After several hymns had been sung, it seemed that everyone who was coming had arrived. That’s when Malcolm heard Pastor Green’s voice. It was that same recognizable deep tone he always spoke with, but especially booming when coming from the pulpit. Malcolm found himself drawn to it.
“I’m going inside,” Malcolm said to Ryan, “and hang out in the back.”
“Heck, I’ll go with you. Might as well hear what the man has to say.”
The two of them stood in the foyer area at the rear of the church. It was mostly behind a glass window, but the pastor’s voice could be clearly heard through the center aisle opening.
“As some of you are probably aware,” Pastor Green said, “there’s been an aggressive atheist movement in America, for the last decade or so, of folks attempting to get the words In God We Trust removed from our currency.”
Murmurs of acknowledgment could be heard in places.
“These efforts have been defeated in the Supreme Court time after time, but each successive attempt gains more supporters. How interesting that this same currency has suddenly become so devalued as to almost be worthless. Does it make you wonder? Do you wonder if God is saying, ‘You want to take me off the money, so now I’m taking the money off you?’”
“That’s right,” one of the black women said. Others chimed in with sounds of agreement. Malcolm chuckled.
“And as a result,” Pastor Green continued in a more somber tone, “we have entered into a time of suffering and need. Food is harder to get, causing some to turn to crime, and others who require little excuse to engage in criminal activity have elevated their sinful lusts to the level of madness. The condition of our once-great country is not unlike that of Old Testament Israel during those times they turned their backs on God. We would do well to remember that God eventually removed them from the Promised Land in his just and perfect judgment.”
More positive affirmations from the peanut gallery.
Pastor Green raised his voice again. “Which brings up the issue of violence, and in turn raises the question of self-defense.”
Absolute silence. The pastor scanned the audience, briefly making eye contact with Malcolm and finally settling his gaze on Bryce, sitting in the third row, before continuing. Bryce’s tall bald head was hard to miss.
“The first verse of Psalm 144 comes to mind: Praise be to the Lord my rock, who trains my hands for war and my fingers for battle.” The pastor’s voice boomed like a cannon when he quoted scripture he wanted to make a point from.
“Many liberal theologians have criticized this psalm of David, as if they had any business questioning a jot or a tittle of God’s Word. They call it warmongering, and say it promotes violence. Does it?”
Some replied with a loud “no” while others made confused sounds.
“I would remind those critics that this same David was a gentle man, a shepherd boy who wrote many of the most peaceful and serene passages found in all of scripture, including our beloved 23rd Psalm. God even referred to him as a man after His own heart. 
“But David was also called to be a warrior! He knew he had the Lord on his side, and wasn’t afraid to fight his enemies—who were also the enemies of God. David was a man’s man. Many Philistines died at his hands.”
The black women especially responded with verbal approval.
“But you say to me: Pastor Green, that’s in the Old Testament. We’re New Testament Christians. We’re supposed to turn the other cheek, and if someone takes our jacket we’re to give them our overcoat, too.”
Crickets.
“I’ll tell you what else is in the New Testament, my friends. Our Lord and Savior, this same Jesus who told us to turn the other cheek, Himself displayed a righteous indignation when he came upon the wicked profiteers in the temple. There is a righteous anger! Jesus threw the tables of the money changers over, and chased the bad guys out of the temple with a whip!”
“That’s right,” Malcolm found himself saying, joining in with many others. Ryan looked at him, smiled, and shook his head.
The pastor continued. “The Apostle Paul tells us in First Timothy, in no uncertain terms, that a man who fails to provide for his household has denied the true faith and is worse than an unbeliever! Now, the word ‘provide’ in this verse is, in the Greek, pronoeo—and literally means to maintain, protect, and look out for. It does not simply mean putting food on the table! It specifically means to also protect, just as Christ protects us.”
The pastor paused long enough for the crowd response to grow loud. Malcolm remembered from his youth that the one thing he liked about going to the Baptist church in his home town was the audience participation in the sermons.
Someone tapped Malcolm on the shoulder. Malcolm turned. A middle-aged man wearing jeans, a long-sleeve collared shirt, and a baseball cap now stood behind him.
“Are you my guards?” he asked.
“Yes,” Malcolm said. “We’re ready.” 
He and Ryan followed the man out as the organist began playing again.
 




 
Chapter Eighteen
 
The small extended cab of the refrigerated truck offered a fold-down seat in the middle, which wasn’t tremendously comfortable. Malcolm volunteered to take the first “shift” in the rear seat. There was room on one side of it for both their backpacks.
Ryan rode shotgun—literally. He made a point to hold it so it was visible. The driver, whose name was Morris, seemed to appreciate it.
“No,” Morris said replying to Malcolm’s first question. “On the route we’re taking, the most populated city we’ll go through is Hagerstown.”
“What’s your final destination?” Malcolm asked.
“Lexington. Sure am glad to have some company for the first part of the trip. Especially …your kind of company.”
“Well, we needed the ride,” Ryan said.
Morris shifted gears. “Heard about you guys—and your pastor—out at Oak Grove yesterday. Story’s getting around already. That’s a nice little church I pulled you out of. Your pastor might see an influx of new members soon. Nothing like word of mouth.”
Malcolm heard the refrigeration unit turn on over his head as they pulled onto Interstate 81. 
“How cold does is get back there?” he asked.
“It’s all spinach, so I have it set just above freezing. If you were locked back there, you probably wouldn’t survive the trip. Yep.” Morris patted the dashboard. “These TRUs are really something. I’ve been driving them for twenty years now.”
“Do you belong to a union?” Malcolm asked.
Morris laughed. “I did. We’ll see if I still do when I get back. Broke my own picket line, so to speak, after the President’s appeal Friday night for food trucking to resume. Of course, I’m not the lone rebel. The union’s done a good job for us over the years, but a lot of drivers don’t agree with them on this one. Heck, they don’t even know what they’re holding out for at the moment. This job does come with especially useful perks, being as I’m in charge of large quantities of food. Also, the federal government is covering all food and gas expenses for commercial truckers until further notice, whatever the cost—assuming I can actually find food for sale somewhere. I’m only truly happy when I’m on the road, so crossing the line was an easy decision for me. I’ve always been that way. Even now, knowing it’s become more dangerous, I’d still rather be out here than anywhere else.”
“Interesting,” Malcolm said. “So the government is attempting to solve the problem in the usual fashion, by simply printing more money, adding more to the national debt, hoping it will somehow settle everything down.”
“What else can they do?” Ryan asked.
“I don’t know.”
The southbound highway shortly had them driving through the midst of the Amish farmlands of Southern Pennsylvania. This time of year the cornfields stood about waist-high. Ears would not appear on the stalks for at least another month, so there was no reason for anyone to be bothering the crops.
And not much reason for people to be traveling this particular road. As Morris stated, it didn’t immediately lead to any big cities. Malcolm was glad for that. Traffic was light. They encountered more Amish horse-drawn buggies than motor vehicles. Sometimes those were tricky to navigate past.
“Maybe the whole dang country will revert to that style of transportation,” Morris said as he passed one. “Be kind of funny, wouldn’t it? Probably make the Amish feel vindicated, like, ‘see, we told you so.’”
At that moment a small electric car passed them.
“What do you guys usually do for a living?” Morris asked.
“I’m a securities analyst at a Wall Street bank,” Ryan said. “Or at least, I was.”
“And I…” Malcolm thought for a second. “…sit in front of a computer all day and make bets on the stock market.”
Morris shook his head. “Ain’t that something? Well, you both have my deepest sympathies. I know I’m a lucky man. Not everyone gets to do this.”
Ryan shot Malcolm a playful smirk.
An hour went by without incident. They left the Pennsylvania Amish country behind, crossed the border into Maryland, passed through the outskirts of Hagerstown without witnessing anything of concern, and trucked their way westward through the Cumberland Valley. More traffic materialized here, but not the threatening kind. State troopers, occasional military vehicles, and other big trucks were comforting to see. The highway took them through the heart of the city of Cumberland, where there were no signs of civil unrest or any indication that anything was out of the ordinary. Smaller cities were definitely a better place to be when the shit hit the fan.
Malcolm and Ryan switched places just before crossing the West Virginia border. Malcolm now held the shotgun. Ryan opened his pack and broke off three 400-calorie squares from his dwindling Mainstay 3600-calorie bar. If everything kept going this smoothly, they would pick up the “real” guard within the hour, and be at Ryan’s land thirty minutes after that.
But it was too much to ask for. Morris picked up a traffic report out of Morgantown that there was a problem with police activity on southbound Interstate 79. Travelers should expect significant delays. 
A highway delay with police presence sounded fine to Malcolm. But he wasn’t a professional truck driver who had incentives for making timely deliveries. Morris decided to skirt the problem by taking Route 119 south to Highway 50 instead. It was a mountain road that wound its way through rural communities, and backtracked some. But it sounded better to Morris than “significant delays.” The twenty-mile diversion figured to still put them in Clarksburg in a little over an hour.
Route 119 took them through spectacular scenery. This might very well had been where John Denver was driving when he wrote the lyrics to Country Roads. Lush forests of sugar maples occasionally yielded to even greener fields of knee-high crops of some sort, with a quaint township dotting the landscape every ten to fifteen miles. The only other vehicles they encountered were motorcycles and tractors.
…Except for one Amish horse and buggy, trotting slowly on a slight downgrade through a heavily wooded section. Morris had to brake hard when he came up on them. The buggy, perhaps in reaction, moved to the center of the road. 
“Are they letting me by on the right?” Morris mumbled.
Several Amish sat on the rear of the cart with a load of hay. One held a pitchfork.
Morris waited, but the cart stayed in the middle of the road, blocking both ways around it. 
Then it slowed even more.
“What the heck?” Morris said. “This isn’t even an Amish area.”
“Ryan,” Malcolm said in a concerned voice. He gripped the shotgun tighter and rolled down the window. Something wasn’t right. 
The buggy then came to an abrupt halt. The Amish farmer with the pitchfork set it down behind the hay. When his hand reappeared, it held a shotgun.
Malcolm opened the passenger door of the truck and swung out with it, propping himself up with elbows on top of the door, keeping one foot in the door jamb for support. He aimed the shotgun at the back of the cart as the three Amish men jumped off it. The other two now held pistols.
Malcolm fired a shell into one of the haystacks just as Morris stuck the truck in reverse. Malcolm had to hold the top of the swinging door with his armpits to keep from falling out of the cab, and was unable to pump the shotgun to load the next round.
Fortunately, the startled Amish impersonators had an abrupt change of plan after being fired upon. The one with the shotgun ran left off the highway. The other two went into the trees on the right.
They weren’t the only ones who were startled. The horses also panicked, and ran to the right shoulder. The cart followed, but when the horses cut back left the cart kept going straight. It toppled, ending up on its side just off the road. The horses were forced to stop.
Ryan appeared next to Malcolm outside the cab, standing above the still-open passenger door at the hinges. He had the 10/22 rifle in his hands.
“Go past them, Morris!” he shouted.
Morris stopped his retreat. Malcolm regained his balance and pumped the shotgun. His leg, still inside the cab, was now tangled with Ryan’s, who was also balancing himself between the open truck door and the door jamb.
Morris drove them forward again. As he did, Ryan began firing rapidly—and over a wide pattern—into the trees on the right side of the road. When they came to the crashed buggy, he switched to the left side. Malcolm decided to put a couple more shotgun blasts on the right side.
Morris put the truck in third gear, then fourth. By that time they were safely past the scene. Malcolm and Ryan pulled themselves back inside and Malcolm closed the door.
“Dammit!” Morris said. “Dammit! I’ve got to be more careful. It really is dangerous out here. Thanks, guys.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Ryan said. But Malcolm could tell by his tone he wasn’t happy.
Malcolm noticed Morris’s knuckles stay white as he kept a death-grip on the steering wheel for seven or eight miles. Malcolm was on edge himself, and grateful that they encountered no additional traffic on Route 119. In another fifteen minutes they came to the Highway 50-West transition, where everyone began breathing normally again.
Not that Highway 50 bore any resemblance to the New Jersey Turnpike. But it was bigger than Route 119, with a much wider clearing on both sides. It took them through frequent towns and didn’t cut into steep mountain passes. Just as importantly, there were other motorists using it—including police, military, and additional food delivery trucks.
Malcolm finally spoke. “I don’t mean to tell you your business, Morris, but you may want to adjust your priorities during the food shortage. Making good time isn’t as important as staying safe. Being delayed on an interstate, surrounded by police, sounds wonderful to me after taking that mountain road.”
“Agreed,” Morris said. “You’re right. That was foolish of me. I’ll be sticking to the main highways and waiting out traffic jams from now on.”
Within another half-hour they arrived in Clarksburg. Morris pulled off the highway and drove on city streets several blocks before turning into a housing tract, where he stopped in front of a single-story home. He honked the horn three times. A short Army Reservist wearing fatigues emerged from the house, carrying a small pack and an assault rifle. Malcolm was happy to see him, but it meant he and Ryan had to squish together in the extra cab space for the rest of the trip.
It went fast. The reservist heard about the shootout at Oak Grove Farm yesterday and was enthusiastic to learn the finer details of the story. For him, they arrived in Pennsboro much too quickly. Ryan had Morris drop them at the edge of town rather than force him onto a dirt road for three and a half miles. Morris opened the rear of the truck and presented them with a box of ice-cold spinach as unofficial payment for their services. Ryan decided to leave the box on the truck, stuffing the spinach into Malcolm’s backpack. They said their goodbyes. 
Malcolm and Ryan found themselves alone. That hadn’t been the case for 36 hours.
“Looks like we made it,” Malcolm said as they hiked the dirt road, packs on their backs. Malcolm still held the shotgun, and Ryan didn’t bother breaking down the 10/22.
“Yep.” Ryan smiled. “What should have taken eight hours took two and a half days, but we made it.”
“I feel a little lucky we made it at all, to be honest.”
Ryan took the rifle off his shoulder and held it with both hands. “When you’re prepared, a ‘little’ luck is all you need.”
“Well, you certainly were. Kayaks. Scooters. Buried gas. A case of wine stashed at the homeless camp. I would have thought you were nuts doing all that. But we needed every bit of all your wacky preparations.”
“No we didn’t. Not even close.”
Malcolm tilted his head. Ryan smiled back mischievously.
Malcolm chuckled as he looked around at the West Virginia countryside just north of Pennsboro. If planet Earth could boast a greener place than this, Malcolm hadn’t seen it. Thick forestry cradled occasional clearings of homesteads, small farms, ponds, and creeks. The trees would recede as they passed private roads or driveways, but the farther they walked the less frequent those became.
“I almost became your neighbor,” Malcolm mumbled.
“What’s that?”
“The Friday after you left, I looked through your Off Grid Magazine and found a plot of land near West Union. Had a foundation and a well already dug.”
“How much was it listed for?”
“Forty-eight thousand. I didn’t even bother haggling and offered them full price.”
“And they wouldn’t take it?” Ryan sounded flabbergasted.
“Oh, they took it all right. I had a signed purchase contract in my hands the same evening.”
“So what happened?”
“They backed out a couple days later, after the market completely crashed.”
“Can they do that?”
“No, but they did. Their realtor sent my deposit back and refused to provide wiring instructions to complete the deal. If they won’t sign the deed over, what can I do?”
“Take them to court.”
Malcolm looked at Ryan and contorted his face. “Really?”
Ryan laughed. “Maybe not. Under the current circumstances, I mean. I’m proud of you for trying, Malcolm. Damn! Your place would have been less than ten miles from mine. That would’ve been one hell of a surprise. Guess I was wrong about you after all.”
“In what respect?”
“You know, how I said you couldn’t stop trading no matter how much money you made, and that you’d never purchase any real assets because you couldn’t stand the idea of reducing your bankroll. Sorry about all that.”
Malcolm thought for a second. “You might have been right.”
“No, no, you proved me wrong, man. Way to go. Too bad you were a bit late. Normally I’d tell you not to worry, that there are plenty of other land plots for sale around here—but as you’ve discovered, the sellers aren’t likely to accept U.S. currency anymore.”
“I know,” Malcolm said. “It just makes me sick. Here I am after making millions, poorer than ever.”
Ryan stopped in his tracks. “What did you say?”
“Millions, Ryan. I made millions. Bet everything I had on the crash and parlayed the winnings. Abandoned all sound reasoning and went totally rogue, hoping to score big and get my wife back. And I won, too. But it doesn’t amount to more than that anthill over there.”
Ryan looked back and forth between Malcolm and the anthill several times. “We need to talk about this. After we get set up.”
“We about there?”
“Yes. Let’s go up this way. I have something to show you.” He left the road, walked past the anthill to a creek bed, and waved for Malcolm to come along.
“Isn’t this a neighbor’s land?” Malcolm asked.
“No, the creek is public. Borders my property on the south and west. We’ll get the view I want you to see coming in from this direction.”
Malcolm followed. After a short ways, Ryan led them away from the creek towards a thick patch of trees. When they got close, the trees suddenly parted, giving way to a wide clearing.
And on the other side of the clearing, just beyond a wooden picnic table, a small blue and white travel trailer sat parked, looking as though it belonged there every bit as much as the trees. It even had a tarp giving shade to the front side.
“What’s that?” Malcolm asked.
“That, my friend, is our home. For a while, anyway.”
“Wow!” Malcolm patted him on the back. The little round trailer wasn’t much, nor was it new—but Malcolm recognized it for the beacon of shining light it was. They had shelter, and weren’t going to have to sleep on the ground.
 “I’m surprised you left the tarp up,” Malcolm said.
Ryan’s eyes narrowed. “Thought I didn’t. Hmm. Stay quiet and follow me.”
Ryan took them into another grove and began to circle the clearing, staying behind cover. Twice he stopped and gave Malcolm the shushing sign, appearing to strain to listen. 
Then they came to a plastic storage shed. Ryan inspected it and seemed satisfied, but they continued to creep through the trees.
Closer to the trailer, they came upon another shed. This time Ryan wasn’t satisfied. The door was open, and the latch looked broken. Ryan waved Malcolm down to a crouching position, where they stayed in place a few minutes. 
Malcolm then heard a muffled noise coming from close by. He didn’t recognize the sound, but knew it wasn’t natural.
“Someone’s in my trailer,” Ryan whispered.
 




 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Garth Crowley sat calmly as the well-dressed female snooped her way to the front side of the garage that doubled as his shop. He watched her through the side window first. She made an unorthodox approach, and spent more time than he liked sniffing around the trailhead.
Finally, she appeared before the open garage door.
“Is this your shop?” she said with an authority only a cop could summon. 
Garth never liked women in suits. This one was attractive enough, with neck-long blond hair giving way to a shapely figure that was a little too firm on top. She was probably wearing armor.
“You don’t look like you’re here to do business,” Garth replied.
The woman reached into a coat pocket and produced a badge. No surprise there.
“I’m here to conduct federal business,” she said, “which may include purchasing an off-road motorcycle from you, assuming you have one for sale. Looks like you build them?”
 “Yeah, I build ‘em.” Garth stood. “I repair them, take them apart, put them back together again, junk them, buy them, sell them, and sometimes eat them. What can I do for you, Miss…”
“Agent Carter. Judging by the parts you have here, I’d say you could put together at least two running dirt bikes and one quad-runner, couldn’t you?”
Garth sneered. “Is that what the federal government wants from me? To buy two bikes and a sissy-runner? If so, I hope they’re prepared to pay me in something other than worthless American currency.”
“Would you accept gold bars?” Agent Carter asked.
She was a clever one. Garth thought for a second before responding. The best thing to probably do was appease her, and let her move on thinking she had done her job. In order to do that, he would need to call her bluff.
 “Gold, huh?” Garth forced a more cheerful tone. “That would be a new one for me. Times certainly are changing. Why not? I’ve accepted about everything else in trade over the years. Sorry about my manners. I don’t get many customers who look like you—and usually visits from law enforcement are an unpleasant experience, with suspicious cops rummaging through my piles looking for parts off stolen bikes. I’m Garth.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Agent Carter said dryly.
“I’ve got a half-dozen 750 motors and several good frames they can go on, so two isn’t a problem. That Quad in the back I can have ready in an hour. It’ll be slower than the bikes, of course.”
“Of course.”
 “So the question, then, is what should I charge you?” Garth rubbed his scraggly chin. “Don’t know much about gold, though I guess I’m going to have to learn. If I remember right, before the stock market crash it was selling for about twelve hundred an ounce, right? Got no idea what it is now, but I’m guessing it’s a lot higher. What do you say we call it an even deal for two ounces? I promise the bikes will run great.”
Agent Carter didn’t answer. She just kept poking around the parts pile.
“You going to be using them …locally?” Garth asked.
The bitch spun her head back at Garth and stared. It was a chilling look.
“As a matter of fact, yes. We’re chasing a home invasion gang we suspect is hiding in the nearby hills. So I advise you to be careful.”
“I appreciate that, Agent …Carter, is it? But there’s no need to worry about me.”
She tilted her head. “No, I wager there isn’t. Have you seen any strangers around lately? There’d be three of them, all male, riding the kind of transportation that would blend perfectly into your parts pile.”
“Nope.” Garth ignored the insinuation. “Nobody new has been around. Only the usual neighbors. I’ll be sure to warn them as well.”
“You certain? There are fresh tracks on the side of your shop that more or less match the type of vehicles we’re searching for.”
“Look, lady.” Garth pointed towards the side yard and moved his arm in a wide motion. “My usual customers park there, and most of them arrive by bike or quad, especially lately. That’s also where I do my test rides, as there’s a trailhead behind the shop. So there’s always bike tracks all over that ground.”
“It rained two nights ago,” Agent Carter said. “These tracks are in the freshly-dried dirt. Must have been made yesterday or this morning. And I don’t see any bikes in here that appear immediately ride-able.”
Garth remained still, forcing himself to keep his composure. Finally, he offered a shrug.
“I don’t know what to tell you. I was out there earlier on a bike I’ve taken apart since. Maybe some others came by while I was out on the trail. You interested in the transaction or not?”
Another short staring contest ended when the bitch nodded. 
“Yes,” she said. “I believe we are. Can you have them ready for me in two days? I’ll be back with my partners and the payment.”
“Two days. Okay, it’s a deal. You got a card or something where I can reach you?”
Agent Carter seemed reluctant, but she surrendered a business card before leaving.
When the sound of her black SUV faded in the distance, Garth whistled. The side door to the house opened. Duncan, Joseph, and Chad came back out into the shop.
 
* * *
 
“It could be Hannah and her partner,” Malcolm said.
Ryan shook his head and pointed to the old Plymouth Duster on the back side of the trailer. “Would they be driving such a piece of crap? And intentionally park so it was hidden?”
“Maybe,” Malcolm answered. “If they had to acquire a car. And maybe they just decided to park it there.”
“Why would they break into one of my sheds?”
“Looking for supplies? I’m only telling you it’s possible that’s who’s in there, after the answering machine greeting I left. Maybe I should call out for Hannah and see.”
“That would be extremely stupid, Malcolm. I admit there’s a chance it’s her, but a small chance. I think you know that. Whoever else it might be is probably armed. We don’t want them to know we’re out here. Come on.”
Malcolm followed Ryan back to the shed that had been broken into. Ryan went inside and came out holding a full-size shovel. “Follow me.”
They made their way through the trees until the trailer vanished behind them. Malcolm could hear the creek gurgling a short distance away.
“Here.” Ryan handed him the rifle, dropped his pack and started digging.
“You and your buried treasure,” Malcolm mumbled. “At least you have a proper tool this time.”
It didn’t take long before Ryan struck something.
“Help me,” he said. 
Malcolm conceded to getting the knees of his jeans filthy and kneeled in the dirt beside the hole. They scooped out mounds of soil for what seemed like hours—but was probably less than twenty minutes. Eventually they uncovered a large black plastic container of some sort. It had been wrapped in a clear plastic tarp. Malcolm took one end and Ryan the other. They managed to get it out of the ground.
“What is this?” Malcolm asked.
“A car topper.” 
Ryan opened it, removed two more plastic tarps and then unraveled a blanket. Malcolm leaned over his shoulder to see what all the work was for.
Weapons. They just dug up a cache of firearms.
Ryan then gathered up the shotgun and Ruger 10/22. “These were great traveling weapons, but they’ve done their job. It’s time to trade them in.” He set them in the blanket and picked up a different shotgun. A bigger one.
“Here, take the 12-gauge.” He handed it to Malcolm. “You were pretty good with the 20, hanging on to the truck door. Don’t try that with this one. It has significantly more kick, so make sure you’re stably grounded if you need to fire it.”
“I’ve shot a 12-gauge before,” Malcolm said, “at the range. What are you going to use?”
Ryan raised an AR-15 assault rifle out of the blanketed armory.
“Oh.”
Ryan didn’t smile. Malcolm could tell he was highly distressed by the thought of intruders in his trailer. Ryan held the AR-15 upright for ten or twelve seconds—just held it there—before a magazine materialized in his other hand. He popped it in.
After retrieving one box of shells for the shotgun and two boxes of .223 rounds for the AR-15, the blanket got wrapped again and put back in the car topper. Malcolm wondered what the other blankets in there held. In another fifteen minutes the car topper was underground again.
They took the shovel back to the shed, where they also deposited their backpacks. Ryan had Malcolm wait while he took their two water bottles to the creek. He returned again with them full and gave one to Malcolm.
“All right,” Ryan said. 
Malcolm peered through the trees at the trailer. “What do we do now?”
“Get in position and wait.”
 
* * *
 
“I don’t like it,” Chad said. “Don’t like it at all.” The knot in his stomach became tighter. He looked around for a place to throw up, just in case.
Garth snickered. “The bitch was bluffing. She ain’t coming back. I snowed her good. She bought it. I could tell. She’s just having me build those bikes for spite, ‘cause she knows I don’t like her. And according to what you told me, she doesn’t have any partners left. Lying manipulator.”
“Yep,” Duncan agreed. “We’ve taken them all down, though it’s been costly. She’s the last domino. Kind of wish we’d finished the job instead of letting her drive away.”
“It was best,” Garth said. “Let her go back up in the hills and get lost, now that she’s scratched this place off her list. I’m sure she’ll give up and return to Pittsburgh soon, or wherever the hell she’s from. Besides, there are neighbors within earshot. A gun battle has a distinctly different sound than target practice.”
“What’s the name of this shitsville town again?” Duncan asked.
“West Union.”
“I disagree,” Chad said. “Look how she ended up here. The bitch is carrying a vendetta now, after losing her partners, and will never give up the hunt. To be honest, I’m not sure I want her to. We should have gotten her here, or followed her. I’m telling you, Duncan, I’m going to get her. For Lanny.”
Duncan crossed his arms. “You want to hang in these mountains and chase a Secret Service agent around the rest of your life, that’s your business. Don’t get me wrong—I understand about Lanny. It’s cool and all. We’ve all got to do what we must sometimes. But after we divvy up the rest of the gold, Joseph and I are headed to Chicago, as planned. Wish you’d come along. Right, Joseph?”
Chad looked at Joseph. He was screwing around with the fed’s cell phone again, not paying much attention.
“How are we getting to Chicago?” Joseph said without looking up. “And what are we going to do when we get there? We no longer have a printing operation—and even if we did, it’d be pretty much worthless now.”
Joseph had been paying more attention than Chad thought.
“We have a hell of a lot of gold,” Duncan answered, “so we don’t need to print for a while. A long while. Until they fix the currency in this country, or come up with a new one. I have friends in Chicago, and we’re rich for the time being. Trust me, life will be good there. And we’ll make it, one way or another, even if we have to hijack a food truck. Which I’m thinking we might need to do anyway.”
“Or you can stay with me and go after the fed bitch,” Chad said to Joseph. “Then we’ll go to Chicago and meet up with Duncan, afterwards.”
Joseph finally looked up from the phone screen. “I’m torn. When are we going to dig up the rest of the gold?”
Duncan looked east. “The place ought to cool down enough in another week. Garth can take us in his Jeep.”
Garth tilted his head. 
Joseph went back to messing with the phone.
“How long are you going to keep playing with that damn thing?” Chad said.
“It’s pretty cool,” Joseph calmly replied. “Never seen another one like it, with this fat antenna.”
“That’s because it’s a satellite phone,” Garth said.
“If you say so.” Joseph kept poking at the screen. “Hey, I think I found the list of recently made calls. Looks like the number dialed most often has a Pittsburgh area code.” He pushed something on the phone and held it to his ear.
“What the hell are you doing?” Duncan said.
Joseph ignored him. “You were right, Garth. It’s the Pittsburgh Secret Service field office.”
“Hang up before they track you on that thing!”
Joseph hung up. “No worries. Electronic receptionist.” He pushed another button and held it to his ear again.
“Now where are you calling?” Duncan asked.
“There’s a New York number on the list, too. Wait…” Joseph plugged his other ear and strained to listen to something.
“Take that thing away from him,” Chad said to Duncan. “He’s going to get us all found.”
Joseph hung the phone up, stood, and grinned devilishly.
“What?” Chad said.
“The bitch is from New York.”
“So what? Stop using that thing, man.”
“I know where we can find her, Chad.”
Chad shook his head. “Not sure I’m willing to chase her all the way to New York, even for Lanny. I want to get her while she’s local.”
“Right.” Joseph nodded. “I think she’s married, and staying with her husband in a city called Pennsboro. I have the address.”
“Pennsboro?” Garth said. “Ah, shit. That’s ten miles down the road, man. Means she probably will come back here.”
“Not if we visit her first,” Joseph said.
Chad looked into Joseph’s eyes and encountered a warm, caring look. Chad couldn’t help but smile. “Excellent. Good work, man.”
“All right,” Duncan said. “All right. Looks like we need to handle this after all. Since we have a week to kill, no pun intended, we’ll go take care of the fed bitch—and whoever else is unlucky enough to be staying with her. After that we’ll dig up the gold, and then go to Chicago. Agreed?”
Chad and Joseph did a high five.
Duncan turned to Garth. “You better put our bikes back together.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty
 
The male voice probably belonged to two different people, unless it was from a man who widely varied his tone. But there was at least one man and one woman inside. The woman definitely wasn’t Hannah.
Malcolm quietly shifted positions, sitting on the ground leaning against the front of the trailer. His back was beginning to hurt. It couldn’t be helped. He knew they couldn’t see him down here, even if they tried to look down out the front window, because of the circular shape of the trailer.
God only knew where Ryan was lurking. He promised to be ready when the door opened, and would somehow stay out of sight until then. Malcolm hoped it would happen before it got too late in the day.
He didn’t have to wait much longer. The grumpier of the two male voices announced he was “going outside to take a wiz.”
“There’s a bathroom in here,” the female voice objected, equally as grumpy.
“Bathrooms are for women,” the male responded.
Malcolm crouched like a compressed spring.
The trailer door squeaked open.
Nothing happened for a long moment. The trailer then swayed from the weight of the man moving onto the step. As he stepped off, it swayed back. The door smacked the side of the trailer, opening completely. 
Malcolm jumped out into the open, squaring his feet and bringing the shotgun to aim at the bare-shouldered man standing sideways to him. 
The man didn’t notice him yet. He was looking in the opposite direction, past the picnic table. Malcolm didn’t see a weapon.
“Hold it!” Malcolm said.
The startled man’s head spun to face Malcolm, but his body remained in place.
“Hey!” the female voice screeched from the doorway.
Malcolm moved the gun barrel to her. Disheveled dirty-blond hair and a tattered red dress barely clinging to a bony body were all the details Malcolm was able to take in before the sound of three rapid gunshots rang from across the yard.
Malcolm eyes returned to the man, just in time to see him fall forward, towards Malcolm, with three holes in his back. A frighteningly large revolver hit the ground next to him.
“Luke!” the woman screamed.
Malcolm, suddenly much more cognizant of the potential danger, stepped sideways and leveled the shotgun at her.
An object flew forward in the air from the trailer door. Malcolm squeezed the trigger. 
The gun didn’t fire. He didn’t squeeze it hard enough. He wasn’t sure whether he meant to shoot her or not.
The object in the air landed on the ground at Malcolm’s feet. It was another revolver. This one was big, too—but not as big as the other. Either the woman was wisely surrendering her firearm, or it had accidentally flown out of her hand as she raised it to shoot. Malcolm suspected the latter.
“Luke!” she screamed again and stumbled out of the trailer. The woman ran to her downed companion and kneeled beside him. “No, no!”
Malcolm took two more steps sideways and aimed back at the doorway. He glanced back and forth between it and the couple on the ground, knowing she could easily pick up the man’s pistol. But Ryan was now visible just beyond the picnic table, slowly approaching. He had them covered with the assault rifle.
“Come out of the trailer!” Malcolm shouted. “Slowly, with your hands where we can see them.”
Nothing happened.
The woman on the ground shook Luke and begged him to talk to her. “You bastards!” she shouted between sobs. But she didn’t go for the gun.
Malcolm repeated his demand. “You! In the trailer! Come out of there, now!”
Still nothing.
The woman quickly became hysterical, which interfered with Malcolm’s concentration. He was also bothered by the fact the shotgun didn’t fire when he put pressure on the trigger. The 20-gauge surely would have. He decided to fire off a round, in the air over the trailer. This time he squeezed harder.
And this time it fired. The stock of the gun kicked into Malcolm’s shoulder as the shell ejected its buckshot. It must have startled the woman, because she abruptly shut up—thank God.
“Carly!” a panicked voice yelled from inside the trailer. Malcolm pumped the 12-gauge. Two seconds later a new male figure stood in the doorway, holding a rifle in one hand. The rifle was pointed down.
“Toss it out!” Malcolm said.
The new male made eye contact with Malcolm. He was skinny, like the woman, but taller. Something about his eyes told Malcolm he wasn’t much of a threat. He only seemed concerned about the woman, who only seemed concerned about Luke. It took the man a few seconds to process Malcolm’s instructions, but he eventually threw the rifle to the ground and stepped out with his hands in the air.
Malcolm motioned for him to join his friends. The man was anxious to comply.
By this time Ryan was right next to them. He kicked the huge revolver away from the three intruders.
“Anyone else inside?” Ryan asked them.
The girl only spoke to Luke, continuing her hopeless attempts to revive him.
The conscious man put his hands on Carly’s shoulders, in a vain attempt to console her. Malcolm got the impression he wasn’t all that sorrowful over the loss of Luke. But he did answer Ryan’s question.
“No, man. There’s no one else. Just us three. Please let us go.”
“All right,” Ryan said. “I’m going inside to check it out. If no one else is in there, like you said, we’ll let you go. Malcolm, if you hear even one shot inside the trailer when I’m in there, shoot them both. Starting with him.”
“Will do.” Malcolm stepped closer to the intruders.
“There’s no one else in there,” the man said. “Carly, he’s dead. Come on. He said they’ll let us go.”
“No!” Carly screamed. “No! I’ll kill you bastards! Come on, Luke, wake up!” 
The man wrapped his arms around her and dragged her away from Luke’s body. She kicked, screamed, and cried.
Ryan fired three quick shots in the air above the trailer, then rolled into it commando-style through the doorway. The gunfire, once again, had the effect of calming Carly.
An extremely long twenty seconds later, Ryan reappeared. He stepped back outside, walked over to Carly and her restrainer, and threw a key ring on the ground beside them.
“Drag your friend to your car, put him inside, and leave.”
The woman let loose with a barrage of curses. “I’ll be back, you son of a bitch! And when I come back I’ll kill both of you!”
“No we won’t!” the man said. “I promise you’ll never see either of us again. Thank you!”
“Yes you will,” Carly said. “You’ll see me right before I kill you!”
“I promise,” the man repeated.
Ryan nodded. “Load up your friend and go. Or else we’ll burn his body until all his ashes are swept away by the wind.”
“No,” Carly said in a calmer, pleading voice. She stretched out her arms towards the body. “No, Luke, Luke.”
Luke had been a heavy, muscular man. Carly and her admirer had a difficult time dragging his corpse to the Duster and shoving him in the back seat. In the end, Malcolm had to help. It was not a task he enjoyed. But it was worth it when they watched the trail of dirt in the air follow the old car off the property, back down the road towards Pennsboro.
Before the Duster vanished from sight, it swerved to avoid an oncoming vehicle—a white Toyota 4-runner, about ten years old. The 4-Runner then turned into Ryan’s driveway and stopped.
“Relax,” Ryan said. “That’s Spence, my next-door neighbor. He’s cool.”
 
* * *
 
 “You should have come and gotten me first,” Spence said. “I would have helped.”
“Spence, I do appreciate that.” Ryan lifted his tumbler of scotch and gazed at it with prolonged appreciation. “You’re a fine neighbor. But I could never ask you to put yourself in harm’s way on my account. Malcolm and I handled it.”
Malcolm spoke. “Just wondering, what made you think we needed help?”
Spence stood from the cushy leather recliner before responding. His trim body was athletic enough, moving in quick coordinated motions—but his balding head of grey-white hair betrayed his age.
“Guns fired for target practice make a different music than those used in more desperate situations.” Spence picked up the scotch bottle. “Anyone need topping up?”
Ryan extended his glass, still half-full.
“I call it being neighborly,” Spence said as he refilled Ryan’s drink. “Now, I’ll admit I have nothing so fancy as that.” He motioned to Ryan’s AR-15 leaning in the corner of his living room. “But I’m pretty handy with my 30-30, even if I do have to crank the lever after every shot.”
“Winchester?” Ryan asked.
“Naturally.”
“Pretty sure that’s the same rifle we just acquired. Too bad the intruders only left half a box of ammo behind with it.”
“Hell, I have enough to get me through Armageddon.” Spence set the bottle on his gnarled-wood coffee table and retook his seat. “I’ll send a couple boxes home in your laundry basket.”
Ryan smiled. “That’s downright …neighborly of you.”
“Well, a good neighbor is an invaluable commodity. Especially in these times. I get a little lonely over here, and—I’m not ashamed to say—scared sometimes. Glad to have you boys next to me. Can’t say I care much for the vagabonds on my other side, though. Rowdy and unfriendly, that bunch is. Make so much noise sometimes they used to keep Sandra up at night—and there’s twelve acres of separation between us.”
“You’ve been a good neighbor to me since I bought that plot,” Ryan said, “and I only moved in a couple hours ago.”
Spence shook his head. “You paid me for that. Paid me well. Not the same thing.”
“About that, Spence.” Ryan looked at the hardwood floor. “I’m sorry the money isn’t worth anything now…”
Spence laughed. “That’s another thing, friend. Your doomsday conspiracies ended up doing a number on me. Sure, I rolled my eyes behind your back at first. But then …well, being an old guy alone in the woods gets you thinking sometimes. Starts making you jumpy after a while, too, like I was saying. So, I started stocking up on supplies. Before I knew it, I done spent most of the storage fees you paid me, before the bottom fell out of everything. Meeting you might turn out to be the single greatest blessing of my life—other than meeting Sandra, of course.”
Malcolm raised his eyebrows at Ryan. “Storage fees?”
Ryan ignored him. “That’s great, Spence! Really relieves me to hear you say that.”
Malcolm took another look around the inside of Spence’s home. If there were supplies stockpiled somewhere, they weren’t in this room. Malcolm wondered if he’d ever been surrounded by so much wood. Between the taxidermy on the walls, the collages of pressed flowers, and the homemade furniture, the house was a veritable shrine to all things nature. As contrasting as this may be to Malcolm’s Manhattan apartment, there was also a hauntingly familiar aspect to it. Malcolm recognized it as the desperately clinging enhancement of a woman’s touch long-since removed. It made him sad.
“What happened to your wife,” Malcolm asked, “if you don’t mind me asking?”
“Stroke. I found her on the floor, whole right side of her body frozen. Rushed her to the hospital myself. The doctor on duty said he had a magic cure for it, since we got there so soon afterwards, and since she was a person of overall good health. Said there was a 95% chance of it fixing her right up, and a 5% chance of it killing her. Nothing in-between. She had to sign the release form with her left hand. Terrible looking signature. Last thing she ever signed. Sandra was one of the unlucky five percent.”
“I’m sorry,” Malcolm said. 
“Don’t be. We had thirty wonderful years together. More than most folks get nowadays.”
“Yeah,” Ryan said looking down again. “I was hoping for that many.”
After a moment of silence passed Malcolm added, “Me too.”
Ryan looked up at him. “That’s the first time I’ve heard you talk like that.”
“I meant I’m hoping to have that many.”
Spence nodded. “That’s a healthy way to look at it. Especially when times get shaky, like they are now. No one knows what tomorrow will bring. And getting involved in gunfights isn’t good for your life expectancy, as that squatter of yours discovered today. Now Sandra, she loved life—but she wasn’t afraid of death, either. Maybe the two have something to do with each other. She didn’t hesitate for a moment in signing that release. Probably would have still done it if the odds were fifty-fifty.”
“My wife isn’t afraid of dying, either,” Malcolm muttered. “Unfortunately.”
“What about you, son?”
“Not sure.”
“I never think about it,” Ryan interjected. “I only think about doing a good job, and handling myself well when …difficult circumstances arise.”
Malcolm tilted his head at him for a second. Then he looked back down and said, “Since that night in the homeless camp, I’ve been thinking about some of the things Pastor Green said.”
“He’s an interesting character.” Ryan drained the rest of his scotch. “That’s for sure.”
The dryer buzzer rang.
“There’s your bedding,” Spence said. “You want me to take you back now, so you can fix your trailer up while it’s still light out?”
“No, save your gas.” Ryan stood. “We’ll walk.”
Spence stood up as well. “Actually, I was thinking there’s no reason you have to sleep there tonight—or any other night, for that matter. I have two spare bedrooms here, both with good beds. While I’m used to being alone, I don’t particularly relish it. Your company would be most welcome.”
Ryan looked at Malcolm. Malcolm gave no reaction. 
Ryan turned back to Spence. “That’s incredibly gracious of you. We should take you up on it, no doubt. But I kind of want to spend tonight on my own land. I know that must sound silly…”
“And I’m expecting someone,” Malcolm added.
“Your wife?” Spence asked.
“Yes.”
“I understand completely. Just so you know, it’s a standing offer, anytime the two—or the three of you—decide to accept it. Well, let’s get your sheets.”
Spence didn’t forget to add those two boxes of 30-30 cartridges to Ryan’s laundry basket, which made Ryan laugh.
“Do you mind if I take a quick look in the barn?” Ryan asked as they were leaving.
That made Spence laugh. He led them outside, across the yard, and into his huge black barn, which was quite dark inside before he hit the light switch.
Once illuminated, the contents of the barn looked like a cross between a hoarder’s house and a construction site.
“Wow,” Ryan said. “You have been stocking up. Not sure whose side is bigger now.”
Spence smiled widely. “Told you.”
“Which side is yours?” Malcolm asked Ryan.
He pointed to the left. Malcolm took a closer look at the gigantic pile. This wasn’t a simple stash of food and clothing. These were building materials. Boards, plywood, hardware, plastic and metal piping, lighting, wiring, drywall, bags of concrete, tile, sinks, toilets, and even appliances lined the entire wall. Who knows what else might be buried in there.
“Thanks, Spence.” Ryan turned to go. “We might stop by tomorrow to get a few items.”
“Please do. I’ll fix us lunch. And you can use my shower. Only please make a proper approach.”
“What’s that?” Malcolm asked.
“Make some noise as you’re coming up my driveway. Friendly noise. Let me know it’s you.”
“Will do,” Ryan said.
Ryan and Malcolm walked off the property as Spence locked up his barn.
“Unreal,” Malcolm said when the two of them were out on the dirt road. “How long have you been accumulating everything?”
“Better part of a year now.” Ryan slurred his words slightly and stumbled. He may have had a little too much scotch.
Malcolm shook his head. “Never thought I’d be building a house.”
“A trailer is no place to raise a family,” Ryan said. 
Yep, he was drunk. But Malcolm understood what he meant. It had only been a matter of months since Ryan lost the last glimmer of hope in keeping his wife and kids. 
Malcolm wasn’t there yet. And he’d do everything he could to keep from getting there. The thought of him living with Ryan and Spence as three bachelors crying together over the loss of their wives was pathetic.
“It’s my fault,” Ryan said.
“What is?”
“Losing my family. I worked too much. I knew it even as I was doing it. I wanted to do everything I could for them, and build us all a real future. Screwed up. Wives don’t want workaholics. You have to somehow make a ton of money while working short hours. That’s the secret to success in life.”
“That’s not why I lost Hannah,” Malcolm said. “I lost her because she worked too much, even though I rarely harassed her about it. She just got sucked into the vortex.”
At that moment, Malcolm thought he heard a female voice shouting. 
“Did you hear something?” he asked Ryan.
“A crow, maybe?”
“Maybe.” Malcolm raised the shotgun and held it with both hands in front of him. Ryan had the AR-15 strapped to his back, as his hands were carrying the laundry basket.
The road turned. Ryan’s driveway became visible. A new car sat parked near the beginning of the driveway: a black SUV.
The woman’s voice sounded again, louder this time.
“Malcolm! Ryan! Are you in there? It’s Hannah!”
Malcolm broke into a sprint. The last thing he heard Ryan stammer was, “Now that’s a proper approach.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty One
 
“Where’d you get the eggs?” Hannah asked, propped up on one elbow. Malcolm lay next to her, pretending to still be sleeping. The truth was he barely slept at all. But he didn’t care.
“Found them in my laundry basket,” Ryan answered. He flipped the six sizzling eggs over on a skillet atop the tiny cooking range. 
“You must be joking. How old are they?”
“My neighbor snuck them in there. He keeps a few chickens.”
“Oh. Great. That’s where I get to take a shower, right?”
“Yeah, but he’s not expecting us until lunchtime.”
“Hmm.” Hannah pulled the cover off and sat on the edge of the bed, dangling her bare feet from the bottom of her sweatpants. “Not sure I can wait that long.”
Malcolm lifted his head, his sleeping ruse abruptly shattered. “Where are you going, Hannah?”
“To work, of course.”
Malcolm bridled his tongue. It took all the effort he could muster not to fly into a negatively-charged response. This is what he swore to himself he would do if he ever got a second chance. He had lots of time to think about it and drill the new procedure into his brain. Don’t argue with Hannah about work. 
Instead of saying something, he reached out with one hand and gently placed it on her back—just to gauge her reaction. He could feel her rib cage through her cotton shirt. 
Nothing immediately happened. She sat there and allowed his hand to stay upon her—for a good eight seconds before jumping down to the trailer floor. Those were the best eight seconds Malcolm could remember in the last six months. When they were over, he found himself annoyed.
“Honey, you’re still working in West Virginia?” He hoped his cordial tone didn’t sound forced.
“Yep.”
Malcolm scooted to the edge of the bed and sat. “Where’s your partner staying?”
“He had to go back to Pittsburgh.”
“So you’re working alone?”
“Yes. For now.”
“Doing what? Not chasing counterfeiters, I hope? Especially since currency is almost worthless at the moment.”
Hannah turned to Malcolm, donning a hard expression. Malcolm knew he screwed up. But why should it be so? Wasn’t the question legitimate? Hannah must have gone through the same thought process, because her look gradually softened. 
“You know better than to pester me about my job, honey.”
Honey. She called him honey. Was it real, or a carefully crafted tactic? Either way, it worked. Malcolm shut up.
“Sure you can’t at least take the morning off?” Ryan said as he slid the eggs onto three plates. “I’d hate to impose on Spence earlier than he expects us—and Malcolm and I could sure use your help with some things around here.”
Hannah tilted her head of tantalizingly messy blond hair. “Well, I suppose I could, under the circumstances.”
Ryan to the rescue. Malcolm owed him one.
After breakfast, Ryan and Malcolm waited outside the trailer while Hannah used the bathroom and changed.
“How is it you have a working toilet, but no running water?” Malcolm asked.
Ryan pointed underneath the trailer. “It’s a remote composting toilet. Vacuum flush, so it doesn’t use water. We’ll need to start flushing peat moss, dry brush, leaves, and soil down it a couple times a day, now that it’s being used. See the tank under the trailer? It will output good compost within a few months. We’ll use it for the fruit and nut trees, mostly.”
“Is that what the three of us will be doing this morning? Gathering compost material for the toilet?”
Ryan laughed. “I’ll come up with something a little better than that while Hannah’s here.”
“Thanks, man. Thanks a lot.”
“No problem. So, when are you planning on telling her?”
“About the gunfight yesterday?” Malcolm shook his head. “Never.”
“No, about your big score in the markets. That she’s married to a multi-millionaire.”
Malcolm thought for a second. “I don’t know. Wouldn’t it be nice if I didn’t have to, and she came back to me anyway?”
“Nice, yes. But it might look like you were intentionally keeping it from her.”
“Money’s not worth anything now,” Malcolm said.
“She might think that’s beside the point.”
Malcolm sighed. “You’re probably right. I’ll tell her when I’m ready.”
“You may not want to wait as long as you did to tell me. Just saying…”
When Hannah finally emerged, Ryan walked them to one of his sheds. There he retrieved a sledgehammer, some metal stakes, and a surveying kit. He then led them to the far side of his land and had Malcolm and Hannah stand still in designated places, twenty or so yards away from each other, while Ryan used the survey prism and tripod to determine where to drive a stake into the ground. This they repeated all morning. The stakes marked the property line where Ryan and Malcolm would put up a wire fence. Malcolm got the impression he and Hannah weren’t really necessary for the job, and that this was the best thing Ryan could think of to justify keeping Hannah around for the morning. Malcolm was eternally grateful for it.
At noon they took Hannah’s car over to Spence’s house. Spence was thrilled to meet Hannah. They all took turns showering. Hannah then washed her dirty clothes as the four of them enjoyed a lunch of chicken salad with homemade potato chips.
Afterwards, Hannah left to “go to work.” Malcolm walked her to the car. It was one of the most difficult things he ever did. Yes, he was used to her leaving to go to a dangerous job. But now, after this wonderful reunion, sleeping in the same bed last night, and with Malcolm having made all that damned money trading, it seemed frivolous and unnecessary. About the only worthwhile benefit Malcolm could see from her job at this point was the company car, and the free gas that came with it. But free gas for what? Why did she need to be out driving around West Virginia?
Hannah stopped at the car door. “See you later.”
Malcolm leaned in as if to kiss her goodbye, thought twice and grabbed both her hands instead. He had no words.
Hannah seemed to understand the communication. She raised their hands and spoke. 
“Malcolm, I want you to know I’m extremely relieved to see that you and Ryan got out of the city, and are okay. I was worried about you.”
“When are you coming back?” Was all Malcolm could utter.
“Tonight, okay? In all likelihood I’ll see you before it gets dark.”
“In all likelihood?”
“That’s the best I can do, Malcolm.”
Malcolm pursed his lips and nodded. Hannah leaned over his shoulder and hugged him—but not for too long. 
Then she got in the car and drove down Spence’s driveway. On an impulse, Malcolm took off running alongside her.
Hannah slowed and rolled the window down, but didn’t stop.
“Don’t forget Spence is grilling steaks tonight! If you want yours hot, you better not be late!”
Hannah smiled and hit the gas.
 
* * *
 
“This is the perfect spot,” Ryan said.
Malcolm looked around. “You honestly think the two of us are going to drill a working well?”
“Just a shallow groundwater well. Nowhere near deep enough to be safe for consumption. We’ll need to filter or boil any water we drink from it. The earth is soft around here, and the local water table is right around twenty feet—which means we can use a hand pump to draw it. With any luck, we’ll hit sand a couple feet below that. We’re upslope from the spot where the septic tank is going, and quite a ways from it, so this should be a good place for a well.”
“We’re putting in a septic tank, too?”
“Maybe. Ideally, I’d have a professional well dug and hire builders to at least do all the plumbing and lay the foundation. But with society crashing around us, who knows when, or even if, that’ll be possible. I’ve got the materials for us to do a hack job ourselves, if push comes to shove.”
“I’m kind of surprised you didn’t get that stuff done already,” Malcolm said.
Ryan gave him a sheepish look. “It’s a little costly for a man paying child support and lawyer fees.”
“I’ll front you the money for it, Ryan. To have the whole house built if you want. No interest. You can pay me back whenever it’s convenient. Or take it out of me in rent.”
“Thanks, man. I do appreciate that offer, and I’d love to accept it. But being as all your funds are in USD, it’s questionable whether you’re genuinely in a position to be so benevolent. We’ll have to see how things play out. Meanwhile, we have shelter and all the survival supplies I managed to stash away—which includes enough food, ammunition, cold weather gear, and extra clothing to last a long time. We have one hell of a good neighbor friend helping us out. And, after today, hopefully, we’ll even have water coming out of our own groundwater well.”
Malcolm looked out at the road in the direction Hannah left. “Why am I getting the feeling I’ll be doing a lot of digging in the next few weeks?”
Ryan laughed. “I know that’s not exactly your area of expertise. Got any better offers?”
“I guess not.”
Spence’s 4-Runner came into view on the road. In another minute they were unloading Ryan’s “well drilling” equipment from Spence’s truck bed. Ryan refused Spence’s offer of any further help, so Spence walked home and told them to drive the truck back later for dinner.
Malcolm looked at the materials in the truck. “So we’re simply going to pound metal pipe into the ground with a sledgehammer?”
“Yep. Like I said, the ground is soft enough here to use this method. See this?” He held a hollow metal spike that had a screened-off open area near the pointed tip. “It’s a well point, or a sand point to be more exact. It screws on to the end of the first piece of pipe. We’re going to need some water, too. Would you rather make a trip to the creek, or take the first drilling shift?”
 “I’ll fetch the water.”
“Thought you’d say that.” But instead of pounding the first pipe into the ground, Ryan retrieved a post-hole auger from the truck and began digging.
“Oh, you tricked me.” 
Malcolm lugged a 20-liter plastic tank down to the creek. When he returned, Ryan had a three-foot post hole dug.
“There’s our starter hole,” he said wiping sweat from his brow. “Okay, I’ll hold the well point steady and you give the first pipe a few whacks.” He handed Malcolm the sledge hammer. “Only wait until I put the driving cap on the end. Never hit the pipe directly.”
“Great,” Malcolm said taking the sledgehammer.
Ryan put the thick metal driving cap on the top end of the first pipe, which now had the well point attached to the bottom end in the hole.
“Just tap it to start,” Ryan said. “I don’t need a broken hand.”
Malcolm tapped the pipe a few times before gaining enough confidence to start hitting it harder. When it was down a few inches, Ryan let go. Malcolm then whacked it until the end was about a foot above the starter hole. Ryan screwed another section of pipe unto the first, took the sledgehammer from Malcolm, and climbed up on the open tailgate of Spence’s truck.
“Now the real fun begins.” He started pounding. And pounding. And pounding. The pipe went into the ground, slowly. Eventually it was low enough for Ryan to get back down and hammer from the ground. When it was finally all the way down, he handed Malcolm the sledgehammer, screwed another piece of pipe on, and put the driving cap on the end of the new section of pipe.
“Your turn.”
Malcolm groaned, jumped up on the tailgate, and did likewise. According to his calculations, his 5-foot section of pipe got down to ground level a little faster than the first one.
By Malcolm’s second turn, he found himself getting excited. This was kind of cool. Who would’ve thunk? They were fifteen feet down already. If Ryan was right, they might actually hit water after the fourth pipe was in the ground.
Ryan worked up a drenching sweat getting the fourth pipe even with the starter hole. That one was more stubborn than the rest. When it was finally buried, he had Malcolm pour the creek water down the pipe. It filled surprisingly fast.
But then the water level in the pipe slowly went down.
“We’re not there yet,” Ryan said. “That’s a bit worrisome. If we don’t hit it before the next pipe is down, the whole thing will be a wasted effort. Hand pumps won’t draw water if the table is deeper than 25 feet, and this 2-inch pipe is probably too small for submersible pumps—plus we have no power source for one, anyway.”
Ryan attached the next section of pipe. Malcolm climbed back up on the tailgate and hammered away. When it had gone down two feet, he poured water into the pipe from the tailgate, until it overflowed.
Then he waited. And waited.
“The water’s not going down!” he sang. “That’s good, right?”
“Yes!” Ryan gave him a thumb’s up. “It means we hit the water table.” Ryan took over again and pounded the pipe until it was waist-high above the ground before removing the driving cap. He then took a cardboard box out of the back of the truck and opened it. Inside was an old-style pitcher pump. He attached it to the end of pipe and cranked.
Water came out, clear at first. After twenty pumps it became horribly muddy. That only encouraged Ryan. Twenty more pumps and sand spilled out on to the ground along with the water.
“Woohoo!” Ryan said. He removed the pump and grabbed a bag from the truck bed. It was full of tiny gravel. He carefully poured handful after handful down the pipe, until he seemed satisfied. Then he reattached the pitcher pump.
Back to pumping. And pumping. More sandy water hit the ground at his soaking wet feet. Finally, after more pumps than Malcolm cared to count, the water poured clear and bright. 
Ryan had his water bottle ready. He filled it from the pump, sealed it, and drew a long drink through the straw at the top.
“How is it?” Malcolm asked.
“Nice and cold. We did it!”
Malcolm ran to the trailer, fetched his own water bottle, came back, and filled it from the new well. He and Ryan sat on the tailgate of Spence’s truck and sucked down wonderfully cool H2O in the late afternoon sunlight.
 




 
Chapter Twenty Two
 
“Was it a …tough day?” Malcolm asked as they walked.
Hannah chuckled. “Tough half-day, thanks to you guys. Just more of the same, asking nervous citizens about people they haven’t seen—although I suspect some of them are liars. I must admit it is becoming difficult. More and more of the folks I’m questioning seem to think that because I’m from the government, I should somehow have solutions to all their problems. Or else they’re hoping I brought them food.” She stopped before a short row of mounded earth with knee-high leafy greens growing out the top. “I guess these must be the potatoes, huh?”
“Must be. So you’re looking for a counterfeiting gang that’s hiding out locally? What are you going to do if you find them, seeing as it’s only you?”
Hannah gave Malcolm an uncomfortable stare.
“Just wondering,” Malcolm stuttered.
Hannah smiled. “You’re sweet, Malcolm. I know you worry about me. I don’t want you to think I don’t appreciate it, because I do. It’s nice having someone care about you. Where’s my spare service pistol?”
Malcolm opened his jacket. 
Hannah frowned.
Malcolm shrugged. “No good?”
“Not sure,” Hannah said. “I’m glad it’s not left in the trailer when no one’s there, even if this is a nice safe country neighborhood. But you’re not supposed to be wearing it. I could get in trouble.”
“How much trouble?”
Hannah shook her head. “Not sure about that, either. Probably nowhere near as much as I would have before the crisis started. I do want you to be safe. Ryan appears to have a sufficient supply of firearms, though.”
“He does.” Malcolm rolled his eyes.
Hannah frowned again. “Well, God forbid you should ever have to use one for protection—but if you do, it would be better if it wasn’t mine.”
“I understand.” Malcolm broke eye contact and looked away from her, a little too quickly.
“Have you fired it?” she asked in an elevated voice.
“I don’t think it matters which one of these we pull up.” Malcolm grabbed the stems of one of the potato plants. “This is like pulling a slot machine handle. Here goes nothing.”
“Malcolm…”
“Once or twice.”
“That gun isn’t for target practice, Malcolm. Only use it in an emergency.”
Malcolm looked away from her—again, too quickly—and pulled a ten-pound bunch of potatoes up from the Earth. “Hey, look at this.”
“Oh my God, you shot someone with it?”
Now Malcolm looked her straight in the eye. “If I did, do you honestly want to know?”
“Yes. I mean no. I mean …so you two had trouble getting here?”
“Let’s just say it wasn’t exactly a Sunday drive.”
“Neither of you got hurt?”
“No, thank God.” After a pause Malcolm looked down and muttered, “I had to shoot a pit bull.”
“Oh.” There was relief in Hannah’s voice. “I’m sorry, honey. I know you like dogs. So, just a pit bull, then? No people?”
Malcolm looked back at her. “Tell you what. I’ll give you the whole story of our trip, with all the details, if you do the same for me—about this case you’re working on.”
“No,” Hannah said. “No deal. Boy, Spence sure can grow potatoes. Let’s go cook them.”
Malcolm wasn’t sure if he was happy they weren’t exchanging stories. But he was ecstatic over Hannah returning in plenty of time to help with dinner. Spence had a nice place here. There was more to it than first met the eye. Hard to believe one old guy took care of it all. Malcolm wondered how much of it was inspired by Ryan. Spence had recently drilled his own shallow well, for irrigation purposes. He had fruit trees and plenty of vegetables growing, including a fair-sized greenhouse. Then there was the chicken coop. Everything here would probably eventually be duplicated on Ryan’s land. Unfortunately, that also meant Malcolm would probably be building it all.
“I have the oven warming up,” Spence said when he saw the potatoes. “Clean up six or eight of those in the sink, roll a little oil on them, and pop them in.” He spoke with a contagious enthusiasm. It had apparently been some time since Spence hosted a dinner party.
“Maybe we should grill the potatoes,” Ryan said coming in from the yard, “so we don’t use too much of your propane. I’ve got plenty of wood kindling. The way things are, it might be difficult to get your tank refilled.”
“I have more propane than aluminum foil,” Spence said. “And this is a special occasion.”
“All right, but we’re going to have to watch that. I mean, with four of us now using your shower and washing machine.”
“We’ll start watching that tomorrow. Tonight we dine Pittsburgh Steakhouse style.” He lifted one of the four New York strip steaks he thawed out. “Everyone okay with my special Cajun rub?”
“Sounds wonderful,” Hannah said.
“Did you grow this asparagus in your greenhouse?” Malcolm asked as he began washing potatoes.
Spence laughed. “No, that’s wild asparagus. Why I only have twenty stalks. I had to go out foraging for that.”
“What about the spinach?” Hannah asked. “I’m really looking forward to a nice spinach salad with dinner.”
“Ryan and I brought that,” Malcolm answered.
Hannah tilted her head.
They cooked up one of the finest meals Malcolm could ever remember eating, with the blackened steaks seared medium-rare over a hot fire. Spence opened a special bottle of red wine. Even Hannah was delighted by everything. 
After cleaning up, they relaxed in the living room. Spence broke out the scotch bottle and turned the television on to a news broadcast. Malcolm sat right up next to Hannah at one end of the big couch. He refused any scotch, but Ryan eagerly joined Spence in a glass.
“Twelve days after the bond bombing touched off the financial crisis,” the deep-voiced anchorman said, “America has slipped further into bedlam. While the U.S. Dollar seems to have finally stabilized some in the foreign exchange markets, it has done nothing to help us domestically—especially with the price of gold hovering around $13,000 an ounce. Moreover, price tags on goods and commodities no longer appear to constitute a legitimate offer to sell. All over the country, we’ve gotten reports of merchants, the few who have kept their doors open, refusing to sell items for their advertised price even when well-to-do customers come in and agree to the hyper-inflated offer. Apparently, many retailers are displaying outrageous prices purely as a form of protest. When it comes right down to making a transaction, and their bluff is called, so to speak, they aren’t willing to accept U.S. currency in any amount.
“Gold is another story. The images you’re seeing now are of makeshift signs in front of retail stores declaring ‘gold, silver, and trades goods only.’ Signs such as these are suddenly commonplace. Our news team captured this video of a bicycle shop in Buffalo with a sign out front claiming ‘food trades only.’ Over the course of the day, people walked in with eggs, chickens, sacks of flour, boxes of produce, and even this one man who arrived with a pig on a leash. We don’t know if the pig was actually accepted in a transaction or not.”
“Two-wheeled vehicles are in demand,” Ryan muttered as he clinked the ice cubes in his glass. “But cyclers aren’t the best prospects for offloading fresh ham and bacon.”
Hannah shot him a quick glare.
“In reaction to all this,” the anchorman continued, “the Senate Banking Committee meets tomorrow in an emergency session. Federal Reserve Chair Jill Younger will be in attendance. Our sources tell us the committee will be presenting the Federal Reserve with a radical proposal for revaluing American currency. The last time such an action took place was in 1933, also in response to runaway hyperinflation, then caused by the great depression. The result was the infamous Executive Order 6102, shortly followed by the official Gold Reserve Act of 1934, in which the private ownership of gold reserves was outlawed in America, forcing all citizens to sell their excess gold to the U.S. Treasury at a fixed price of $35 per ounce. Foreign governments could then buy gold certificates from the United States at this price, which stabilized the foreign exchange markets. These actions, in combination with an increase in the M1 money supply forcing interest rates lower, resulted in a fixed value of the U.S. currency tied to the price of gold. Some economists consider the entire affair nothing more than a juggling act of smoke and mirrors, however, and doubt such measures would work in the modern world economy—but, according to our sources, that’s exactly the kind of thing the Senate Banking Committee will be proposing tomorrow. It will be interesting to learn the details, and see what Ms. Younger’s initial reaction will be.”
“Wow,” Ryan said between sips. “If they pull something like that off, you won’t be in such a bad position, Malcolm. Hell, you can afford an expensive haircut and still come away smelling like a multi-millionaire. Maybe we’ll get to be neighbors after all.”
This time it was Malcolm who glared at Ryan. But Ryan didn’t notice.
“One thing’s for certain,” the anchorman said, “whatever action the federal government takes to fix the financial crisis can’t be effected soon enough. The food shortage in our major cities has become critical. As a result, civil unrest is rapidly growing to frightening levels. Rioting and looting has become so widespread we can’t keep up with the reports. In virtually every major city, most grocery and convenience stores have been cleaned out and left in tattered ruins. Battling rioters has become the daily routine of big-city policeman and National Guardsmen. The death toll from these confrontations is climbing to wartime-like levels. At last count, more than three hundred police and military personnel have been killed in the line of duty since the crisis began. The civilian casualty count, by contrast, is well into the thousands, as law enforcement officers are now understandably shooting first and asking questions later when faced with violent opposition. 
“A significant number of additional deaths being discovered are the result of civilian clashes. Determining which are homicides, and which are the outcome of lawful self-defense, is nearly impossible under the circumstances, as most of those involved are not bothering to even report the incidents.”
Malcolm glanced at Hannah from the corner of his eye. Good, she wasn’t looking at him.
“The highways are clogged with abandoned cars and most gas stations have temporarily closed, so those attempting to flee the cities must do so using alternate transportation. Two-wheeled vehicles are popular, with or without a motor. In some places, pedestrians have banded together for protection and are walking out in droves. Here you see footage of a group of at least a hundred civilians backpacking their way out of Atlanta, where some of the deadliest police confrontations have occurred.”
Malcolm turned to Hannah. “You’re not driving into Pittsburgh anytime soon, are you?” He tried not to sound bossy, and almost pulled it off. Almost. But instead of rebuking him, Hannah grabbed his arm, leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. She was becoming difficult to predict.
The scene on the television turned to one of a great crowd of people camping in a field. The anchorman continued talking.
“Refugee camps like this one near Columbus are popping up on the outskirts of America’s largest cities. These makeshift communities of displaced residents uniting for mutual protection are attractive to those seeking sanctuary from civil unrest. But they are not without their own problems. Fights and even deadly duals have been reported as the new communities struggle to form their own internal leadership. The Governor of Ohio has assigned National Guard units to oversee the protection of this and other refugee camps within the state, and to distribute food from the occasional deliveries that can be procured. According to the governor, anyone who is hungry should make their way to one of these camps, as this is where the most of the government-supplied food shipments will be directed in the coming days.”
The scene switched to one of the Ohio Governor speaking. 
“We can’t reliably get food deliveries into the major cities,” he said, “due to roadblocks and safety concerns. We therefore encourage those in need to locate the nearest camp, make your way there, and wait. Medical assistance and fresh water are being made available here, and food shipments are being organized as we speak. The camps are your best bet for the time being.”
“Wow,” Malcolm commented. “The whole world is suddenly living in homeless camps.”
“But food deliveries can’t be guaranteed,” the anchorman said as a picture of a crashed refrigerated truck came on the television. “Food trucks such as this one found ransacked near Lexington, Kentucky, have become popular targets for hijackers. Highway bandits are a new problem, according to authorities, as are home invasion robbers. Living outside a big city doesn’t mean you are automatically safe. Most food truck drivers now carry at least one armed guard with them—but, as you can see, it sometimes isn’t enough.”
“I sure hope Morris is okay,” Malcolm said.
Ryan shook his head. “That’s not his truck. His was a different shape. I’m sure he’ll be all right. Learned his lesson the hard way, but came out of it unscathed. Remember, he promised to stick to main highways and keep with the crowds from now on.”
Malcolm noticed Hannah tilt her head.
They watched another fifteen minutes of news before Hannah decided to go to bed. She and Malcolm were assigned the smaller bedroom at the end of the hallway.
“I’m turning in too,” Malcolm said.
Hannah shot him a mixed look, as if she were surprised Malcolm was coming to bed this early, and not sure what his intentions were. Malcolm wasn’t sure, either. When they were inside the room, he offered her a flimsy explanation.
“I think Ryan’s drinking a little too much.”
“Hmm,” she replied as she took off her shoes. “And talking a little too much, too?”
“What do you mean?”
Hannah didn’t immediately answer. Instead she undressed, but kept her back to Malcolm until she had her long sleeping shirt on. Then she lay on the bed and looked up at him in a slightly seductive manner. Malcolm recognized this routine. It was her way of drawing information out of him.
“Well for one thing, what did he mean when he called you a multi-millionaire, and said you might end up being neighbors?”
“Oh. That. Well, I made a lot of money trading at the beginning of the financial crisis, and tried to purchase a piece of land in West Virginia—close to here.”
“Tried to purchase?”
“Did purchase, actually, but the sellers backed out of the deal when the dollar crashed. They’re in breach of contract, but I don’t have much recourse.”
“Oh.” Hannah raised her eyebrows for a moment, but then seemed satisfied with the answer and climbed under the covers. “That was a good dinner. I’m dead tired. Want to get an early start in the morning.”
“Umm …did you hear the other part, about me making a lot of money trading?”
“I heard.”
“Not just a lot, honey. Seven million. I haven’t had a chance to tell you about it yet, and, well, since society crashed and money’s become almost worthless, the whole thing is kind of a moot point. What Ryan meant was if the government somehow fixes the currency, who knows? Maybe we’ll end up with a couple million in real money.”
No answer from Hannah.
“You don’t find that exciting?” Malcolm asked.
Hannah turned and faced him from the pillow. “That only means you’ll have a bigger bankroll, and will be making bigger bets. So when you finally hit the bad streak that wipes you out, instead of losing $200,000 you’ll lose two million.”
“No!” Malcolm shook his head furiously.
“That’s the way I see it, Malcolm. I think you know that.” She turned back over and vanished under the covers. 
Malcolm knew better than to pursue the argument, tempting as it was. Changing, remember? Getting a second chance and handling things differently? A glass of scotch in the living room was suddenly calling his name.
The sound of motorcycles came into earshot from the neighbors to the south.
“Awfully late for motorcycle riding,” Hannah’s voice mumbled.
“Spence says they’re noisy neighbors.” Malcolm sat on the bed and took his shoes off. 
He didn’t quite know what to do next. Hannah was apparently fine with the sleeping arrangements, both last night and tonight, and wasn’t resistant to Malcolm’s close presence. They hadn’t been physically close in so long it made Malcolm apprehensive. Here they were going through all the motions of an old married couple, but with Malcolm as nervous as if they were on their third date. He wanted to be close, to be intimate again so badly, but the time away from each other had formed a barrier. Malcolm wasn’t sure how to break through it, or if he should even try. Then there was that irritating inference that Malcolm was only a gambler who would lose all his money one day. Malcolm could forgive that under the circumstances. He knew he should be happy for the situation as-is, and not push things. But it was all frustrating.
The motorcycle engines mellowed, but a loud pop followed, like a car backfiring—or a gunshot. Several seconds later, two more pops sounded.
They were definitely gunshots.
Hannah lifted her head back up and gave Malcolm a concerned look.
“I better ask Spence if that’s a normal sound from that property,” Malcolm said. He left the room and walked down the hall in his socks. Spence and Ryan were sucking the ice cubes from their empty scotch tumblers in the living room.
“No, that’s not unusual from them,” Spence said. “Gunshots, motorcycles, loud banging, yelling, all manner of ungodly racket at all hours of the day and night. Sorry if it bothers you.”
“It’s all right. Thanks.” Malcolm went back to the bedroom.
“Spence says that’s normal.”
“Mmm,” Hannah responded from under the covers. She didn’t move.
Malcolm stripped down to his underwear and slipped into bed with her. Hannah lay sideways, facing away from him. 
Malcolm scooted closer to her. No reaction. But these last eight inches separating them were formidable. How does a couple who is no longer a couple become a couple again? Can you simply pick up where you left off and pretend the estrangement never happened? Or do you need to start over with a brand new courtship? If so, what are the rules?
Back in the day, when Hannah would lie in this position, Malcolm would sometimes come up against her and wrap his arm in front of her. He could then tell by her bodily reaction if she was resistant to his advances. If she was receptive, she would keep lying still and allow him to proceed with his caressing. If not, she would change positions slightly, angling herself away from him, and Malcolm would know to back off.
Malcolm decided to go for it. He wriggled himself up against her, gently at first, but then pressed firmly. His arm went around her front side, and hand rested on her sternum.
She didn’t move.
 




 
Chapter Twenty Three
 
“Your black Chevy turned into a blue GMC at sunrise,” Garth said glancing at Joseph.
 “Of all the stupid-ass mistakes,” Duncan muttered. “Going to the wrong damn address.”
Joseph knew this was a time to keep his mouth shut. Let Duncan rant and get it out of his system. There was nothing to be gained by pointing out the fact that street addresses weren’t always visible on these rural homes, and especially difficult to spot at night. The navy blue Yukon was the GMC equivalent of a Chevy Tahoe, and looked identical in the dark. Joseph wasn’t the only one who was confident they came to the right house last night; they all had been. But Joseph would be the one to take the blame. He was used to it.
Besides, they were now in a pretty good position to finish the job. Duncan obviously wasn’t averse to a little home invasion every now and again. So far, this one appeared to be worthwhile. Killing one of the homeowners was perhaps unfortunate, but honestly—who really cares at this point? They all had ample blood on their hands already. 
If Chad was to be satisfied, there would be more.
“Hey!” Garth said. Duncan and Joseph turned to him. He pointed out the kitchen window. “That might be your fed car now! Headed towards town.”
The three of them ran to the living room window in time to see the black SUV fade in a cloud of dust up the road.
“That’s her,” Joseph said quietly.
“Yeah right,” Duncan snarled. “As if you know anything. You were sure that Yukon out front was it last night, too.”
“That’s her,” Joseph repeated. “I can feel it.”
“You’re gonna feel something slam into your face if you don’t shut up.”
“I agree with Joseph,” Garth said. “I think that’s her.”
“Are our bikes out of view?” Duncan asked.
Garth nodded. “They should be. I put them on the back side of the barn, near where we dragged the body. Not that it likely matters much. If the real house is the one next door, I’m sure they heard us come in last night. No doubt they heard the shots, too.”
“Well, she’s leaving.” Duncan looked back to the road. “She isn’t suspicious enough—or dumb enough—to stop by on her way out. Shame. Would have made things easy.”
“The house next door isn’t the one,” Joseph said. 
Duncan scowled at him. Joseph knew he better give an acceptable explanation, fast.
“The address we want is an odd number. This side of the street is even.”
Duncan slowly nodded.
“There’s Chad,” Garth said, still looking out the window. “Jogging up the driveway. He must have seen the fed car. Hope she didn’t see him.”
Twenty seconds later, Chad stood in the kitchen with Joseph, Duncan, and Garth. The other body lay on the floor next to them. This one was still moving—at least until Duncan kicked it.
“I don’t think she saw me,” Chad said. “We missed her by one house. It’s the one next door.”
Duncan raised his eyebrows and turned to Joseph.
Joseph shook his head. “No, it can’t be. We want an odd number address. This side of the street is even. And her husband referred to it as his friend’s ‘land,’ like it was undeveloped.”
“I’m telling you,” Chad said still catching his breath, “she came out the driveway next door.” 
“Did you get a good look at her?” Duncan asked.
“Oh yeah. It’s definitely her. I ducked behind the trees before she pulled onto the road. Probably going back out to spend another day asking fools if they’ve seen us. We’ll have to wait for her to come home tonight. Maybe we should take the house now, so we can ambush her.”
“Something’s not right,” Joseph said. 
“That’s for sure.” Duncan formed his hand into a fist. “What’s not right is your ears, or, more likely, what lies between them.”
“Why don’t we ask him?” Garth said, pointing to the still-alive resident—who promptly started squirming again.
Chad bent down. “Good idea.” In one motion he tore the piece of duct tape off the man’s face. The rest of the roll had been used to bind his hands and feet together.
“Go to hell you assholes!” he yelled between breaths.
Chad responded by inserting the barrel of his pistol in the man’s nostril. He had a wide nose, so it fit without much effort. The man’s bloodshot eyes widened.
“Who lives next door?” Chad asked.
“Fuck you!” was the response in a nasally tone. “You killed my cousin!”
Chad replied calmly. “If you don’t want to immediately join him, you’ll answer my question.”
“You’re going to kill me anyway, so get bent!”
Duncan squatted next to Chad. “That’s not necessarily true. We snooped around in your barn, and discovered your little meth lab. Which is good for you. We’re here by mistake. A bit of bad luck for both of us. But you obviously aren’t someone who can call the cops for help, so we don’t have to kill you. Assuming you cooperate and tell us what we need to know.”
The prisoner stopped struggling.
“Good,” Duncan said. “Now tell us about your neighbor.”
 
* * *
 
Federal Reserve Chair Jill Younger had a stomach ache. It wasn’t there an hour ago. But the more she listened to Senator Selman talk, the more she needed an antacid.
Senator Selman, Chairman of the Senate Banking Committee, wasn’t at his best today. A noticeable lack of confidence impaired his presentation. Other committee members could be seen shifting nervously as he spoke. Some made little effort to conceal their disapproval of the proposal, especially the minority party members. Jill was usually unsympathetic of their woes, herself being a majority party member. But not today. It was obvious this plan sucked.
Finally, Senator Selman sat down. His voice cracked during his final statement, which Jill found to be a fitting testament.
Now it was Jill’s turn to react. 
She knew what was expected of her. It was supposed to be a routine task on her part. She should express appreciation for the hard work that went into forming the proposal, and promise to discuss it with the Secretary of the Treasury before blessing it and sending it to the President for final approval. That’s how changes in monetary policy got done in Washington these days, even measures as radical as this. Which was probably a good thing. If these kinds of issues had to be voted upon in both houses of congress, they would be shredded to bits. It would take months for any kind of action to emerge. The country couldn’t afford that. They needed an immediate solution.
But not this solution. Jill waited for what must have seemed an eternity before responding, hoping her stomach ache would subside. It only got worse.
Jill finally cleared her throat into the microphone. 
“Thank you, Senator. If I understand correctly, your committee is proposing what is essentially a reenactment of the 1934 Gold Reserve Act, outlawing the private possession of substantial amounts of gold. American citizens holding surplus amounts will be forced to sell it to the U.S. Treasury at a fixed price in exchange for a currency which is, at the time being, perceived as worthless in the eyes or our citizens.”
A great mumbling in the room erupted as Senator Selman stood back up.
“That’s …not exactly correct, Chair Younger.”
“What part do I have wrong?”
Senator Selman fumbled with his notes for a second. “We do not wish to reenact the 1934 Gold Reserve Act. This new measure is titled the Dollar Guarantee Provision.”
“A rose by any other name, Senator—”
“And the U.S. Dollar is not to be perceived as worthless!” the senator shouted. The room suddenly quieted. 
“Far from it,” he continued in a calmer tone. “By assigning gold a modern value of $500 per ounce in USD, we make American currency instantly attractive again to foreign investors. An ounce of gold currently costs more than fourteen hundred Euros, or forty-nine hundred Yen. As soon as gold is available to purchase for five hundred dollars an ounce, billions will immediately be converted back into U.S. Dollars, re-stabilizing our currency. Prices on all other goods and services should adjust accordingly, and faith in the currency will be restored. That’s the currency our citizens will be asked to exchange their gold for—one where $500 always buys an ounce of gold.”
Murmurs in the assembly, including some expressing approval. The senator’s voice was still a little less than confident, though, despite its increase in volume. Jill decided to test it further. She leaned forward again to her microphone.
“Who goes first?”
Senator Selman looked confused. “Pardon me, Chair Younger?”
“I said who goes first? Do we require the American public to surrender their gold holdings in exchange for what is, at least for the moment, a worthless currency? Or do we open the doors of the United States Treasury and have the U.S. Government take the first leap of faith, offering to sell all our gold reserves for $500 an ounce to any and all foreign interests?”
“I… ” Senator Selman took a quick look around the room. When he saw the TV cameras he turned back to face Jill. “It is proposed that both would happen simultaneously. But we concede that whatever the Secretary of the Treasury feels would be the correct procedure on this matter is probably best, as long as the desired effect is achieved. Neither did we mean to imply that every foreign interest should be accommodated in the sale of U.S. gold reserves. We leave such decisions on foreign policy up to the President.”
Jill knew she had to be careful with her next objection. She was, after all, one of the privileged few aware of the actual amount of gold still physically housed in Fort Knox. When the room regained a reasonable level of quietness, she spoke again.
“Let me tell you what I think would happen if this Dollar Guarantee Provision was activated, Senator. You are no doubt familiar with the term run on the bank. If the U.S. Treasury were to make all its gold reserves available to the rest of the world at $500 per ounce in USD, there would indeed be a mad rush of funds converted back into our currency from abroad. And then most, if not all, of our gold reserves would quickly be shipped off to foreign interests. As a result, any recovery in the U.S. Dollar would last about as long as our gold reserves lasted. After that we would have no recourse left, once our nation becomes depleted of gold.”
“The proposed course of action is a proven one,” the senator replied.
“In 1934,” Jill said. “The world was a very different place then. Foreign currencies were unstable, and the dollar was the international benchmark. The Gold Reserve Act worked then because it allowed the United States to corner the world gold market, and our citizens were cooperative out of a sense of patriotic duty. We ended up buying gold from other nations, not selling it. In the current environment, our currency has become one of the world’s least stable. The resulting international banking flurry from such an action today would, many of us feel, have quite the opposite effect as you suppose. Have you read much about riots and widespread civil unrest during the great depression?”
“No,” Senator Selman replied. “Can’t say that I have.”
“Neither have I. I suspect that may be because there were no such incidents, at least not enough to speak of—and certainly nothing comparable to what we are experiencing today. Who’s going to be in charge of acquiring all the gold from our citizens? Local police and county sheriffs? Can we really ask them to do this? Senator Selman, how would you like to go knocking on doors in Texas and inform whoever answers that you’re there to take their gold away?”
Senator Selman stared back as the committee members mumbled, many of them in agreement. Finally he said, “Does the Federal Reserve happen to have an alternative suggestion?”
Jill smiled for the first time today. 
“Funny you should ask that.” She clicked the mouse button on her laptop, causing an image to display on the giant screen behind her. She turned and looked up to make sure it was there before continuing.
“What I’m showing you is artwork for a bill design. It was created seventeen years ago, by the same Austrian banker who designed the Euro banknotes. After he won the Euro design competition, the United States Treasury secretly commissioned him to create a possible alternative currency for our country. This was mostly done in response to growing concerns over the counterfeiting trade here. The designs are complete and printing plates have even been created for denominations in one, five, ten, twenty, fifty, and one hundred dollar bills, same as what is currently in use today. 
“Ultimately, though, the Treasury Department decided the design is too disparate from our existing bills, and set the entire project aside as an emergency fallback. Instead, the new bills we have today were rolled out, with increased security features—that, unfortunately, have proven to be largely ineffective against modern counterfeiters—while retaining the more classic look. May I suggest that if ever an emergency fallback was needed, it is today.” 
Jill paused and watched the faces of the Senate Banking Committee contort as they gawked at the bill design before continuing. 
“It’s different, I know. But don’t you like the gold colors?” Some heads tilted, but mostly there were frowns. 
“Let me tell you something about these bills,” Jill said. “The ink cannot easily be washed from them to make counterfeit hundreds from the smaller notes, which the Secret Service tells us is the fastest growing form of counterfeiting in the country.” 
Some murmurs of approval could now be heard. Time for Jill to reel them in.
“What I am submitting for your discussion today is not, however, a proposal of new artwork for the U.S. Dollar. What I am suggesting is the creation of a whole new currency. The printing plates can be tweaked to display the name of the new currency, which I suggest contain the world gold in it. The Secretary of the Treasury and I have discussed this matter in some depth, and have arrived at a workable conversion ratio. The United States Treasury is fully capable, and entirely prepared, to exchange one ounce of gold, in physical or certificate form, upon demand, for $1,000 of the new currency. The amount of the new currency to be printed will not exceed our country’s gold reserves. By our calculations, we will safely be able to convert American-held U.S. Dollars to the new gold reserve currency at a 42% ratio. That is, one hundred dollars of the new currency will cost $233 in USD. Or, to put it another way, existing U.S. Dollars will convert to 42% of their value in the new currency. All other goods and services will continue to float freely in all markets, of course. Digital conversions can be implemented quickly across our country’s banking system. The distribution of banknotes will take longer, but we feel it can be completed within three to four months’ time.”
Jill stopped talking and allowed the expected reaction to build. She wasn’t disappointed. It started with mumbling, but within several minutes had come to a roar. Finally, Senator Selman spoke into his microphone again to bring order back to the meeting. It only took him four attempts. This time when he spoke, his voice was full of confidence. Unfortunately, it was also full of contempt.
“To be clear, Chair Younger, are you actually proposing a currency conversion that will wipe out 58% of the wealth in this country?”
Jill leaned forward, but waited for absolute silence in the room before responding. That took about twenty seconds. It was twenty seconds in which a nation held its breath, waiting to hear its fate.
“I suppose that’s one way of looking at it,” Jill said.
“What’s another way?” Senator Selman instantly responded.
“That we’re proposing a currency conversion which will increase the current wealth in this country by a factor of almost 42.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty Four
 
“You sure seem chipper today,” Ryan said.
“Well, why not?” Malcolm began unraveling the large coil of wire at his feet. “It’s a beautiful day. Maybe there’s more to being a country bumpkin than first meets the eye.”
“Can’t argue with you there.” Ryan stuck the post auger in the ground and dug out a scoop. “But I never figured you as one to be happy putting up a fence.”
“Things change,” Malcolm said. “Sometimes change is for the better, even when it looks bad on the surface.”
“Spoken like a man who found himself broke after making seven million dollars. Aren’t you wondering what the Senate Banking Committee is up to right about now? And by ‘wondering’ I mean sweating bullets over every last detail of. I’m surprised as hell I was physically capable of dragging you away from Spence’s TV today.”
Malcolm chuckled. “Whatever they do, they do. However I come out of it, I’m certain I’ll be better off than most people. I know you may find this hard to believe, my analyst friend, but I’m not all about money. There are more important things.”
“What if they decide to bust all the trades of any evil profiteers who made money from the crash?” Ryan said.
Malcolm froze and glared at him.
Ryan laughed. “Gotcha.”
It took some effort, but Malcolm eventually managed to laugh back before leaving to fetch a fence post from Spence’s truck, thirty yards away in the clearing. When he returned, Ryan had the hole ready.
Malcolm held the post as Ryan hit it with the sledgehammer. His aim was good, but it still made Malcolm nervous. Ryan seemed to realize this, judging by his sly smile.
“I’m pounding the next one,” Malcolm said. “You’re enjoying this too much.”
Ryan laid the hammer down and picked up the spade. “Well, I’m in a good mood, too.” He began packing dirt around the post. “And not just because I enjoy fence building. You’re right. There are more important things than money.”
“Like friends and family,” Malcolm said.
“Exactly.” Ryan tilted his head. “I heard Hannah leaving again this morning. She’s a stubborn one, eh? Won’t give up chasing counterfeiters even after they’ve been put out of business.”
“She’s stubborn, yes—but not made of stone. I’m …working on her.”
“I can tell.”
Malcolm eyed Ryan curiously.
“It’s kind of funny,” Ryan said, “what you were saying about change being good even when it first looks bad. I’m working on Jean, too. Talked to both my boys last night. First time in four months, can you believe it?”
“Last night?” Malcolm asked.
“Yep. After you two went to bed, Spence let me use his phone. Jean was downright civil, for once. As civil as she gets, anyway. I think this whole financial crisis has softened her up. Or maybe it’s broken her confidence in her ability to take care of the kids by herself. Good thing for me. Think I almost have her talked into coming.”
“Coming here?”
“Yeah. Wouldn’t that be something? To have my family back, all of us living on our own West Virginia homestead.”
“Do you really want her back, after everything she’s said and done?” Malcolm immediately regretted voicing his thoughts.
Fortunately, Ryan didn’t take offense. But he did strike a thoughtful pose before responding.
“You have a valid point. The answer is yes, though I’m aware of the challenges. I’ll do it for my boys. Hell, I’d do anything for them. You know that. Even stick it out in a loveless marriage. For their sake. And who knows? Maybe Jean’s heart can be melted again. Be thankful Hannah isn’t as far gone as her.”
“Believe me, I am.” Malcolm bent down to help Ryan pack the soil around the base of the fence post.
“The problem is,” Ryan continued, “she’s not keen on a family of four living in a small trailer. Can’t blame her for that. And getting an actual house built on this land is going to be a long project, especially if it’s just you and me doing it. Personally, I think she’s running out of options. What I have going on down here might start to look more attractive than toughing it out in the city and living on paltry government handouts. That’s what I’m hoping, anyway.”
“Ryan, my offer stands. If the government figures out some way to fix everything, however painful the solution may be, I’m still willing to finance your construction project—assuming, of course, the solution doesn’t include reversing the trades of evil speculators who bet against the dollar.”
“Thanks, man.” Ryan nodded in such a way that Malcolm knew he would take him up on the offer, if possible. “Thanks a lot. All right, let’s get the next post in.”
Malcolm followed as Ryan moved to the next marker. They were deep in the trees here. The creek gurgled a short distance away.
Malcolm felt his mood drop a few notches as they walked, though he realized his feelings were unjustifiable. Ryan getting his family back would be a dream come true for him. And Malcolm would be happy for him, too. But he couldn’t ignore the selfish voice inside him that wondered where that would leave him and Hannah. Something told him returning to Manhattan—the scene of their separation—would cause them to go down the same route all over again.
A gunshot fired in the distance.
Then two more.
Malcolm looked at Ryan. “The noisy neighbors shooting again?”
“Could be.” Ryan stuck the spade in the ground. “I thought it sounded a little closer, though.”
“I thought so too,” Malcolm said. “Maybe one of us should run back and check on Spence. And by one of us I mean—”
Malcolm didn’t get to finish his sentence. Another gunshot sounded—but this one exploded from the bushes directly behind Malcolm. He watched Ryan’s torso fling to the left before Ryan hit the dirt.
Malcolm turned and sprinted through the trees as more gunfire burst behind him. He had suddenly been thrust into a living nightmare. What did it feel like to be shot? Ryan just found out. Malcolm expected to follow. With every ensuing gunshot he imagined a deep pain entering his body through his back, throwing him to the ground and constricting his breathing. Not this. Not now! Not when he had just gotten Hannah back. Please, God.
He somehow made it all the way to the truck. The passenger side door handle slipped out of his grip and sprung back against the door on his first attempt to open it. Dammit! His second attempt was successful. 
There was the AR-15, between the front seats. As Malcolm grabbed it, he remembered how happy Hannah was to see him stash her spare service pistol away in Spence’s closet this morning. She wouldn’t be happy about that now.
Ryan. Ryan was down. Was he dead? Or only hit? How badly? Did he have his pistol with him? Malcolm looked in the center console where he saw him put it this morning. Good, it wasn’t there.
The back of Spence’s 4-Runner was still wide open. On an impulse, Malcolm decided to crawl through the back rather than exit the vehicle out one of the side doors. If whoever was shooting at him had seen him get in the car, which was likely, they could be waiting for him to come back out—and would have the advantage of first sight.
Into the back seat. Over the top of the rear seat and into the truck bed. Tools scattered. Malcolm couldn’t see out the back yet; too many fence posts in the way. That might be a good thing. He inched his way forward, moved several of the posts aside so he could see, and scanned the ground between the trees and the truck.
Nothing.
More gunshots now—only these were from the neighboring property again, either Spence’s or the one beyond it. Hopefully the one beyond it.
Wait, something moved. Malcolm lay on the bed of the SUV surrounded by fence posts and stretched the assault rifle forward, easing the safety latch up with his thumb. Whatever just moved was behind the first tree on Malcolm’s left. That made sense. If someone followed him and watched him climb in the truck on the passenger side, they may be expecting him to come back out the same door.
But now too much time had passed. If Malcolm wasn’t coming back out the passenger door, the next thing they probably expected him to do was start the car and drive off. But enough time had passed where that was becoming unlikely as well. 
If Malcolm were the one waiting behind that tree, right about now he’d be getting concerned about his foe coming out the driver-side door and taking a position on the safe side of the vehicle. There was another group of trees ten yards to Malcolm’s right that would provide good cover for ambushing the driver’s side. But ten open yards to get to them. Whoever was back there figured to make the dash soon, if they were seriously committed. The driver’s side of the truck being out of sight couldn’t be a comfortable prospect as more seconds ticked off the clock. Malcolm aimed four feet to the right of the attacker’s suspected position and waited.
He didn’t have to wait much longer. A figure appeared, darting for the opposite trees. Malcolm quickly popped off half a dozen rounds. 
It was a man, hunched over. He came right through Malcolm’s line of fire and kept going, but stumbled some. 
Malcolm moved the gun with him and kept firing.
The attacker didn’t make it to the other trees. By the way he hit the ground, Malcolm was pretty sure he’d been hit. But he may have simply thrown himself down in an unnatural way. Even if he was hit, Malcolm didn’t know how badly. The enemy was definitely still dangerous.
Malcolm knew he had to fight him. Ryan was back there, hopefully in need of help. Malcolm’s position was now known. He’d need to take the fight to the enemy.
Malcolm crawled to the edge of the truck bed. There he fired a steady barrage at the half-brown tall grass where his adversary had gone down. He then rolled out of the truck and ran hunched over towards the tree on the left—the one the attacker had been behind.
No return fire. Good. Nevertheless, twice Malcolm stopped and fired at the attacker’s last known spot.
He made it to the tree. From here he could see a leg in the grass. It wasn’t moving. Malcolm took careful aim and put two quick slugs in the thigh. No movement, no sound.
Malcolm left his cover and slowly made his way to the body, keeping the rifle at his shoulder. He came upon a gun before he reached the body. A lever-action rifle of some sort.
Malcolm lowered his weapon when he reached the body. It lay face down and was clearly lifeless, with a hole in the right side of the head, among others. He looked familiar, but Malcolm had neither the time nor inclination to study the corpse any further. He turned to go back through the woods and find Ryan.
But another person now stood fifteen yards behind him. 
A woman. 
It was Carly.
She apparently spotted Malcolm at the same time Malcolm saw her. She held a pistol in her right hand, but it was lowered at the moment. 
Malcolm tilted his head. Did she really come back to avenge her lover? What was his name again? Luke? Yes, that was it. She swore she was coming back to kill them. A woman of her word. The dead man on the ground behind Malcolm was obviously Luke’s would-be replacement—the same guy who promised Ryan and Malcolm they would never see the two of them again. Easy to see who wore the pants in this relationship.
Carly scowled at Malcolm and took two steps sideways, limping. Then she raised her pistol. 
Malcolm reacted slowly. He instantly knew that was a mistake. His body wasn’t doing what it was supposed to do. Dammit! Malcolm knew why. This piece of trash was female, and Malcolm wasn’t mentally prepared to shoot a woman. Carly appeared to understand this, as her scowl turned to an insidious smile while she took aim. Carly had gotten the drop on him. But how good of a shot was she?
Two pistol rounds fired before Malcolm’s arms finally cooperated and raised the assault rifle. The shots, thankfully, didn’t come from Carly’s gun. Carly fell into the weeds.
Malcolm looked in the direction of the gunfire. Ryan emerged from a tight clump of trees. His eyes stayed on Carly and his gun hand remained straight, until he eventually became satisfied and lowered it. 
 “An armed attacker has no gender,” Ryan shouted. But he winced as he spoke, and moved his gun hand to press against his left shoulder.
Malcolm hurried to Ryan’s side. 
“How bad?”
“Feels like the inside of my shoulder is on fire.”
“It’s bleeding,” Malcolm said.
“Yeah.” Ryan motioned towards the trailer with his head. “Better get some bandages for me out of the first aid kit.”
Fifteen minutes later, Malcolm hovered over Ryan at the picnic table and tried to assess his work. “I think the bleeding is under control now,” he said, “but you better keep pressure on it.”
“Easy for you to say.”
Malcolm looked out to the road. “Well, it’s going to be a bumpy ride. Is there even an emergency room in this town?”
“There’s a medical center,” Ryan replied. “With doctors.”
“That’s what we need. A doctor. Fast.”
“We gotta stop by Spence’s,” Ryan said.
Malcolm shook his head. “We better not.”
“There was gunfire over there, too. He might need help.”
“That probably came from his neighbor’s.”
“Sounded closer.”
“Ryan, we need to get you to a doctor quickly. You’re not thinking straight. You know his noisy neighbors like to shoot. The squatters came back because they were after us, remember? There’s no real reason to suspect trouble at Spence’s. I’ll bet he’s on his way here right now, anyway.”
But they didn’t see Spence on the road as they drove out. Malcolm passed by Spence’s driveway despite Ryan’s severe protests. 
“I’ll come back and check on him after dropping you at the doctor’s office, all right?”
“Right away!” Ryan said.
“Fine. Right away. Damn the unreliable cell phone service. Sure wish I could call Hannah.”
At that moment, a black SUV parked on a pullout came into view. Malcolm slowed as they approached it.
Yes, it was a Chevy Tahoe.
Malcolm pulled off the road in front of the Tahoe and stopped, keeping the 4-Runner in gear.
“Is that hers?” Ryan asked in obvious pain.
Malcolm looked at the license plate. “Yeah! Pretty sure. What the hell?”
“Better turn back.”
But Malcolm was already swinging the steering wheel in a U-turn.
 




 
Chapter Twenty Five
 
Life has its moments. Not many, but some. Perhaps their infrequency is what makes them so good. As Joseph lay in the dirt behind the potato patch mound, he remembered Ricky Bernhardt, the sole guest at his 6-year old birthday party. The two of them also went to their first day of kindergarten together. Years later, in fifth grade, they became close friends again. That’s all Joseph could remember of Ricky. He later heard from someone that Ricky had gone kind of weird in high school.
Probably nowhere near as weird as Joseph had gone in the eyes of his schoolmates. He did attend high school for a bit. Ninth grade was fun, until it wasn’t. They tried to send him to a continuation school after he stopped going. Joseph checked that out, too. And he made a few friends there as well.
Not good friends. Not friends that were worth having. Temporary friends. Guys that would hang out with anyone who wanted to get high, especially if you were the one with the weed. Joseph never had any weed. He was, however, skilled at shoplifting, and would frequently steal liquor bottles from the market. That always paid his price of admission in the social circles he attempted to infiltrate.
But none of those guys could be thought of as true friends. If Joseph tried to contact any of them today, they would likely pretend to be someone else. As far as Joseph could remember, Ricky Bernhardt had been his only real friend, ever. Joseph wondered how Ricky would react if Joseph somehow tracked him down.
Strange to be thinking of Ricky today. Chad was a nice enough guy. He even stood up for Joseph on one or two issues. That was good enough for Joseph, and all it took to buy his loyalty. The truth was Joseph didn’t care about this fed bitch. She was just doing her job, and Joseph hadn’t been particularly attached to Lanny. 
But Chad had been. So when Chad backed Joseph after Lanny died, Joseph decided he would back Chad. Hell, the only reason they were all here was because Joseph discovered where the fed bitch was staying—something he reported solely for Chad’s benefit. Funny how he wanted to make Chad happy. Was Joseph hoping to step in as Lanny’s replacement? The thought made him laugh out loud. 
A shot fired from the side of the barn over his head in response. He kissed the dirt again.
Yes, maybe that was it. Maybe Joseph simply desired a close friend, and would do anything in that pursuit—even hunt down a Secret Service agent for a revenge killing. What did it matter? 
But Chad was gone now, too. Damn it all to hell. Becoming a career criminal might not be the best choice if having close friends is important. 
Joseph looked out to the open ground again. There was Chad’s body, still lifeless. The one guy who might have become a real friend, like Ricky Bernhardt.
Farther across the yard he could see Duncan and Garth. They were both still crouched behind the chicken coop. 
A short distance in front of the coop lay another dead homeowner, at least from all appearances. An old guy. Unfortunately for Chad, an old guy who was handy with a rifle. But not handy enough to defend against four intruders at once.
And then the fed bitch showed up, out of nowhere. Where the devil did she come from? On one hand, it was what they wanted. The purpose of taking this property was to set an ambush and wait for her. But she was supposed to return tonight. That’s what tape-face next door said. The black Tahoe would leave in the mornings and come back at night.
She came back way too soon today. And somehow she now had the three of them pinned down—Duncan and Garth at the chicken coop, and Joseph behind the potato mound. All three of them, all at once, held at bay. Every time any of them tried to get a shot at her, she was blazing on the trigger. This chick was pretty good.
Joseph realized he was in the best position to try and make a run for it. In fact, the odds seemed to favor his escape. With two over there and one here, she should logically be more interested in keeping the two. Joseph also had a much shorter run to cover than Duncan and Garth. Forty yards behind him a thick patch of woods beckoned, which extended all the way up the local mountains. How much ammo would she even waste on him if he made a break for it?
Of course, he wouldn’t be scoring any points with Duncan if he did that. Unless maybe he circled back around to help from the front. But Duncan would most likely assume he was abandoning them. Joseph couldn’t stand the idea of Duncan thinking that, even for a few minutes. Besides, by the time Joseph circled around the battle might be over, one way or another. If that happened, whichever way it ended, Joseph would be branded a coward.
Then there was Garth. Joseph still hadn’t figured out if he and Duncan were prior acquaintances or not. Bet Garth was sorry he got mixed up in all this, whether they were or not. But the promise of a cut from a large cache of gold was an enticing prospect, especially now. The smaller portion was already stashed away in Garth’s house. That alone was a considerable score—but still paltry compared to what lay buried a few short miles away. Still, if Garth were the only one to get away at this juncture, he’d be in pretty good shape. Joseph wondered if the same thought was crossing Garth’s mind right about now.
The sound of a car coming up the driveway shook Joseph from his thoughts. He lifted his head. 
He didn’t see a car, but the resulting gunfire confirmed his suspicion. The fed bitch wasn’t prone to wasting ammo at this point. Her abrupt flurry of shots at both the chicken coop and the potato mound weren’t as well-aimed. They seemed desperate. She was obviously concerned about the arriving vehicle, probably worried it would divert her attention enough to allow her suspects a chance of escape. 
Joseph looked over to the coop. Duncan and Garth were suddenly more animated. They must have assessed the situation the same way Joseph did. This would be their chance. They had now edged their way to the far side of their cover and looked poised to make a break for it, back to the neighboring house. That’s where the bikes were. If they were to get away, that’s the direction they needed to run. If only they had a distraction.
Joseph, unfortunately, was cut off from that route. Too far away. His best bet was to run for the woods behind him. But if he did that, Duncan and Garth might not get their chance.
Joseph looked back at Chad’s body. Poor Chad. Losing him really sucked. Joseph knew what he wanted to do now. He just needed to determine the right moment to do it.
A voice called from the driveway: “Hannah!”
That was the signal Joseph wanted. Without further ado, he stood and ran to his right, towards the barn, firing his pistol as he went. To his left, in the corner of his vision, he thought he saw two figures breaking across the far side of the yard. Joseph was giving them cover. He didn’t take the cowardly way out. He made the supportive move.
It turned out to be the last move Joseph would ever make. He actually got quite close to the barn before he was cut down. The fed bitch came out in the open and showed herself. Joseph even got a clear shot off at her, but he was running. She was still. Three slugs entered his chest before he even heard the shots. Then he was on the ground.
By the pain and tightness in his chest, Joseph knew he wouldn’t be drawing another breath. Before his vision faded he saw his two companions running in the far distance. Duncan was getting away. Joseph knew he had finally earned his respect. Things would be different between them now. If only…
 
* * *
 
The gunfire made Malcolm call for Hannah again with increased urgency. He held the assault rifle at the ready.
This time she responded. “Malcolm, go back! Federal business!”
Federal business? Was she freaking joking? Malcolm ran forward, leaving Ryan in the car.
He stopped running when he came to the body on the ground. It took three seconds before it registered in Malcolm’s mind that it was Spence. Oh, for the love of God, no. 
“Hannah!” Malcolm yelled again. He crouched down, cradling the AR-15 over his knees, and placed two fingers on Spence’s neck. The flesh was still warm, but Malcolm saw the gunshot wound in his chest. It looked bad. Several yards away lay his Winchester 30/30.
Hannah appeared from the far side of the barn. “Malcolm, you shouldn’t be here.” She began jogging across the yard.
“What do you mean I shouldn’t be here? What the hell happened?”
Hannah didn’t answer. She only increased her pace. 
“Honey, stop!”
Hannah stopped, stood in place, and looked back and forth between Malcolm and the far side of the property several times. She acted flustered and indecisive.
“Spence is still alive,” Malcolm said. “I’m getting a pulse. We need to get him help, fast.”
At that moment the sound of two motorcycles starting thundered from next door. Hannah let loose with a barrage of cursing the likes of which Malcolm had never heard before. But, she did come back to Malcolm’s side.
“Where’s Ryan?” was all she said.
“In the truck. I’m going to need your help.”
“Can you and Ryan get Spence to an emergency room? I have to stop those motorcycles.”
“Ryan’s been shot, too. Not as bad. In the shoulder. We had trouble with some squatters. Now we need to get both of them to a doctor, fast. Honey, I need your help.”
“Dammit!” Hannah shouted with resignation. “All right, go get the truck.”
Malcolm sprinted back to the driveway. Ryan had managed to get out of the car. Malcolm carefully pushed him back inside. He then pulled the truck up to Hannah and Spence, ignoring Ryan’s requests for an explanation. But when Ryan saw Hannah and Spence, he stopped asking and formed an expression of great despair.
Malcolm noticed the motorcycle sounds moving off to the mountains in the east, away from the roads.
“Good,” Hannah muttered as she helped lift Spence into the backseat of the SUV. “It’ll take them a long time to get back that way.”
It dawned on Malcolm that the motorcycles from next door must be the attackers who shot Spence. And Hannah somehow knew where they were going.
Hannah sat in the backseat with Spence’s head on her lap, doing what she could to try and control any further bleeding while Malcolm drove. Malcolm purposefully sped up when he passed the Tahoe. No way was he letting his wife out to chase the motorcyclists in the mountains without him. Hannah voiced no objections, but Malcolm could physically feel her yearning as they passed her car.
“Keep taking care of Spence, honey.”
“I’m trying, Malcolm. He’s hit bad. Oh, come on, Spence. Hang in there. Just hang in there. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Spence. This shouldn’t have happened to you. It’s my fault. I never should have stayed at your house. I shouldn’t even be here.”
“What do you mean your fault?” Malcolm asked. “Honey, who are those people?” He eyed her in the rear view mirror.
Hannah hesitated, looking out to the eastern mountains. Finally she said, “They’re my white whale.”
Ryan gave directions to the medical center through clenched teeth, holding on to his shoulder bandage with his right hand. They arrived in a matter of minutes. 
Malcolm parked along a red curve and ran inside to the front desk. The receptionist asked if he had an appointment, and looked confused when Malcolm tried to explain the situation.
“Sir, this is a general practitioner office, not an emergency room. The closest ER is in Parkersburg.”
“I need help, now!” Malcolm exclaimed. “I have two people in my car with gunshot wounds. And my wife is a federal agent—she’s with them.”
The receptionist shook her head and began to object again, but a nurse who happened to be nearby overheard and ran over.
“Call the paramedics, Sonya. Sir, where’s your car?”
“Right out front.”
The nurse grabbed a medical bag and followed Malcolm outside.
Half an hour later, an ambulance carrying Spence left the parking lot for Parkersburg. Five minutes after that, a second one carrying Ryan did the same.
“Thanks,” Malcolm said to the nurse. “Thanks a lot.”
“Your friend Ryan should be okay,” she said.
“What about my other friend?”
“He’s critical, sweetie. They’ll do the best they can…”
“Without you, he’d probably be dead already,” Malcolm said. “I appreciate everything you did.”
The nursed nodded sympathetically and went back inside. Malcolm wanted nothing more than to follow the ambulances to the Parkersburg hospital, but there was a new problem: the three county sheriff vehicles that now surrounded Spence’s 4-Runner. Malcolm joined Hannah, who was now engaged in an uncomfortable conversation with one of the sheriff deputies. 
“One more time,” the deputy said. “You’re a federal agent. This is your husband. You were both involved in simultaneous gunfights on two separate properties north of town, both of which you are currently guests at. As we speak there are two corpses at each property, all of them armed home invaders which you claim were shot in self-defense. And you say the two incidents are unrelated.”
“That’s correct,” Hannah said glancing at Malcolm. Malcolm muttered an agreement. 
The deputy shook his head. “Quite a coincidence you’re asking me to believe, wouldn’t you say?”
Hannah furrowed her brow. “Coincidence or not, that’s what happened, Deputy Schultz. You just saw the two homeowners leave by ambulance. The older one, who’s unconscious and is probably going to die, shot one of the intruders before he himself was gunned down. You’ll find his rifle on the ground where he dropped it with one cartridge ejected, the slug of which is in the corpse of the bad guy directly across from it. Should be no other prints on that rifle. The other dead bad guy at his property, on the far side of the barn, I managed to get.”
“You’re wearing body armor?” Deputy Shultz asked.
“Yes. But I wasn’t hit.” 
The deputy turned to Malcolm. “You shot one of the invaders at the neighboring property?”
“Yes, officer. The male. Ryan got the other one—the female.” Malcolm noticed one of the other deputies removing the AR-15 from the 4-Runner as he spoke.
“You used the assault rifle?” Deputy Schultz asked.
“Yes. It’s Ryan’s, as both he and I already told you.”
“Wait here,” Schultz said. He left to talk to his two cohorts, flipping the pages of his notes as he did. Each of them nodded before getting into their respective cars and leaving the premises. 
Deputy Schultz returned. “Let’s go over it again,” he said.
Hannah shook her head. “There won’t be any discrepancies. The bodies at the first house are suspects in an ongoing Secret Service investigation, which the Pittsburgh office will confirm. The gang they belong to previously shot three of my partners—one of whom was killed—and they’re also responsible for the recent deaths of two homeowners in Salem in a home invasion robbery last week.”
“Yes, I heard about that.” The deputy’s expression softened. “I used to live in Salem, and knew the victims. All right, Special Agent Carter. Your identity is clearly legitimate, so I’m prone to extending you a degree of professional courtesy. The only thing still bothering me is the fact that your husband is a civilian, and his part in this story is a little …unusual.”
“Is it really all that unusual in the current environment?” Malcolm asked. “Squatters invading rural properties where it looks like no one is home?”
“Unfortunately, no.” Deputy Schultz closed his notepad. “I was hoping things would settle down after the federal government worked out a fix for the money system earlier today. But I suppose it will take some time. I need both of you to return to your individual crime scenes now, and show my partners exactly what happened. They’re waiting for each of you there. I assume I can trust you to comply? If so, I’ll be on my way to the Parkersburg hospital to get an official statement from your friend.” He looked back and forth between Hannah and the 4-Runner several times. “All right? You give me your word?”
“Yes,” Hannah replied. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. And good shooting.”
Deputy Schultz left the parking lot towards the westbound Highway 50 onramp. Malcolm and Hannah got back in Spence’s truck and returned to the road north of town. Hannah had Malcolm drop her at the Tahoe.
“What made you decide to park here and walk back this morning?” Malcolm asked.
“Training.” Hannah exited the 4-Runner and came around to Malcolm’s window. “Go on now, honey. Just cooperate. You have nothing to fear by telling the truth. Mine will probably take longer, so I’ll come meet you at the hospital when we’re done, okay?”
Malcolm agreed, but something in Hannah’s voice made him suspicious. So, he pulled over a short ways up the road and waited for her to pass.
She never did.
Malcolm flipped a U-turn and drove back to the other pullout. Her car was gone. He then sped to the highway onramp and headed east—the same direction those two motorcycles went over the mountains.
On the highway, Malcolm floored it. Sure enough, he soon came up behind the black Tahoe, shining in the midday sun in front of him. 
Hannah slowed, and then pulled over to the shoulder. Her hand came out the window and frantically waved in a backwards direction.
Malcolm parked behind her, got out and ran to her passenger side. 
Hannah rolled the window down. “Malcolm, go back! You can’t leave the crime scene until they tell you. You’ll get in trouble.”
Malcolm reached through the window of the Tahoe, opened the door lock, and climbed in the passenger side.
“No!” Hannah said. “Malcolm, no. Please get out. Go back to Ryan’s and take care of at least one of the sheriff deputies.”
“You’re going after the guys who shot Spence, aren’t you?”
Hannah opened her mouth to object again.
“You must be insane,” Malcolm said before she could respond, “if you think I’m letting you do that alone. Now, the sheriff took the AR, but I have Ryan’s 9-millimeter.” Malcolm pulled the pistol from his pants. “It’ll have to do.”
Hannah stared back with a look of frustration which failed at disguising the appreciation she also obviously felt. Finally, she put the car back in gear and drove on.
“We’re both going to be in trouble,” Hannah said.
Malcolm shrugged. “Call me Ishmael.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty Six
 
“He’s ready for you now,” the President’s secretary said. 
Jill Younger turned her smart phone off, stood, and allowed herself to be led to the oval office—where she was officially announced. But the announcement was unnecessary. Jill knew the President was anxious to see her.
She was only slightly surprised to see the Secretary of the Treasury already there, sitting casually before the President’s desk with his legs crossed. The President waved Jill into the other chair. But before she could even sit down, he started in on her. 
“That was quite a Hail Mary you pulled off, Jill.”
“Hail Mary, sir?”
“Don’t play dumb with me. You think you saved us with your inspired scheme, don’t you?”
Jill stared back without responding.
“Both of you,” he continued, glancing between them. “I must admit to being more than a little peeved. To pull something like that out of your hat without so much as bouncing the idea off me first. Maybe it’s time for some new appointments in my cabinet.”
The Treasury Secretary tilted his head. Jill offered no reaction whatsoever as the President studied her.
“Of course, it’d take a bit more effort for me to knock you out of your position, Jill. But don’t think I can’t do it.”
“No need to bother trying, sir. If you’re unhappy with my performance, say the word and I’ll resign.”
“See, it’s that smug attitude I don’t care for, especially when you know you’re calling my bluff. Well, there’s going to be some changes around here, as soon as things get back to normal—or as normal as possible when the country has to juggle two separate currency systems.”
“Not for long,” the Treasury Secretary calmly said.
“Humph.” The President leaned back in his chair. “That’s what my advisors tell me, too. Which makes it all nothing more than an artful deception. What is money in the digital banking age? Numbers displayed on a screen representing your account balance. So what difference does it make if those digits are labeled United States Dollars or American Gold Dollars?”
“The latter is a gold standard currency,” Jill said.
“So you say.” The President leaned forward again. “And since the former is tied to the latter at a fixed rate, it, too, is now a gold standard currency. Which means Senator Selman was right. What your solution is tantamount to is simply reducing all the liquid assets in America, wherever they may be held, to 42% of what they were prior.”
“Prior to when, sir? Prior to the Senate Banking Committee meeting today—”
“Prior to the damn bond bombing, or whatever the hell it was that set off the financial crisis. And what’s to stop the same thing from happening again?”
“Time,” the Treasury Secretary said. 
The President glared at him in response.
“Time,” he repeated. “It will take any single entity, be it an Asian country or whatever, significant time to accumulate enough American debt for that kind of a selloff again. And since we’re back on the gold standard now…”
“Stop telling me that!” The President jammed his finger on a pile of papers on his desk three times in rapid succession. “My advisors have provided me with facts that suggest your figures are grossly miscalculated. They show that the actual amount of distributed currency in this country exceeds our true gold reserves by 79%. That means your new Gold Dollar should convert at a ratio of 21%, not 42%, for us to go back to the gold standard.”
“I beg to differ,” Jill said. She noticed the Treasury Secretary nodding as she spoke. “We have every confidence of being able to exchange currency for gold, on demand, at the ratio we arrived at.”
“But not if all currency holders request the exchange at the same time!” the President yelled.
“That’s never going to happen,” the Treasury Secretary said. His deep voice exuded a certain confidence that seemed to calm the President, a character trait which doubtlessly contributed to his appointment. “How much physical gold will the average person reasonably want to keep on hand? You can’t eat it, and it must be converted back to currency for commerce purposes. We expect an initial rush to test the system, which we’re prepared to handle. When people see they can indeed get gold for currency, their faith will return. In fact, early surveys show the public in general already trusts the conversion ratio. A 58% reduction in liquid wealth is, after all, pretty steep, and thus tends to be believable. Most of our citizens are expressing relief to get even 42% of their former savings back, after seeing their money briefly become worthless. We felt this level was the best compromise between a recoverable deflation and a sense of a long overdue penance being paid.”
“So you admit the 42% ratio is capricious,” the President said.
“Not at all,” Jill and the Treasury Secretary said in unison. They looked at each other and smiled.
The President shook his head. “The banking committee’s proposal might have gotten it all back.”
The Treasury Secretary finally uncrossed his legs. “Then why did they unanimously vote to support our alternative measure as soon as Jill presented it? They know as well as we do that our gold reserves would soon be gone overseas with their plan, and there’d likely be a new civil war started in attempting to confiscate the shiny yellow metal from our hoarding citizens.”
“Was it really that bad?” The President looked at Jill.
“Their proposal would have been the real Hail Mary, sir. And we don’t have enough players in the end zone.”
The President slowly nodded. “All right. Thanks for your candor. We’re going forward with this cockamamie mess, which I now have to support as if it were my own brainchild, so I’ve got to get busy. Guess I should be thankful I have something to do. You’re both dismissed. I have to call China.”
“Tell them I said hi,” Jill said. 
“That’s not funny.”
As Jill and the Treasury Secretary were exiting, the President called to them one last time. They both turned around in the doorway.
“Good work, guys.”
 
* * *
 
“How do you know they haven’t already come back and left again?” Malcolm asked.
“I don’t. Keep your voice down.”
Malcolm took another look at their current position. They could see the garage of the house that served as a motorcycle shop from here, but only the back of it. Hannah seemed to think there was a good chance the suspects would arrive via the trail behind the shop, where the two of them were now lying in wait among the trees.
Malcolm didn’t know what to root for. It was probably best for the suspects to arrive, and for him and Hannah to kill them, so Hannah could finally give up the hunt. But gun battles were never something you hoped to get involved in. The more of those you have, the higher your chances of coming out of one as the loser. Malcolm only knew he wasn’t leaving Hannah’s side. Not until this issue was resolved.
“So this is what you do when you go to work every day?” Malcolm asked.
That got a chuckle out of her. 
“In reality,” she said, “protection work is a lot safer. There are very few cases of violence for assigned agents in the field. Well, I almost made it.”
“I’m sure you’ll make it now, honey. After everything you’ve done to get this gang, I mean. Even if they don’t show up here.”
Hannah shook her head. “No. I think it’s over for me.”
“You’re quitting?”
Hannah laughed. Malcolm realized his tone had betrayed a little too much hope.
“I’ll be fired, Malcolm. As soon as they catch up with me. I was supposed to return my vehicle to Pittsburgh yesterday, stop the pursuit, and either show up in DC or return to New York for reassignment. I’m afraid you’re married to a malcontent. This incident, combined with the other one on my record a few years back, will be more than enough to tank my career.”
Malcolm leaned over and kissed the top of her head. She pushed him away, but couldn’t hold off a playful smile.
Then they heard the motorcycles. Down the trail a ways, softly at first. Their approach was slow and cautious-sounding.
“Stay right here,” Hannah said in a voice just above a whisper. “I’ll cover the opposite side. And for God’s sake, don’t be the one who shoots first!” 
Before Malcolm could stop her, she ran across the trail and took a position behind a thick patch of ferns. Malcolm didn’t like it. No tree trunks to protect her. On the other hand, it was a good ambush point and she was wearing the bullet-proof vest. Malcolm gripped the XD-9 pistol with both hands, appreciating the feel of the polymer grip. It looked like he could protect her from this spot, if she would only stay there. Shooting first or not, he wasn’t going to let anyone aim a gun at his wife.
The motorcycle engine sounds came within a hundred yards, but no further. They then veered parallel to the trail and went up past them.
Hannah ran back to Malcolm. 
“There must be another path a few houses over,” she said. “They know I know about this trail, so are probably coming up the street to see if my car is there.”
Malcolm snickered. They weren’t going to see the car—at least not until it was too late.
Hannah nudged him. “Come on. We’ll have to stake out the shop.”
Malcolm followed her up the trail and around to the front side of the garage, staying behind cover the best they could. Hannah directed him behind a large tree that had heavy brush around it.
“Stay here and cover me, okay? I’m wearing armor, so I’ll take a position closer to the garage door.”
“What, that little spot over there?” 
But again she was gone without waiting for a vote. To her credit, she did shrink down in the bushes to become impressively small. Malcolm could barely see her backside after she was situated, and realized she must be even better hidden from the front view. She was, after all, a pro.
The two bikes were barely putting along now, several houses down the hill. They took an agonizingly long time to come into view. Hannah was right. This must be them.
A motorcycle finally came forward. But just one, hugging the front of the neighboring houses. The rider had a full head of scraggly dark hair, including plenty on his chin. It was definitely a dirt bike he was riding. Malcolm figured him for the shop owner who lived here.
When the rider reached the end of the street, he made a sudden move. It caught Malcolm off-guard. He rode his bike straight at Malcolm’s position, turning away at the last second. Malcolm almost shot him in reaction. The rider then made a circle in the street before pulling up in front of the metal roll-up door to the shop. He killed his engine and got off the bike.
But the other rider hung back. Hannah would never be satisfied if one of them escaped again. Malcolm knew she would stay frozen until the last possible second in hopes of drawing the other in. Malcolm stayed at the ready.
The shop owner whistled, short but shrill. That did the trick. The other suspect now rode forward. He was a large man, too tall for the bike he was on. As he pulled up, the shop owner removed a pistol from his pants and took one last look around the street before bending down to roll his garage door up.
Malcolm leaned forward, almost coming out of the bushes. It might be a tough shot from here, and he wasn’t sure which one he should fire at first. But so far, the shop owner was the only one with a gun visible. So Malcolm aimed at him. The jig was about to be up.
The garage door rolled up. As soon as the shop owner saw what was inside, he yelled. 
“Aw, shit!”
Then he ran to the edge of the garage, pointing his gun inside and moving it all around. The second suspect, still sitting on his running bike, now produced a gun as well.
Hannah sprang from the bushes.
So did Malcolm, sprinting to try to catch her.
“Drop your weapons!” Hannah yelled. Sheesh! Did she really need to go through proper procedure at this point? Just shoot the bastards already.
The shop owner spun around, moving his pistol towards the female voice. It was the last thing he ever did. Between Malcolm and Hannah he took at least four slugs in the chest, rapidly. Malcolm probably would have put more in him, but the XD-9 had more kick than he was used to after shooting the Five-seveN. 
It did the trick. The pistol flew from the shop owner’s hand, and the suspect ended up a still-life painting on the ground.
Malcolm and Hannah both turned their weapons on the remaining suspect at the same time. Malcolm expected to exchange fire with him, but was ready to shoot even if he had his hands in the air.
It was not to be. The other suspect was already halfway down the street, riding off. Hannah and Malcolm both ran forward to try and get a shot off at him, but the suspect wisely stayed on the sidewalk. There were houses and cars in the line of fire directly beyond him.
“That’s the gang leader!” Hannah said. “We can’t let him get away.” She looked at the shop owner’s dirt bike. “Can you still ride one of these, honey?”
Malcolm had a split second of indecision. Only a split second. He needed to help Hannah get the white whale. This damn thing needed to be over.
“You bet.” Malcolm ran to the motorcycle and kicked it to life. 
Hannah was on his back almost as fast as Malcolm was on the seat. “Go, honey! Go!”
Malcolm hit the throttle and released the clutch. They were off—leaving another crime scene. This time with Hannah’s company car parked in the dead suspect’s garage.
 




 
Chapter Twenty Seven
 
The motorcycle was fast, and Hannah was light. It made sense that the shop owner would be riding the fastest bike. Besides, their quarry must weigh as much as Malcolm and Hannah together. Malcolm didn’t think the gang leader outrunning them with pure speed would be an issue.
It wasn’t. The issue, as Malcolm was afraid, turned out to be the gang leader’s knowledge of the local trails. He left the streets before reaching Highway 50, probably not wanting to invite any police cruisers in on the chase.
But that put them off-road, and Malcolm hadn’t done this in many years. And he had never ridden a bike over ground where there was no trail, which was the first test the gang leader decided to put him to—right through someone’s backyard, and then out across a ripening strawberry field.
Malcolm saw Hannah’s gun stretched out along the right side of his face. She clutched his rib cage with her left arm as they rode. But she didn’t shoot.
“Try to get him in a clear spot in front of us,” she shouted, “and hold it steady.”
Easy for her to say. Strawberry mush rained on them from behind, coating Malcolm’s arms as they ripped up the crops.
A grove of trees on the far side of the field quickly drew closer. The gang leader would obviously get there first. The question was whether he would have time to get off his bike and take a defensive position before they caught him. It would be close. Malcolm prepared to veer off.
Sure enough, the gang leader’s bike went down as soon as he reached the grove. Malcolm swung left. By the way Hannah’s grip tightened on his torso, he could tell she wasn’t ready for it. But she didn’t complain. Coming straight at a fortified enemy would be foolish.
One gunshot fired as Malcolm reached the grove. He and Hannah were off the bike as soon as it slowed, kicking it to neutral first and then letting it fall while it was still moving. They began making their way forward using the natural cover.
But the gang leader’s engine revved again. Damn, his timing was good. Malcolm ran back and fetched the bike, which was still running. Hannah climbed on and the chase resumed.
Beyond the grove lied a cornfield, about chest-high. By the time Malcolm breached its perimeter, the gang leader was almost in the middle of it. Malcolm opened up the throttle. Corn sheaths smacked his arms, and occasionally his face, as they tore through the field. Malcolm gained on him, but only a little.
Past the cornfield, the pursued criminal made for a hill. It looked like a good place to make a stand. Lots of rocky outcrops and an occasional patch of trees would supply ample opportunities for fortifying himself on high ground. That might be okay. Malcolm and Hannah wouldn’t be able to take him if he found defensible structure up there—but they might be able to lay siege against him and wait it out. Sooner or later, help figured to arrive. Perhaps one of the farmers who just had their fields damaged would call the police.
Once again, Malcolm decided on a defensive reaction. Instead of chasing the gang leader directly up the hill, he followed an alternate route and stayed below him. The siege idea was beginning to sound attractive.
But the gang leader didn’t stop. He slowed, but he kept going. Malcolm adjusted his pace as to keep following without getting himself cornered, and stayed below him on the hill. 
Soon they were both on the other side of it. The fleeing villain took a direct route down the back side, and even went airborne at one point. Malcolm weaved his way past the obstacles and somehow managed to come off the hill only a short ways behind him. Hannah might actually be able to get a shot off now.
Back on flat ground, their quarry made a sharp turn on a dirt road. Malcolm followed, but had to swerve wide to avoid a sign with a street name on it. Hannah cursed. She apparently had been close to getting a shot off. The swerve cost them some distance as well.
Malcolm noticed the name of the street: Otter Creek Road. Why was that familiar?
The road had some gravel on it, but was mostly dirt. Malcolm opened the throttle as much as he dared over the washboards. The gang leader didn’t slow, and seemed to be riding smoother. Did his bike have better suspension?
“You’re losing him!” Hannah said.
Malcolm opened it all the way up, bracing for the expected rattle. It didn’t come. He found that by speeding over the washboards you didn’t feel them as much. Too bad he didn’t know that before.
Their quarry made a sudden turn off the road again, this time onto a mostly-flat section of land. What was he up to now? There wasn’t much structure around, just a few patches of thin trees. Did he really want to make his final stand on open ground? Or was he heading for the nearby mountains?
Malcolm noticed something else as he left the road: he ran over a downed fence line. They must be on a private plot now. If that happened to be the only spot where the fence was down, the gang leader might be about to cage himself.
Now there was uneven ground to have to deal with, including a multitude of annoying mounds. Malcolm was forced to slow. These bumps were probably molehills. Man, they were all over the place. 
And then he was on flat ground again. Suddenly an obstruction came up before him. He was forced to let off the throttle. No time to brake. Malcolm pulled the front wheel up. Kerplunk. They were now riding across a concrete slab. 
Kerplunk. They were off it. Malcolm hit the gas, but had to swerve to avoid a metal obstruction coming out of the earth.
The gang leader had gained ground. He shortly slowed, however, allowing Malcolm precious time to catch up—so much, in fact, that Malcolm also slowed, wary of a trap. Their quarry was now riding slowly, up and down over mounds, as if he were searching for something.
Then he laid the bike down. Malcolm hit the brake. The next thing he knew the rider was up in the air—but only for a moment. Then he vanished completely.
Malcolm gave it gas again, but drove to a spot a safe distance from where the gang leader disappeared. Was he lying in the grass waiting for them?
No. Malcolm saw the situation now. It was just as he had imagined. The property line was fenced back here. The gang leader had been forced to ditch the bike and hop the fence.
“Do you see him?” Malcolm asked Hannah. They both jumped off the bike.
Hannah hesitated. “Yes!” she finally said. “Oh, what a fool. Lucky for us. He’s running in the open. Come on!”
Malcolm spotted him. He was in the open, all right—but there was a house directly beyond him. No way could Malcolm and Hannah catch him before he made it there. Malcolm prayed no one was home.
Hannah was first over the fence. By the time Malcolm caught up with her, she had slowed—but only because of a creek. It was up to her knees as she crossed it. This must be Otter Creek. Where the heck did Malcolm know that name from?
Malcolm made his away across and then lengthened his stride to try and catch Hannah. He did, which was an impressive accomplishment for someone navigating molehills and wearing jeans wet from the knees down.
The suspect neared the house. Malcolm decided to fire two rounds from his pistol. Hannah glared at him when he did.
“Keep watching your feet!” he said to her. “I just wanted to warn the homeowners.”
“Good thinking.” Hannah fired two rounds of her own.
But would that be enough? The thought of additional innocent victims getting caught in this goose chase was sickening. Was there anything else Malcolm could do?
At that moment, Malcolm noticed a weight bouncing in his shirt pocket. He knew what it was: Emma’s whistle. He retrieved it, allowing Hannah to pull out in front of him again. Two seconds later it was in his mouth. Malcolm began blowing, over and over, the best he could while still keeping up a decent pace. But the loss of breath slowed him even further. Soon Hannah was uncomfortably ahead of him again.
It was worth it. A figure appeared on the porch of the house, just before the gang leader reached it. Better yet, the figure held a firearm. The next sound Malcolm heard was a shotgun blast.
The gang leader made a sudden left turn before the house. He now ran back in the direction of the road. Hannah turned likewise. Malcolm decided to keep running straight, since he was getting behind in the chase, to try and come from a different angle.
But there was one thing he didn’t consider. The homeowner had no way of knowing who the bad guys were in this situation, and he showed it by firing another shell—this one in Malcolm’s direction. He was still too far away to be much of a threat, but it did force Malcolm to turn sooner than he intended.
Malcolm blew on the whistle again and yelled, “Federal agents!” He wasn’t sure if that would keep the shotgun blasts at bay, but it was worth a try.
When he turned back to the chase, the gang leader was nowhere in sight.
Neither was Hannah.
“Hannah!” Malcolm yelled. 
A shot fired at Malcolm from the grass. He heard the crack of a bullet whizzing by, too close. Malcolm crouched in reaction, and began duck-stepping his way forward.
Then another shot fired—this one from Malcolm’s left. That one must be from Hannah, aimed at the grass where the first shot came from. 
Another fired back at her in response. It came from slightly to the right of his original position. The gang leader was shooting and moving.
Malcolm and Hannah did the same. Malcolm fired back, and scurried away from the spot quickly. A shot came back at where he had just been, from a new place. Hannah then fired at the new place, which shot back at her new position from an even newer spot.
The gunfight became methodical. Malcolm understood the importance of each shot at this juncture, and also how critical it was that he move quickly after firing. By the time he and Hannah each fired a half dozen rounds from the grass, all three of their positions had changed radically.
They were also much closer together. 
“End of the road!” Hannah suddenly shouted. “Give it up!”
What the heck was she thinking? Her only answer was more gunfire. But one of the shots sounded different. Malcolm thought he detected the thud of an impact in something solid.
“Dammit!” Hannah shrieked.
It was all the prodding Malcolm needed. He rose from the grass and made a dash for the enemy’s last revealed position, staying hunched over the best he could. 
The gang leader took another shot at Hannah after she yelled. That gave Malcolm a decent fix on him. He let loose with a barrage, unsure of how many rounds he had left in the XD-9’s 16-round magazine.
It took the gang leader by surprise. The big man suddenly showed himself, up from the weeds. He wasn’t exactly where Malcolm thought he would be, but he was close. Malcolm saw the barrel of his gun and dove, exchanging fire. 
Three rapid shots then came from behind the gang leader. These sounded more controlled than all the previous. Hannah must have had her adversary lined up as an easy target.
“I got him!” Hannah yelled. “You all right, Malcolm?”
Malcolm wasn’t sure at first. He felt a pain in his side, but it wasn’t deep. Upon further inspection it turned out to be a bruise from a rock he landed on when he dove.
“Yeah, I’m all right.” Malcolm picked himself up. “What about you?”
“Took one in the armor. Stings like the devil.”
Malcolm jogged to her side. She was still covering the downed gang leader, but he wasn’t moving. His pistol lay three inches from his hand. Malcolm stepped on his hand, twisted his heel on his knuckles, and then kicked the gun away. 
The gang leader didn’t move. Hannah lowered her weapon and began loosening her body armor.
Malcolm came to her side. “Honey, you sure you’re all right?”
“I will be. The last time this happened it took a few days before…” Hannah looked at Malcolm and smiled sheepishly.
Malcolm only shook his head.
“Drop your weapons!” a voice said from behind. “Now!”
Malcolm turned around. The homeowner stood right behind them, shotgun raised. Next to him was a woman, probably his wife, also holding a shotgun. How did they get this close?
“Easy!” Malcolm said. He dropped his pistol and put his hands up. Hannah dropped her weapon as well, but continued to fool with the straps on the bullet-proof vest under her shirt.
“Keep your hands where I can see them,” the man said.
Hannah responded by rolling her shirt up. “I’m a federal agent.”
“We’ll see about that.” The man stepped forward. He wore glasses, a baseball cap, and a red flannel shirt. It was too hot for flannel shirts today. But he was evidently a senior citizen, and Malcolm knew they tended to run cold. His wife looked about the same age, though her dark hair showed no signs of gray. But she had a shawl wrapped around her shoulders. The gun she held looked a lot like Ryan’s 20-gauge.
“Let me show you my ID,” Hannah said. She looked at the man before moving further. “All right?”
The man nodded and lowered his gun little.
Hannah felt her pockets and then cursed. “I must have lost it during the chase.”
Up came the shotgun again.
“I have mine,” Malcolm said.
The man turned to him. “Are you a federal agent, too?”
“No. I’m her husband.”
No reaction.
“Listen to me,” Hannah said with surprising authority. “My name is Special Agent Hannah Lane Carter. I work out of the New York City Secret Service field office, but I’m currently on special assignment with the Pittsburgh field office. The suspect on the ground there is a counterfeiter and home invasion robber, responsible for the deaths of two homeowners in Salem last week, and another assault this morning in Pennsboro. Not to mention the murder of one federal agent and the shootings of two others.” 
Hannah suddenly dropped her bullet-proof vest to the ground. “Damn this hurts.” She pulled her shirt up high to reveal an unattractive welt on her rib cage, just under her left breast. “Might have cracked a rib.”
The woman spoke. “Seymour, I believe her.”
Seymour. Otter Creek Road. Malcolm’s mind started racing.
“Are you Seymour and Tina Clayton?” Malcolm asked.
Seymour pointed his shotgun back at Malcolm. “Now how in Sam Hill would you happen to know that?”
“You have a piece of land for sale, also on this road?” Malcolm pointed next door. “It’s that lot right there, isn’t it?”
Seymour exchanged confused looks with Tina.
“My name is Malcolm Carter. New York City. Forty-eight thousand was a fair price. We had a deal.”
Seymour stared back at Malcolm.
“Any of this ring a bell, Mr. Clayton?”
 
* * *
 
The title company officer seemed happy to have some business to conduct, but also seemed a little perplexed by it. She kept giving Malcolm and Hannah strange looks, especially when Hannah put her hand under her shirt to hold her bruise.
“All right,” the title officer said. “I have confirmation that eighty thousand dollars in USD has been transferred to your account, Mr. and Mrs. Clayton. I’ll just need you all to sign above your names on these last two documents.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Probably too late to record today, but should be done first thing tomorrow morning.”
Malcolm went first. “Here?” he asked.
“Yes,” the title officer replied. “And please initial in these three places.”
Seymour took the documents from Malcolm when he finished.
“Thanks for being willing to renegotiate the contract,” Malcolm said. “From what we’ve been told about the new gold standard, the adjustment in price seems fair.”
“It’s more than fair.” Seymour glanced at Malcolm in between signatures. “Prices on everything are supposed to adjust to more than twice what they were before the crisis. I’ll concede to a reasonable degree of uncertainty in that, and also to the fact we did accept your offer at the beginning of the crisis, after the sudden inflation had initially begun. But mostly we’re willing to do this because we get the feeling you two will be the kind of neighbors that are good to have.”
Malcolm chuckled. “We’ll try to live up to your expectations.”
Hannah had been quiet up to this point. When everything was done, she spoke to the title officer.
“May I use your phone? I need to report a crime scene.”
The title officer tilted her head.
Hannah leaned forward. “Two, actually.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty Eight
 
The sight of Sheriff Deputy Schultz getting out of his squad car made Malcolm nervous. Hannah didn’t appear bothered by his arrival, though.
Ryan’s two sons, on the other hand, were excited over the visitor. They were having a sword fight with sticks, something Jean told them to stop doing more than once already. The younger broke away and ran up to greet the police officer.
Malcolm and Hannah stepped off the freshly-built porch and walked towards him as well.
Deputy Shultz gave the boy fifteen seconds of courteous play, which alleviated some of Malcolm’s apprehension. He seemed to be in a casual mood. By the time he stood before Malcolm and Hannah, Ryan had joined them.
“You have walls,” Deputy Shultz said. “Or half-walls, anyway. Always fun to watch a real log cabin go up.”
“Yes.” Ryan looked behind him briefly. When his face returned it was beaming. “With any luck, we’ll be living in her by autumn. Boys, go see what Mom’s making for lunch.”
The younger of Ryan’s son’s obeyed immediately. The older made a protesting facial expression before following his brother to the trailer.
“How’s the shoulder?” Deputy Schultz asked.
“Good as new.” Ryan moved his arm around in a full circle, only flinching in pain at the very end. It was a noticeable improvement from a few weeks ago.
“Great.” The deputy motioned towards the road. “I wanted you all to know I’m locking up your friend’s property today. So if you have anything over there still, you need to move it.”
“Thanks,” Ryan said, “but we got the last of everything out of there last week.” He pointed to the new barn, the shade of which his construction workers were currently sitting in eating lunch. “It’s all yours.”
The deputy nodded.
“How long will it take?” Hannah asked him. “Before Ryan and Jean have new neighbors, I mean?”
Deputy Schultz shrugged. “Impossible to tell. The state isn’t exactly known for expediency in such matters. A shame he had no heirs. I can let y’all know when the auction is, if you’re interested in bidding.”
Ryan looked at Malcolm and raised his eyebrows. 
Malcolm put his arm around Hannah. “We have our own place, and our own new neighbors. Not too far away. And there’s a good tavern on the highway an equal distance between us.”
“Ah, the Wild and Wonderful Saloon.” Deputy Schultz removed his sunglasses. “I know it well. Good burgers. Don’t stay too late, and don’t let me catch you driving out of there after drinking too much.” 
He then looked back and forth between Ryan and Hannah. “Would you excuse us a few minutes?” Deputy Schultz said to Ryan.
Ryan frowned.
“You can walk us to our car,” Hannah said. “We were just leaving. Only stopped by on our way back from visiting Spence. We have our own construction crew to micro-manage.”
“See you Sunday,” Malcolm said to Ryan.
Ryan nodded and headed for the trailer, where one of his boys had just reemerged. Malcolm, Hannah, and Deputy Schultz walked up the driveway towards Malcolm’s new red Jeep. When they were safely out of Ryan’s earshot, Deputy Schultz spoke to Hannah.
“My office attempted to contact you through your New York field office. We were informed that you are no longer in active service?”
“That’s correct.” Hannah flipped her hair to one side. “It’s best to call my cell phone if you need me. I’ll give you the new number. And you know where we live.”
“Agent Carter, I want to express my personal regrets over any disciplinary actions you may have received. It was never my intention to throw you under the bus. In fact, you’re considered something of a hero by all the deputies at my station. I certainly put nothing in my report of any personal effect, other than admiration for a job well-done. I was, however, forced to report all the facts…”
“Of course,” Hannah said. “Don’t concern yourself, Deputy. My early retirement was arrived at by mutual consent. It’s as much my idea as it is theirs.”
“Good. It does make me feel better to know that. Did you have a nice visit with your friend this morning?”
“Oh yes. He’s in a beautiful spot.” Hannah looked to the west.
“Right next to his wife,” Malcolm added. “On a hill with a grand view of Parkersburg.”
“Glad to hear it. Well, I better start securing his property. Have a nice afternoon.”
“You too, officer.”
Deputy Schultz got back in his squad car and backed out the driveway. Malcolm and Hannah followed him in the Jeep as far as Spence’s driveway. When the deputy turned in, Malcolm kept driving straight.
“I hope you aren’t still blaming yourself for what happened,” Malcolm said.
“How can I not, Malcolm? But I’m learning to live with it. Please save your speech. I’ve heard it for the last two and a half months now, and it has yet to help.”
“All right, honey. No more speeches. Remember what I told you. I’m determined to be a better man.”
“Thank you.”
Malcolm drove through town and turned onto the eastbound Highway 50 onramp before speaking again. 
“I admit to being more than a little relieved when Deputy Schultz wasn’t still mad at us. Maybe my nightmares where he comes to arrest us will stop now. So, the cops at his station all think you’re a hero. How about that?”
“Mmph.” 
Malcolm laughed. “Too bad the Secret Service doesn’t share their sentiments.”
“Do you really think that’s too bad, Malcolm? Before you answer, consider your ‘better man’ oath. Good husbands don’t lie.”
“In that case I’ll take the fifth. But it’s true that I want to support you in every way I can. As long as…”
“As long as what?”
“It doesn’t take you away from me. When I thought I was losing you I… was miserable, honey. The only way I could deal with it was by living in denial.”
“Maybe it wasn’t complete denial. After all, I never filed the papers.”
“Thank God. You did destroy them when you went back to clean out your desk, though, right?”
No answer.
“Hannah…”
“Yes.” Hannah laughed. “I shredded them.”
Malcolm slowed as they approached The Wild and Wonderful Saloon, stretching his neck towards it as they passed. Hannah hit him on the shoulder with her fist. They drove the rest of the way home in comfortable silence.
The burgeoning framework of Malcolm and Hannah’s new house could be seen long before they reached their gravel driveway. So could their trailer, which was twice as big as the small one Ryan and his entire family were still living in. Malcolm and Hannah’s construction project was farther behind than Ryan and Jean’s, but it was nice to see progress.
Malcolm reached the end of the driveway and pulled the Jeep up behind their trailer. Seymour and Tina waved at them from their porch next door. Malcolm unbuckled his seatbelt and opened the car door, but something prevented him from getting out. It was Hannah’s hand on his arm. Her grip was strong.
“Malcolm, a marriage is a two-way street.”
Malcolm closed the door again. “I know that, honey—”
“I genuinely appreciate you wanting to become a better man. But it’s not just you. I need to be a better wife, too.”
“Honey, you’ve always been—”
“Listen to me, Malcolm. It wasn’t your fault. I was obsessed with my career. Also, I was constantly afraid you were going to lose all our money.”
“I get that.”
“But what you don’t know is the service didn’t want me to quit. I need to be honest with you now. You think the sheriff deputies admire me? You should have seen the parade they threw me back in New York. I probably could have had any assignment I wanted, even guarding the President.”
Malcolm stared back. “I don’t understand.”
“I quit, Malcolm. Had enough of ambition and gunfights. I quit to …come be a country yokel with you.”
“I love you.”
“I know. I love you, too. But we need to make sure we’re both going to be happy in our new life. That includes you. Remember, I know you. What’s our financial situation look like?”
Malcolm thought for a second. “Well, after the currency adjustment, paying taxes, financing Ryan’s construction and then paying for our own, we’re not exactly sitting on the same mountain of cash we once were. But it should still be enough not to have to worry about money for a while. Plus we have a small income from the New York apartment sublease.”
“Can we afford to remove an extra $50,000?”
“I suppose. What for?”
“A trading account for you. You’ll never be content sidelined from the markets. A man needs something to do, and this is what you know. The thing is, you have to agree that this is the only bankroll you ever get to play with again. So manage it well, honey.”
“Hannah, I don’t need it. There are plenty of projects for me to do getting our homestead going. I want us to be able to live self-sufficiently—like Spence did, and like Ryan’s going to be doing. I’m ready for a whole new life.”
“You can work on all that stuff when you’re not trading. I want you to stay active in the markets, okay? It would bother me if I thought I took that away from you.”
Malcolm looked his beautiful wife in the eyes and smiled. “Well, there is an option trading strategy I came up with that I always kind of wanted to mess around with. It’s only really workable with a small account, as it finds value plays in the niches that aren’t liquid enough for the big players. It’s a swing trading strategy, so only takes a couple hours per day. Basically, I’d be making smart bets on underpriced weekly options that have a good risk/reward—”
“Great, honey. So, it’s settled. You do that. Remember, you get $50,000 and that’s it.”
“What about you?” Malcolm asked. “Marriage is a two-way street, right? How are you going to stay happy?”
“I love flowers.” Hannah made a wide sweeping motion with her arm. “I want to grow giant fields of them. Who knows? Maybe we can sell them commercially. In any case, I’ll be busy. And I promise you, absolutely happy.”
“You sure that’s enough?”
Hannah pointed to the far side of the property. “Well, I was thinking that’s a good spot for a shooting range.”
 
* * *
 
Pastor Robert Green held the strange-looking bill he found in his early-service collection plate. He turned it back and forth under his desk lamp, studying it. Twenty American Gold Dollars. This was the first one he’d seen. It was flashy, almost as if it had actual gold laced into the printing. Definitely a stark contrast to the appearance of traditional U.S. currency.
Traditional. Traditional was out the window. Times were changing. Never in a million years did Robert think he would have the need for two Sunday services. Somehow word had gotten around about the “shotgun pastor” at the little church in Carlisle, and people from all over began cramming his sanctuary. A small crowd stood behind full pews during both services these days.
At first it was mostly military types, but the aisles were soon stuffed with a cultural melting pot wonderful to behold. The Ninety-nine Sheep Baptist Church wasn’t just for Baptists any more. 
Could Robert’s preaching be credited for the sudden growth? No. He wasn’t that good. Half the time he couldn’t remember his sermon and ad-libbed it. At least that aspect of the church was still Baptist. But he could rarely remember what he said afterwards. What came forth from his mouth was often simply a result of being caught up in the moment with fervent worshippers. It tended to flee from him as quickly as it came. For that reason, the second-service sermon usually bore little resemblance to that of the early-service. Perhaps Robert and the choir were the only ones who realized this.
The door to his office opened. Jordan, Robert’s favorite new second-service usher, came in. It didn’t even bother Robert that he never knocked.
“Pastor Green, there are some people with cameras staking out a place in the back of the sanctuary. Is that okay with you?”
“Yes, Jordan. They’re from Christianity Today Magazine, and I’ve given them permission. I’ll admit it makes me a tad nervous to have them there, especially since I don’t clearly remember what I preached about in first service. Kind of groggy today. Hope they’re not disappointed. Looks like I’ll be winging it again.”
“I’ll pray for God to put words in your mouth, like He always does.”
Robert stood and came around to the front of the desk, still holding the bill.
“Ever seen one of these, Jordan?”
“No. Is that the new money?”
“It appears so. Worth twenty dollars in U.S. Gold. Would you like it?”
Jordan tilted his head. “What, that bill?”
“Yes. Do you want it?”
“Isn’t that God’s money?”
“It is, but God rewards his servants.”
“Um …no thanks, Pastor Green. It wouldn’t feel right.”
“Two months ago you wouldn’t have refused an offer of money.”
Jordan looked embarrassed. “I was homeless and desperate until you—I mean God—rescued me. Now I have a job, and sleep indoors. So I want to give back, not take more.”
“That’s awesome.” Robert reached out and patted him on the back. “If you truly wish to serve, God will find you a place, even as He already has here in my church. We’re all proud of you, Jordan. God isn’t looking for the capable so much as He’s looking for the willing. Well, it’s about time. You better get out front.”
“Yes, Pastor.”
Robert tried not to think about the magazine people as the second service started. They were kind of squished in the back anyway. But the choir seemed to know they were there. Several of the more talented singers belted out choruses noticeably stronger than they had during the early service.
Then it was time for the message. Robert began with his planned topic about the Christian home and marriage. But it didn’t feel quite right. He stopped for a moment and looked at the photographers in the corner.
Then Jordan caught his eye.
“Money,” he found himself saying. The response was unusually silent, probably because he so abruptly changed the subject. 
He raised his voice. “Is it right for a child of God to ever be worried over financial matters?”
Unsure mumbling in places.
“On one hand, the Bible does teach us to work hard and conduct our affairs with diligence. Slothfulness is a sin! And foolish behavior that risks separating you from your hard-earned wages is condemned.”
A small eruption of amens.
“Even Paul continued to make tents for a living after he became the great apostle, so as not to become a financial burden on the churches he so lovingly planted, and to serve as an example for all of us. We are likewise instructed to perform all our work as though we are doing it for the Lord, whether we flip burgers or design skyscrapers, regardless of our personal opinion of our boss. We know who the real boss is. And the Bible tells us the worker is deserving of his wages!”
Hallelujahs and shouts of joy.
“So we see that there is nothing wrong with honestly earning money, whether a little or a lot. There is nothing wrong with having possessions, so long as your possessions do not possess you. I’m reminded of a famous Greek philosopher who lived in the time of Alexander the Great, named Diogenes. This man had a problem with possessions. He found they possessed him. So, he got rid of everything except the clothes on his back and a small bowl, and went to live next to a river, alone. After a while he decided he didn’t need the bowl, either. Diogenes is famous for saying, ‘In a rich man's house there is no place to spit but his face.’
“But what Diogenes failed to understand is that material possessions are not evil in and of themselves. It is the love and worship of material possessions which is evil. Man has been making this mistake for thousands of years, worshiping the creation instead of the creator. The Bible tells us not to set our heart on riches when they increase, because wealth has a tendency to make itself wings and fly away.”
Lots of jubilance in the sanctuary, especially from the black women up front. Flash bulbs went off in the back. 
Robert lowered his voice and continued.
“Allow me to let you all in on a secret. Money has no actual value. You know why? Because it doesn’t last! Jesus told the story of the man who experienced a great year financially, ending up with a tremendous excess of goods. So he built barns to store everything up, and bathed himself in a false sense of security. God called him a fool, because his time to die was the very night the construction of the barns was complete—and all his goods would be squandered by those less diligent than himself. 
“This man’s sin was loving his bless-ings more than the bless-or. Don’t do that. Let none of us ever do that. It’s a wise man who trades his possessions for a reliable income source, and a fool who sells an income source for a pile of money. A pile of money is not valuable. An income source is.
“God is our income source! He wants to be our provider! Scripture tells us those who trust in the Lord will be like Mount Zion, which can never be shaken. Seek ye first the Kingdom of God, and all these other things—everything else you need—will be added onto you!”
Wild cheering. Singing in places.
“Love the bless-or! Do not become overly-attached to the bless-ings! Keep your eyes on the income source. Always be willing to leave all your blessings on a moment’s notice to follow Him who blesses you. This is why Jesus told us not to store up treasure on the earth, where moths and rust destroy and thieves break in to steal—but to store our treasure in heaven, where moths and rust do not destroy, where thieves do not break in to steal. Because where our treasure is, there will our hearts be also.”
Somehow the organist knew this was the right moment to begin playing. She always seemed to be tuned into Robert’s improvisations, God bless her. Or maybe the Spirit was actually leading them both.
More than two hundred miles away, a mushroom picked this moment to pop up from the soil under the shade of a large tree. The mushroom didn’t know whether it was poisonous or edible. Neither did it have any knowledge that three feet directly below it a large pile of gold bars lay buried, where they would likely stay.
 
The End…
 
…unless you’d like your free short story about what happened the next time someone attempted to hijack Morris’s refrigerated food truck. Read the outcome in Cold Reception, a 25-page escapade available in Kindle, PDF, or web browser format. It’s my gift to you for signing up to my mailing list, which you can do at my author website, here:
 
www.SurvivalTales.com
 
 
Read my other books:
 
SurviRal:  A Denver couple tries to escape the chaos of the city after a killer manmade virus crashes western society. Available in Kindle, paperback, and audio here:
.
 
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00R4VD7PS
 
 
Prepping for the day the SHTF: A complete bug-out and survival plan for life after doomsday. This is my non-fiction prepping book for all you Ryans out there. Learn how to become much better prepared than even Ryan was! Available in Kindle and paperback here: 
.
 
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00CHQPSVG
 
 
Would you like to see more survival tales from me? I’ve got a few more good “collapse of society” stories cooking in my brain as we speak. Should I write them? The only way I’ll know there’s demand is if readers join the mailing list to be notified of my new book releases (and I promise those are the only emails which will ever be sent). You can do that directly here:
 
http://tinyurl.com/lrcl7mo
 
If you care to shoot me an email, just reply to the first message you get after confirming your subscription. It will go directly to my inbox, and I love hearing from readers.
 
Did you know that book reviews posted on Amazon are critically important for independent authors (like me)? If you enjoyed Buck Out, please consider taking a few seconds to click the link below where you can post a short review on Amazon:
 
http://amzn.to/1Jj3C9c
 
Thanks so much!
 
 



A Word from the Author
 
I’m probably a lot like you. I look around at the world we’re living in and shake my head. The situation is unsustainable. But hey – we had a good run, right? Strong societies typically last about 200 years, and that’s right where we are. Maybe we’ll keep it together a while longer.
 
Even if the nukes don’t fly and the viruses don’t mutate, I cannot see our great grandchildren sitting complacently while we dump an unfathomable mountain of debt on their shoulders. At some point, the new generation will say nuts to that and refuse to accept being born into bondage to pay the bills for all the fun their recent ancestors had. This is exactly how revolutions start.
 
Going off the grid and getting out of the system is not just for crazy people any more. It’s also for very sane people. When you see an unsustainable situation and remain a willing part of it, hoping it holds together a while longer, what is it you are really hoping for? Don’t psychologists call this living in denial? The type of economic collapse that looms on the horizon will make your bank accounts worthless. Hoarding gold is a viable option, but how much of it can you practically store in your city home and hope to use for money one day? Where will the food and clothing come from that you hope to trade it for?
 
Rural land and homesteading knowledge may be the only valuable things in the near future. This is what prepping is all about. Nobody says you have to wait until the SHTF to bug out. You can start building everything now and get out of Dodge well in advance. That way, you can get all set up with chickens and goats as well. When you have goats, you have milk – and when you have milk, you have all the dairy products you will ever need.
 
Having the ability to prepare now, you have no excuse when the day comes upon you like a thief in the night. The modern-day city life becomes less fulfilling once you see how you can be living an off-grid, self-sustained life on your own mini-farm. Instead of saving money in a soon-to-be worthless bank account, you can stock up on the things that really count. You can be making new friends with like-minded neighbors. You can be building a real future. 
 
If you are like me, this knowledge will eat away at you until you actually start to do something about it. Listen to your nagging inner self. Shift your focus. Become passionate about establishing the only form of security left to us. 
 
I lift my glass of homemade wine and wish you the best of fortune. Maybe I’ll see you out in the country someday. Cheers.
 
Ken Benton
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