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Chapter 1

The crunch of gravel underneath a boot put Terri on high alert, her face whirling away from the shop window and quickly turning in the direction of the sound. One hand tightened on her purchase, the other instinctively palming her 9-millimeter. She scanned both north and south to see who had joined her on the downtown street, but not a pedestrian was in sight, all the shoppers having gone home for supper. 

It was well past that time of day when the sun kissed the horizon, cool breezes whistling through the vacant alleys and eerie shadows of moonlight dancing on the storefronts. Peering at the deserted, almost creepy avenue before her, she shook her head, observing, “Silly girl, this how all those teenage, slasher movies start out.” A nervous chuckle followed, Terri imagining herself as the female lead opposite some Jack the Ripper type.

Patting the pistol in her belt, she inhaled deeply, trying to diffuse the adrenaline surge and calm her nerves. “If I know Bishop and Nick, they got caught up swapping tall tales from their misspent youths,” she mumbled as she stepped away from the sanctuary of the window. She glanced at her watch and smiled, thinking of the two buddies. “Truth be told, if those guys are trading war stories, I might need to just walk the ten blocks home right now.”

Terri meandered further down the street, checking out all the display windows as she killed a little time, on the lookout for anything she might need for the new house, still keenly aware of her surroundings. She had just stepped over a section of crumbling sidewalk, when a scraping noise commanded her attention. Immediately moving to a nearby tree, she tightened her grip on her weapon as she assessed the area around her. No stalker was in view. Probably just some shopkeeper closing up for the day,
 she chided herself. No one is following you.


The street was part of Alpha’s resurgent business district, dozens of small mom-and-pop enterprises offering everything from baked goods to recycled clothing. Next door to the bakery was a butcher. “All we need is a candlestick maker,” she chirped, trying to lighten her mood and still the butterflies in her stomach.

Finally, she approached a storefront that did have something particularly interesting on display. The shop belonged to Mr. Young, who made a living by scavenging small kitchen appliances, repairing any damage and reselling them to his customers. Terri had been bugging Bishop for a new blender since before they had traveled to Forest Mist. Today, the model she wanted was in the window, surrounded by its accompanying accessories.

“You were late, Bishop,” she said, managing a grin as she carried on the imaginary, matter of fact conversation with her mate. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t have anything else to do, so I spent an outrageous amount of money on a new blender. Want a smoothie?”

Unfortunately, like every other shop on the street, Mr. Young’s business had closed nearly an hour ago. She would have to exact her revenge for her husband’s tardiness another day.

Turning to continue her tour, Terri froze. Up ahead, a couple of blocks away, something had moved. Absolutely no doubt about it.

While Alpha had electricity twenty-four hours a day, not all of the streetlights functioned. A few had been shot out, others suffering from a lack of replacement bulbs. Between one pool of illumination, and the puny glow of a store’s sign, Terri was certain she had observed movement in the shadows.

“Don’t panic,” she whispered. “Ketchum Jones is not a monster under the bed. Hell, he’s probably still living it up in New Orleans right now. Besides, what you saw was probably Bishop. Maybe his truck broke down, and that is why is he late.”

Pretending she hadn’t seen anything, she tightened her grip on her pistol as she continued to casually stroll and browse. She ambled slowly through the well-lit areas, hustling through the darker gaps in the light.
 Still, her senses were piqued, every fiber of her being focused on the sidewalk ahead, hopeful of any sign of her soulmate, also aware that her sworn enemy might be stalking her. If Blackjack is stupid enough to come to my town, I will just end this little game of cat and mouse right now
, she promised herself.

At the next intersection, she crossed the street without even pausing for a warning glance. Reaching the far sidewalk, she stopped suddenly, studying the row of stores she’d just avoided. There! Two blocks down! A human shape. It was maneuvering toward her, clinging to the shadows.

Icy fear streaked up Terri’s spine, beads of perspiration forming on her forehead. One thing is for sure,
 she thought, that certainly is not Bishop.
 The form shared neither size, nor shape with her husband. Pivoting without thought, she turned away from the follower.

Adrenaline rushed through her veins; her pounding heart beat like a jackhammer in her ears. She wanted to run but didn’t. Her lungs were already struggling to pull in enough air. She couldn’t even be sure it was a man behind her. Wouldn’t she feel silly if she was trying to escape from some homeless, white-haired lady?

Her next thought was to return to the secondhand shop where she had picked up some things for Hunter. Maybe the clerk was still there. She could bang on the door, or maybe see him as he left for his car. Glancing across the street, she realized the store now was completely dark. He was probably already on his way home to his wife.

At the next intersection, she paused, searching with her ears, trying to extend her senses. There! Some distance back! A footfall! Followed by… another!

“Okay, that was not my imagination,” she whispered, her now-quaking legs threatening to buckle under her weight. “Bag lady, my ass!” Terri chided herself for ignoring the signs of the predator in pursuit of her. She had allowed that thug, Blackjack Jones to get in her head, to make her question her own judgment and senses… and now she was in real trouble.

She pulled her pistol with the fluidity of a well-practiced motion and hustled down the side street. Within a few steps, she realized she had made a mistake. There were no streetlights here, only a row of empty storefronts and small, seldom-used offices.

It was too late to turn back, so she increased her pace until it was almost a jog. Plowing through the darkness, her mind was flooded with visions of Ketchum Jones. He was furious with Bishop for the thrashing at Forest Mist, blaming her husband for the death of his father and friends. He would stop at nothing for revenge… knew that the best way to get even was by kidnapping his nemesis’ wife and torturing her until the end.

She could still smell the stench of Blackjack’s swarthy skin despite bathing multiple times per day. She awoke at night, feeling his dark, demon eyes devouring her naked, helpless body with the lust of pure evil.

Shaking her head to clear the images, she gritted her teeth and willed her brain to survive. “Focus!” she hissed. “You’re not going to make it out of this if you don’t get your shit together, girl.”

Her mind was churning information at lightning speed, reprocessing everything Bishop had taught her about surviving a fight. She was already zigging and zagging away from the hunter behind her. What else should she do to evade capture? She conjured up each helpful tidbit he had ever drilled into her, finally settling on one of Bishop’s truisms, “Sometimes, the best defense is a strong offense.”

With his words echoing in her head, Terri cut down the next alley, plunging herself into an even murkier tunnel of fear and loathing.

A voice sounded in the distance, Terri stopping to listen. Another male throat responded. “Oh, my gosh! I should have realized he wouldn’t come alone. There’s more than one of them. Ketchum brought his henchmen,” she whispered. Terri considered the number of bullets in her weapon, deciding then and there that she would empty the chamber… save one.

Her grip on the pistol was now a steel vise, her eyes wide and unblinking. Halfway down the backstreet, she spied a formation of trashcans, surrounded by several large, plastic bags of refuge.

The smell was putrid, an overwhelming odor of rotting food. As she stepped close, a swarm of insects levitated from the decaying garbage heap. She didn’t care. The discarded trash offered her a place to hide.

Stepping into the mound, she dropped to a knee and pulled two of the nearby bags close to her body. “He will not take me alive,” she croaked in a low voice as she flipped the safety off the 9-millimeter.

A few seconds later, she could hear the steps of one man trekking down the alley. Realizing the stalker was alone, Terri prepared to fight for her very life. “I will die before I let you touch my body again, you stinking sack of filth,” she growled, now determined to make a last stand. “You’re getting the first bullet.”

She stopped breathing when the shadow appeared. She could make out the silhouette of a man. He was huge, the ambient light just bright enough to reveal the tracker’s towering height and broad shoulders. Not many men were that large…. Could it be Ketchum Jones himself?

He paused beside the pile of trash, his head scanning right and left, searching for his prey. In that moment, Terri caught a brief glimpse of the man’s face. Now she was convinced. Her muscles tensed in preparation for battle as her finger tightened on the trigger. Get ready to meet your maker, Blackjack
, Terri sneered.

Her muscles were coiled to spring from her hide and open fire when the pursuer took a step forward. He walked past her position, strolling at a painstakingly slow pace, his eyes scanning every inch of the alley. Terri watched for the perfect opening. She was going to end this, right here, right now.

Waiting in ambush, not daring to take a breath, she allowed him nine steps. He was far enough away for her to avoid close quarters combat and close enough to allow her a clear shot.

Careful not to make any sound, she gingerly stepped over the trash bag, the front post of her pistol never leaving Ketchum’s back. Another sidestep, and she had maneuvered directly behind him. He hadn’t heard her. She would destroy the bastard before he took another breath.

Taking aim directly at the base of the brawny man’s neck, Terri squeezed
 the trigger, like Bishop had instructed her to do. Just as the hammer broke, a hand flashed out of the darkness, knocking her barrel high as a ball of red flame signaled her shot.


I forgot about the other man I heard talking,
 she realized. Now, Ketchum’s henchman has gotten the drop on me.
 In a panic, Terri began working the trigger as she struggled to regain the target, praying that one, just one of her bullets would find flesh and bone.

A rapid series of shots echoed up and down the alley, adding to the confusion and bedlam. The accomplice’s hand struggled with her to control her weapon, his grip like iron. A mere moment later, she realized she couldn’t hold onto the gun much longer. In desperation, she kicked her adversary, the sole of her shoe landing a harsh blow on his shin.

She was a feral beast, unbroken and undomesticated… purposing everything she had to survive… resisting her opponent with every muscle and fiber in her body. Throughout it all, her mind raced with a single, commanding thought, “I won’t be taken alive. No way! Not this time!”

Her free hand became a lioness’ paw, clawing the air where she thought there was a face. She managed another wild shot, the bullet spitting a cloud of mortar chips into the air as it sizzled off a wall.

“Terri! Stop!” a voice from the edge of her consciousness sounded, some familiarity in the tone managing to pierce the haze of combat.

“Terri! Please! Stop!”

Thank God, it was Bishop! He was beside her. He had saved her.

Suddenly, her body needed oxygen as it relaxed and then slumped with relief. He was holding her pistol. His face was bleeding, but he would know what to do, especially since confusion clouded Terri’s mind, and exhaustion gripped her body.

Then, pivoting and pointing her finger toward her original target, she snapped, “It’s Ketchum! Kill him!”

As she watched Bishop race toward the now-prone figure lying in the street, an immediate calmness washed over her, cleansing her anxiety, abating her fears. He produced a small pocket flashlight as he stood over the man at his feet. “Kill him!” Terri demanded.

The beam steadied on the downed man’s face. Terri inhaled with horror as Nick flinched from the sudden brightness. “Is that fucking pistol of hers empty yet?” the big man quipped in a high pitch.

A million emotions flooded Terri’s heart and soul, her throat stuttering to form an apology while at the same time trying to explain her actions. “Oh, my God,” she managed to mumble. “Nick… oh, Lord… Nick, are you okay?” she gushed, hurrying to his side.

“I thought… I thought…. You know, he’s big like you…. I just knew it was…,” she continued, floundering for the words to explain what had happened.

Bishop’s flashlight then followed Nick’s hand as it reached for his ear. When Terri saw her friend pull away a palm dripping with blood, she crumpled on the pavement, her eyes round and wide with shock.

“She shot off my earlobe!” Nick grunted. “Damn woman, that was close. Remind me not to piss you off, okay?”

Reaching to turn his buddy’s head into the light, Bishop whistled as the raw, bleeding end of Nick’s ear was illuminated. “Well, if it isn’t Vince von Gogh,” he quipped without thinking.

Bishop helped Nick up with an extended hand, then reached for his suddenly unstable wife. Just as she was standing on her own, the red and blue lights of a police car flashed through the backstreet.

“What… what happened?” Terri finally managed to ask, leaning against Bishop’s chest, her wobbly legs struggling to keep her upright.

“Diana was playing with Hunter. Nick and I were on a call with Washington, and I just lost track of time. When I realized I was so late, Diana told me to come fetch you while she cleaned Hunter up. Nick came along.”

Pressing a handkerchief to his wound, Nick continued, “When we found the store closed and dark, Bishop was worried something bad had happened, so we separated and began searching for you. I thought I saw you up ahead of me and followed.”

“Nick,” she managed, “I’m so very, very sorry. I don’t know what else to say,” Terri stammered, hot tears streaming down her cheeks.

“It’s fine, kiddo, don’t worry about it. Now, I’ve got a wicked scar to show my grandkids. Everything’s cool,” he said, pulling her close in an embrace.

It took twenty minutes for the responding deputy to fill out his report. While having Nick there greased the law enforcement skids, the officer still had a job to do.

All the while, Bishop kept a close eye on his mate. She refused to see a doctor, apologizing over and over again, her embarrassment genuine and deep.

While Terri finished giving her statement to the deputy, Nick stepped close to Bishop and said, “You’re right, my friend. She’s not acting right. There’s a problem there. Let me know if there’s anything I can do – as long as it doesn’t get me shot again.”
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After retrieving Hunter from his play time with Diana, the little family drove the short distance home in silence. Bishop had a million questions for his wife, but some inner voice warned him that now wasn’t the time. Still, he was deeply troubled by the events that had just occurred.

Finally, home and unloaded, Bishop helped Terri bathe their son and then tuck him in for the night. Exiting the child’s bedroom, he was surprised to find his wife reloading her pistol at the kitchen table.

Reading his concerned expression as he stood at her shoulder, Terri’s tone was short. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re the one who is always reminding me to keep a weapon handy.”

“I am just surprised that you are being so fastidious,” he shrugged. Then, with a wave of his hand, he said, “Tell me what happened tonight. Really. The truth.”

She didn’t look up from the task at hand, her small thumbs struggling to push the last few rounds into the magazine. “I waited at the store as long as possible. The clerk’s wife is ill, and he had to leave, so I couldn’t stay any longer. While I was walking out on the street, I noticed someone following me. I guess I kind of panicked a bit and hid in the alley. Nick looks a lot like Ketchum in the dark. My mind went to the worst place.”

“So, you didn’t hear either of us shout out your name? We followed you for two blocks. I heard Nick yell out, ‘Terri? So glad we found you,’ before he entered the alley.”

“No, I didn’t hear either of you. The blood was rushing through my ears. I was absolutely terrified.”

Something in her expression told Bishop not to press. His wife had been through hell while being held captive in Forest Mist. He supposed it was normal for her to have a little PTSD. He decided to change the subject, take her mind off things, perhaps help her mend.

“We were communicating with Washington… that’s what this meeting was all about. Some bigwig at the Pentagon wanted me to debrief him personally. They are going to send in the US Army after Ketchum and capture the gasoline he threated to use against the Alliance.”

She immediately brightened, “Really? They’re really going to send soldiers?”

Nodding, Bishop replied, “Yes, ma’am. However, no one even knows for sure he survived. He has not been seen in New Orleans since the battle at Forest Mist, or at least none of Washington’s sources have any information regarding his current whereabouts. Personally, I think it’s likely he bled out trying to get back to the Big Easy. They’ll probably find his bones alongside some country road a few years from now.”

“I wish I could be so sure,” she frowned. Then adding, “Will the Pentagon let us know if they find him?”

“Yes,” Bishop smiled. “That was a prerequisite for my debriefing the Army. Nick is supposed to receive a full report after their operation is completed.”

Her reply was simple and unexpected. “Good. I hope they capture that bastard and put him on trial. I want to see him dangling at the end of a rope. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m exhausted. I want to go to bed.”

Chapter 2

The four Black Hawk helicopters rose as one, lifting only a few feet into the air before performing a synchronized “right face.” With their blinking navigation lights strobing shadows across the predawn landscape surrounding Fort Polk, the formation began gaining altitude and turning toward New Orleans to the south. Each was carrying eleven, fully equipped infantrymen and officers of the 3rd
 Brigade Combat Team, 10th
 Mountain Division.

To the senior men assigned to the unit, their mission was a throwback to the time before the collapse. Not since the downfall had any of them heard the words “terrorist threat” included in their operational orders. According to the unit’s leader, this assignment had come directly from the commander-in-chief himself.

A criminal organization in the Big Easy had reportedly acquired an enormous stockpile of petroleum and was toying with ways to use this powerful resource for nefarious purposes. One Mr. Ketchum Jones, a.k.a. Blackjack Jones, had been officially labeled a terrorist by Washington. The 3/10’s mission was to capture this traitor as well as any of his associates, and of course, the primary objective was to seize that precious fuel. Lethal force had been authorized.

The newly reformed American government as well what remained of the state hierarchy considered the city of New Orleans abandoned territory, a sort of no-man’s land. Only a small section of the deep-water port was still in use. Since the fall of society, the constant silting and shifting of the area made the lower Mississippi channel impassable. That once-vital artery of floating commerce was now all but closed due to a lack of maintenance dredging.

Still, the US Coast Guard kept a skeleton force in the area, mainly to thwart looting of their equipment, but also to keep an eye on the occasional freighter or tug that managed to dock. A plethora of recovery plans were always being bandied about in D.C., and a deep-water port seemed to be an essential lynchpin in almost all of those futuristic campaigns. New Orleans would return to prominence one day, at least in terms of cargo tonnage. After all, the mighty Mississippi bisected the continental United States, and she alone could spark trade and growth in America’s breadbasket. Everyone expected the “Great Muddy” to spur economic recovery in the future, and therefore she could not be ignored.

As he watched the lush, green landscape of central Louisiana rush beneath his bird, Captain P. J. Holt wondered for the Nth time why the bureaucrats in Washington had their collective panties in a wad about some thug down in the Big Easy sitting on a few tons of refined petroleum.

Sure, the gasoline was important. Any consumable fuel in these post-apocalyptic times was considered extremely valuable. From what little intelligence his team had received, there was at least one barge full of the liquid gold. That asset, however, didn’t warrant the level of force now assembled against Mr. Jones. “Hell, these Black Hawks are probably drinking almost as much fuel as what we’ll recover,” he whispered under his breath.

Captain Holt had no idea about the conditions in New Orleans, nor had the Pentagon provided many details. It was a safe guess that law enforcement didn’t exist. In the years since the collapse, the career Army officer had heard of numerous municipalities that had essentially been abandoned by the federal government. When referring to a wild and lawless metropolitan area, the captain and his men used a term from the Old West where anarchy ruled the day, “Dodge City.”

This operation held one important aspect for Holt and his command, and that was the alleviation of monotony and boredom in their everyday lives. This was the first “real” mission worthy of a fighting man since the civil war with the Independents had loomed on the horizon.

The captain had joined Mother Green’s Army to eradicate terrorism, right a few global wrongs, tour the world, rally around the stars and stripes, and prove himself in the most hostile environments on the planet. What he hadn’t anticipated was being stationed at a remote base after the downfall of his beloved America. Instead of fighting jihadist hordes or protecting his country’s interests abroad, Holt spent his days guarding food shipments, escorting parades of refugees, and keeping looters away from government assets.

Today, however, he and his men might get the chance to fulfill their potential. Patting the carbine strapped tightly to his chest, the captain refocused on the mission ahead. With any luck, they would help the recovery as soldiers. He was sick of being a cop, a nanny, and a night watchman.

As the outskirts of New Orleans appeared below, Holt couldn’t help but stare down at what had once been a bustling, thriving center of commerce. Gone were the street performers who sang for their supper…. Absent were the soulful melodies of the trumpet and saxophone. Today, the birthplace and stronghold for American Jazz sat eerily silent. Entire blocks of the town had burned to the ground, blackened timbers protruding from mounds of charred debris, reaching skyward at peculiar angles. The engines in the fire stations had not been started for years. Storms from the Gulf ferried in widespread lightning. Pockets of gas leaking from abandoned structures created a volatile environment leading to fiery explosions. More than a few unchecked arsonists had left their inky mark on the landscape. Any city was a tinderbox, and the skyline below the Black Hawk was definitely not an exception. Looks like Mrs. O’Leary’s cow made a visit to the Big Easy
, Holt mused.

As his bird flew low into the city proper, the other word that circled round and round the captain’s mind was “rust.”

In the early light, the reddish color of corrosion seemed to dominate the landscape below. Any metal, appliance, or vehicle exposed to a fire, would quickly corrode afterward. That was to be expected.

What amazed the captain was the number of lamp posts, street signs, mailboxes, and other items common to a cityscape that were also covered with oxidation. “Nothing but rust and weeds,” he whispered to no one.

Indeed, nature seemed to be the only thing working in the Big Easy. Chickweed, dandelion and crabgrass prospered everywhere, some side streets nearly covered in overgrowth, while sidewalks and driveways looked more like plant nurseries than pathways. No one had mowed yards or cleaned ditches for years, and for a few moments, Holt wondered how many decades it would take before the entire city was reclaimed into a humid and lush jungle.

“One minute,” the pilot’s voice sounded over the radio, bringing the captain back to the task at hand.

After making sure his subordinates were spreading the pilot’s message, Holt’s attention returned to the Black Hawk’s open bay. The choppers were flying lower now, vectoring in on a large, open concrete apron next to one of the port’s terminals.

As they passed over an industrial section of the Big Easy, Holt noticed that practically every building was a shell, the structures void of glass.

Peering at the assortment of warehouses, offices, storefronts, and homes, he could not spot a single intact pane of glass among them. There was nothing there but jagged shards, if anything at all. Why,
 he wondered? Why break windows for no apparent reason?


He felt the helicopter flare, the bird’s nose rising slightly as it slowed and descended to the pavement. A swirling cloud of trash, leaves, and debris rose into the air, the craft’s powerful downdraft sweeping the area clear.

Holt always relished this moment, the security of that initial contact between solid ground and the sole of his boot.

The first man off the chopper, the captain moved immediately to a point several meters away from his airborne chariot before taking a knee while bringing his weapon up to sweep the area.

The men of the 10th
 Mountain dismounted quickly, years of training allowing each trooper to know his exact position and assignment. Within seconds, the air was filled with the whine of turbine engines powering up to lift off. Around each stood a circle of infantrymen, weapons sweeping right and left, ready to engage anyone who was stupid enough to fire on their landing zone.

Holt watched his lifeline rise into the sky, but he wasn’t worried. In his mind, there was zero possibility that any gang of criminals could pose a serious threat to the element under his command. After the last Black Hawk was soaring skyward, he motioned to one of his lieutenants, Let’s get moving.


The intelligence briefing had identified three potential deep-water barges in the Nashville Avenue Terminal. The Pentagon colonel ramrodding the meeting was sure that such a large cache of fuel wouldn’t be left unguarded. “We know that they are equipped with rocket-propelled grenades, belt-fed weapons, and are reportedly quite skilled in small unit maneuver. Don’t take these people for granted. Their leader, Mr. Jones, is an ex-Army Ranger who served time in Leavenworth,” the officer had warned. “This rogue is highly skilled and has no honor.”

Approaching the corner of an immense warehouse, Holt used his weapon’s optic to scan berths alongside the Mississippi River. Sure enough, he easily spotted activity around one of the hefty vessels. Just as his superiors had predicted, the security element guarding the gasoline had been alerted by the arrival of four military helicopters.

For several seconds, he watched men scurry up and down a gangplank, all of them armed with long guns and moving with great haste. He counted at least five defenders.

After issuing a series of orders to his men, the captain watched with pride as his rifle squads began deploying across the wide expanse of the concrete jetty. It didn’t matter if the bad guys knew they were coming. If they wanted to fight, so be it. Holt doubted they would choose suicide over surrender or retreat.

[image: ]


Less than a mile from the Nashville Avenue Terminal, Blackjack Jones was pulling on his pants. He had heard the Army’s Black Hawks three minutes before one of his panicked men had knocked on the door to warn of the military’s arrival.

From his penthouse balcony, atop the city’s most prestigious apartment building, Ketchum had watched the four assault helicopters descend onto the wharf.

“How did they find out about the barge?” he had grumbled. “Who talked?”

Other than Voodoo, who was now dead, and his father, there were only a handful of people in his organization that knew of the secret cache of valuable fuel. Most of them were on guard duty at that very moment. Ketchum breathed deeply with the sigh of a man betrayed. How had the government found out? Who had knifed him in the back?

Quickly dismissing all but his inner circle, the question set his mind in a whir. Blackjack took one last sip of his coffee, taking his time to get dressed. His deliberate and metered movements were in part due to the image he needed to project. He knew that he needed to display calm, cool, collected leadership to the gaggle of anxious men now huddled in his suite. They were awaiting his orders. They were concerned, if not frightened.

He had taken an ass-kicking in Forest Mist, losing over 130 men, a small arsenal of valuable firearms, and a convoy of vehicles that could have stretched across the Big Easy. Voodoo, his second in command, hadn’t survived. Nor had his father.

Blackjack’s position at the top of the New Orleans food chain was now being questioned. His reputation was at risk. His organization was in a state of flux. There were hushed conversations up and down the chain of command, many speculating that the boss was now weak and vulnerable.    

Now was the time for him to show calm and deliberate leadership, but there was yet another reason for Ketchum moving a little slower this morning. The man was still nursing his wounds. It had taken the local sawbones nearly an hour to remove all of the shrapnel from his back. That flesh was still tender, the staples at risk of being pulled loose with every movement. Yet, he couldn’t show pain. He understood as well as anybody that his rank as the apex predator atop the local crime syndicate was more precarious now than ever.

Sporting a deadpan expression, he buttoned his shirt while he mentally revisited the nightmare of Forest Mist for the Nth time. The firetrucks blocking the road had been a solid tactic by Bishop and his cohorts. Turning the surrounding fields into mud pits to snare his men had been inspired.

Even the professional placement of the ambush wasn’t what bothered Blackjack the most, however. No, what stuck in the huge man’s craw was the leadership shown by the West Texan and his wife. That was where Ketchum had made his mistake. He had failed to account for his opponents’ skills.

If he forced himself to review the clash without the emotional turmoil surrounding his defeat, Ketchum would have to admit admiration for what Bishop had accomplished that night. To organize a ragtag, irregular force on short notice and have them execute a plan with such proficiency was nothing less than amazing. Lesson
 learned
, he mused. I won’t underestimate any adversary ever again.


Wounded, dazed, and bleeding, Ketchum had forsaken his command that night. Self-preservation had inundated him, his mind filled with little more than saving his own skin while his men continued to die around him. He had pulled a dead rider from his bike, kicked the powerful engine to life, and ridden off without a second thought.

It never occurred to Blackjack that his act was cowardly. The concept of heroically leading his men to the bitter end never entered his mind. According to Ketchum’s thinking, he was only doing the right thing – living to fight another day. Any savvy leader in a similar situation would do the same thing, given such a setback. Great generals didn’t sacrifice themselves when the day was lost. They understood that their skills and cunning were needed to regroup. It was historically common for battles to be lost and yet wars to still be won. That was what occurred outside Forest Mist
, Blackjack Jones rationalized.

Regardless of his internal justifications and excuses, the sour taste of defeat still fouled Ketchum’s thoughts. Now, the military was invading his turf, and deep inside, Blackjack was far from ready for another engagement. Bishop’s victory had secretly shaken Ketchum’s confidence, replacing ruthless aggression with foreboding, uncertainty, and hesitation.

Finally clothed, Ketchum turned to his men and announced his orders. “Let them take the barge,” he instructed in a monotone voice. “We can’t defeat the US Army… this is a fight we can’t win. I don’t know who is ratting us out to the man, but that gasoline doesn’t matter all that much. Tell your people to lay low and stay out of sight. Radio the crew at the boat and tell them to escape or surrender and keep their mouths shut. Even if they’re caught, if they deny they know anything, I am confident they will be released in short order. But they have to make our attackers believe they know nothing.”

“They’ll come looking for you, Blackjack,” one of his lieutenants offered.

“Let them look. This is my city. I’ve been hiding from cops and prosecutors and competitors for years. They won’t find us. I’ll bet a fifth of bourbon that they’ll give up and head back to Washington within seventy-two hours. We can get back to business then… back to the way things used to be.”

There was a quick exchange of embraces and handshakes, and then Ketchum’s men rushed to fulfill his orders. As he watched them leave, Blackjack wondered which one of them would be the first to try and take over his organization. He could see it in their eyes. They smelled weakness, sensed blood in the water, and that always made the sharks hungry.
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Monitoring the barge with his binoculars, Captain Holt wasn’t especially surprised when the sentries guarding the vessel turned and darted away. “Just like I thought,” he whispered, “thugs and criminals like to prey on the weak and defenseless, but when faced with a real challenge, they tuck their tails and run for the hills. Cowards.”

Turning to his radio operator, the infantry commander said, “Tell the lead squad to take the gangplank and hold it. No one is to step on that barge until the ordnance disposal team has a chance to check it for boobytraps. Everybody else should pursue those security people. I want to interrogate them as soon as possible.”

Nodding his understanding while adding a snappy, “Yes, sir,” the specialist began relaying the captain’s orders. After listening for a bit to make sure his wishes were being communicated, Holt turned his attention back to the fleeing ruffians. “So much for being real terrorists. These guys are just street criminals, not dedicated jihadists. Their only cause is self-improvement and ill-gotten gains. We’ll be finished here in a few hours. Might even be home for supper.”
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It took Ketchum longer than normal to gather his things and prepare to leave his glamorous high-rise. In fact, it was the only time he could recall when his two female companions were the first to be ready.

As before, Blackjack’s wounds led to his tardiness. The stabbing pain prompted him to make slow, calculated, careful movements.

Today, however, it was Jones’ racing mind that really threatened his attempt at punctuality. The neurons in his brain were firing like they were on steroids as he sought to ferret out his backstabber. Over and again he wondered which of his inner circle had betrayed him. Furthermore, how was the traitor passing along information to the authorities? Local police officers in the Big Easy didn’t exist or worked for him. The Louisiana government at the state level was a joke. The local federal footprint was restricted to a dozen Coast Guard crewmen and one officer on the Industrial Canal, and they kept to themselves.

As he thought about it, Ketchum realized that he wouldn’t know how to get a message to Washington even if he wanted to. His people used radios… walkie-talkies really, scavenged from the New Orleans Police Department. Those units, however, didn’t have enough range to cover the city proper, let alone transmit long distances. For all practical purposes, communication in the Big Easy no longer existed. There was no mail, or package delivery, or cell service. How would someone rat him out? Smoke signal? Perhaps there was a spy in his ranks? Maybe an undercover agent had infiltrated his organization, pretending to be a biker, cartel muscle, or dirty cop? 

Determining the reason why someone would turn against him required very little brain power. In the case of the cops or an FBI agent, ratting him out was their job. On the other hand, Blackjack could easily envision any one of his top aides jockeying for a chance to replace Jones at the head of the organizational chart. It is lonely, and dangerous at the top,
 he observed.

Ready to bug out, Blackjack called two of his security detail back inside his condo and motioned for them to carry out four, heavy duffel bags that constituted his luggage. “I’ll be right down,” he stated, watching the heavily armed bellhops heft his possessions.

After everyone had left the room, Ketchum then hustled for his master closet. He quickly manipulated a hidden latch that exposed an electronic keypad. Each number chirped as he punched in his secret code. A heavy thud signaled the successful combination, as the thick steel bolts disengaged.

Before the collapse, at the height of his underworld empire, Ketchum had been wise enough to invest in several legitimate businesses. One such endeavor had been a locksmith company. Aside from being a profitable venture, Jones considered it wise to keep his finger on the pulse of that industry. After all, what criminal wouldn’t want to know the who, what, when, and where of specialized home safes and high-end security systems?

Reaching inside the hidden vault, Blackjack retrieved two medium-sized bags. One was filled with cash, over $40 thousand in US currency. The other, a more recent addition to his personal stash, was brimming with gold. Everything from Rolex watches to rare coins rattled as he hefted the weighty sack.

When it was clear the police were no longer responding to burglar alarms, Ketchum and Voodoo had dispatched their henchmen to seize pharmacies, warehouses, fuel depots, and other critical locations. Once his well-armed teams were spreading out across the parishes, the two leaders had made a beeline for a local coin shop and gold buyer. Both men sensed that precious metals would eventually become the new currency of the land if society continued to slide. They had, again, been correct.

Ketchum had always planned for the day when his empire would be toppled. Originally, he had believed it would happen when law enforcement chased him out of New Orleans. There were also strong odds that a bold competitor might emerge, and of course, the always-present threat of a rebellion. Knowing he needed a contingency plan, he had purchased property in Belize years ago.

Taking his just-in-case stash out into the hallway, Ketchum verified everyone was ready. “Are the trucks here yet?”

“They just pulled up,” one of the bodyguards announced, offering to take the heavy bags from his boss.

“I got these,” Ketchum nodded, only the briefest flash of appreciation crossing his face.

They hurried down a stairwell and into the building’s covered parking area. There, they found two 4x4 pickups that were splattered with rust, mud, and at least a year’s worth of grime. The two “junkers” wouldn’t attract much attention, and definitely weren’t the type of ride typically employed by Blackjack Jones.

Standing beside the filthy wrecks lurked Grinder, Ketchum’s new second in command. He, like Voodoo, had an extensive military resume. And in his spare time, he had risen through the ranks of the famous New Orleans Headhunters Motorcycle Club. 

Nodding his approval of Grinder’s taste in bug-out buggies, Ketchum threw his sacks into the second unit and climbed into the passenger seat. “Let’s roll. We can’t be sure how much information the Army has on our operation. They may know where I live. They might be on their way here right now.”

With the lead vehicle full of his security team and Ketchum riding shotgun in the rear unit, the two-car parade raced away from the building.

Ketchum breathed easier as each city block passed. Distance was life in this situation. Within twenty minutes, the tiny convoy was winding its way through the side streets of the French Quarter.

Always leery of drones or other forms on high-tech observation, Ketchum’s men pulled into a three-story parking garage that had been constructed to host the thousands of tourists flocking to the famous metro area. There was an abundance of cover here, two floors of rebar and concrete blocking the view of any airborne spy.

Hustling to unload, Blackjack’s posse moved to a rear exit and then proceeded down a covered walkway, the awning designed to protect guests from the southern sun and occasional thunderstorms.

Ahead, a door opened as the small party approached. Quickly racing inside, Ketchum was greeted by two more of his security guards, each wielding a sub-machine gun at his chest. “We’ve swept the top floor, boss. We’ve got a generator running on the roof and have installed two window air conditioners. Everything is good to go.”

Nodding his thanks, Ketchum stepped toward the stairwell. The Royal Hotel was old, small in comparison to the national chains, family-owned, and luxurious. While only three stories in height, its Presidential Suite had hosted numerous VIPs and assorted dignitaries. Now, its top floor would serve as the new headquarters for his organization. The stronghold was defendable and plush… its location known to only a handful of his most trusted men.

Turning to one of his leggy, female companions, he pointed toward the sizable and elaborate oil paintings adorning the lobby walls. Smiling for the first time that morning, Ketchum whispered, “Things could be worse.”

They continued down a long corridor, eventually approaching a stairwell. The elevators required more electricity than portable generators could muster. The hotel’s newest guests would have to take the stairs.

More cushy comfort was under their shoes as Blackjack’s entourage entered the top floor. The hallway sported tasteful artwork, a small fountain made of marble mosaic, and ornate trim all around.

The double doors leading to Ketchum’s new digs were open, a cool breeze brushing his face as the window air conditioner fought the Gulf’s humidity. He could barely detect the hum of the generators above.

He inspected the ensuite bath, luxurious tiles and textures beckoning him to relax in comfort. The vanity’s fixtures appeared to be crafted from solid gold. The grand establishment’s complimentary silk robe still hung behind the door.

“This will work,” Ketchum stated after receiving a smiling nod from his favorite girl. “Being on the lam isn’t so bad.”  
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The detainee sitting across from Captain Holt was about the saddest excuse for a human being the officer had ever seen. Unshaven and unwashed for what smelled like years, his grimy clothing had been ripped in numerous places and appeared to be several sizes too big. His ‘guest’ wore multiple layers of mismatched shirts, probably an attempt at environment control, an adaption required while living a life void of central air conditioning or gas furnaces. In a way, the gent reminded the captain of the homeless people he had encountered before the downfall.

His skin was more than just dirty, his pores stained dark from months and months of constant exposure to filth. His hair was stringy, long, and disheveled… and at one point the captain was sure he had seen lice crawling along one of the oily strands. The man’s unkempt beard was likely the home of a second infestation.

“How old are you?” Holt demanded, somewhat surprised by his own question.

“I will be thirty-five years old in August,” the man replied.

The captain was stunned, having previously estimated the guy at middle age, at least 50 years old. Life must be tough on the streets. The Big Easy should be renamed to the Big Suck
, he thought.

“What did you do before the downfall?”

“I used to be a petroleum engineer. I was in New Orleans for a professional conference when the electricity went out. I couldn’t get back to my home to Los Angeles… the airport never reopened. There was a riot at the bus station, and my leg was broken during the violence. My belongings were stolen, and I was left for dead. I’ve been living off the streets ever since.”

As he watched the engineer devour the third MRE since his men had brought him in, Holt’s thoughts turned to those dark days right before the grid collapsed. Los Angeles had been one of three cities attacked with the terrorists’ nerve agent. More than a million souls had perished there. For a second, he wondered if the man across from him knew about the mass murder that had occurred on LA’s highways… Or if the guy’s family might have somehow survived?

Deciding not to broach the subject, the captain returned to his line of questioning. “Do you know Ketchum Jones… a.k.a. Blackjack Jones?”

“Sure, I’ve heard the name. Who hasn’t? He runs things around here,” the famished informant replied, barely chewing before swallowing another mouthful of the government-issued calories.

“Do you know where I can find him?” Holt asked in the softest tone he could manage.

Shaking his head, the vagabond responded, “No, I have no idea. I have managed to stay alive by clinging to the shadows, keeping under the radar. I see his people driving by every now and then, smoking cigarettes, flashing muscle, and hot babes on their arms. For a few months, I slept in an alley behind one of the buildings they used to sell black market liquor. The folks inside ate well and threw out tasty scraps of food every day. It was a nightly feast – until they caught me digging around in their dumpster. They kicked me around a little, threatened to shoot me, and then told me to hit the road. And Mister… that’s exactly what I did.”

Sighing, Holt leaned back in his chair. His men had found nothing but bums and homeless beggars since taking control of the barge. Blackjack’s security team had melted into the woodwork, scurrying away like a bunch of cockroaches fleeing the light.

“I will give you, or anybody else, a case of MREs for information leading to Blackjack Jones’ whereabouts,” the captain offered.

“Tempting,” the engineer replied through a mouthful of corn, his table manners having gone the way of his hygiene. “I can show you where their old hangout is, but it hasn’t been used in months. They’ve probably moved on to bigger and better accommodations. You know, they control the entire city… or what’s left of it.”

For a second, Holt considered taking the man up on his offer. The problem was, he had only two hours before sundown. His ride home would be landing at the pier in 90 minutes. He didn’t want to spend the night in New Orleans unless there was a high probability of accomplishing the remainder of his mission. Chasing criminal breadcrumbs didn’t engender a high level of confidence. Besides, every person he had interviewed so far smelled to high heaven. His nose couldn’t take much more.

Looking up at the burley trooper standing guard by the door, Holt made eye contact with the private. “Take him outside and let him go. He can keep the rest of the MRE.”

As he stood to leave the makeshift interrogation facility, Holt initially felt a sense of disappointment at not having found Ketchum Jones. “We’re not a police force,” the officer mumbled, trying to justify his lack of results. “We achieved the primary objective,” he continued, wondering for a moment if the tugboat from Baton Rouge had arrived to tow off their confiscated bounty of fuel.

“We’re not miracle workers either; we’re combat troops,” he continued, grunting to no one. “Four rifle squads can’t be expected to execute a dragnet over a city this size. The assignment was unrealistic.”

Shaking it off, Captain Holt left the warehouse and motioned to his radioman. “Tell everyone to rally back at the wharf. Our birds will be arriving soon, and I don’t want anybody getting lost in this god-forsaken place.”

Chapter 3

Bishop spotted the dust trail long before he laid eyes on the Humvee rolling down the ranch’s dirt lane. “That would be Nick,” he whispered, saying a silent prayer that his friend was bringing good news.

His focus shot to the box canyon below, zeroing in on his wife. Terri was down there, standing next to their contractor, a set of blueprints spread over the hood of a pickup. They were surrounded by an army of tradesmen, the sounds of hammering, sawing, and machinery filling his ears. The foundation had been finished yesterday. He had climbed to his current perch to get a bird’s-eye view of the layout of his future home.

Wanting to be there when Nick arrived, Bishop rushed toward the path that would lead him off the ridge.

He reached the canyon’s floor just as Nick’s ride pulled in beside the fleet of pickups belonging to the workers. As soon as he made eye contact with his friend, Bishop knew Nick didn’t have anything good to say.

The bulky bandage still covering Nick’s ear and the constant hammering made conversation tough. “Even though they confiscated a barge full of gasoline, they still didn’t manage to capture Mr. Jones,” Nick reported against the background of the construction’s racket.

A quick glance proved that Terri was still unaware of his buddy’s arrival. Bishop leaned in close to get a private, detailed report, “Any new intelligence on Blackjack? Any word on whether or not the asshole is still alive?” 

Half hearing and half lip reading, Nick processed the question before responding. “According to the report I received about an hour ago, there were men guarding the barge, but they vanished in thin air when the military rolled in. They interviewed five different people found in the area, but no one would admit to having seen Ketchum Jones in a long time, nor did anyone seem to know his whereabouts.”

Gazing off toward the horizon in disappointment, Bishop seemed lost in thought. Finally, he announced, “Okay. Thanks. I’ll tell Terri. She’s not going to take this well.”

“How is she doing?” Nick asked, subconsciously rubbing his ever-throbbing earlobe.

“She’s okay; just a little jumpy is all. This isn’t the news she wanted to hear, but she’ll be fine. I’ll let her know what happened in New Orleans.”

“I’ll go with you,” Nick offered and then with a sly smile, added, “if she’s not armed, that is.”

Grunting, Bishop motioned for his friend to come along, mumbling, “Trouble likes company.”

Sensing their approach, Terri held up a hand to subdue the contractor’s explanation for why he couldn’t adjust the configuration of the kitchen island. Turning, she knew in an instant that Nick wasn’t there to deliver the type of message she would welcome. “You didn’t find Ketchum Jones,” she blurted out without a greeting.

Before anyone could respond, Terri staggered as if her legs were giving out. Only the pickup’s bumper saved her from falling. Rushing to her side, Bishop and Nick nearly knocked each other over trying to help.

Terri’s eyes still held her question, begging for confirmation. Both men shook their heads no, her husband quickly adding, “No one in New Orleans has seen Ketchum since the confrontation in Forest Mist. I still think he’s dead.”

Studying her face, Nick watched as a parade of emotions rushed behind Terri’s eyes. He noted fear, terror, frustration, and then withdrawal. The odd spectacle passed in seconds, and then she regrouped. 

Steadying herself and shaking free of the two rescuers, her voice changed to a controlled monotone. “And his threat to burn down the Great Piney Woods?”

“Well, the Army has confiscated his barge of gasoline. Our people in East Texas are still on alert, but I’m fairly convinced that the threat has passed,” Nick answered.

At first, Bishop thought his wife’s inquiry was a positive sign. His mate was worried about the Alliance. That was the old Terri shining through. She was still in there.

His hopes were quickly dashed, however, by her next statement. “So that means the hunt for Ketchum Jones is over. That animal is still going to be walking around, free to put other people through hell, just like he did to me… err… Forest Mist.”

“We don’t know that he’s still alive, Terri. In fact, all the evidence points to the contrary. We’ve gone through this a dozen times, sweetie,” Bishop offered.

“He’s alive,” she replied, her eyes burning hot with hatred. “I know he is.”

“He won’t make it far if he decides to come back to the Lone Star Nation,” Nick offered. “Sheriff Watts and the military are on the lookout. He wouldn’t dare step foot in the Alliance.”

Shaking her head, Terri’s voice was barely a whisper, “I wish I could believe that. Now, if you two gentlemen don’t mind, I’ve got a house to build. Thanks for coming out personally, Nick. Give Diana my love.”

The two men didn’t want to leave, but Terri was announcing loud and clear that the conversation was over. Without a second glance, she turned and motioned the bewildered contractor back to the blueprints.

Once back at the Humvee, Nick asked, “I’ve read your report and interviewed both you and Terri. Did something happen there that I’m not privy to? Did you guys leave anything out?”

Meeting his friend’s gaze, Bishop tone became defensive, “Not that I know of. Let’s see… she survived a hellish firefight, suffered a concussion, was held captive, got the shit kicked out of her at least once and probably received a second concussion during another beating. Throughout it all, she was threatened with spending the rest of her life as a sex toy for a couple dozen dirty bikers. After all that, she fought like a wildcat in a second force-on-force engagement, thought at one point that I was dead, and then cared for the wounded like Florence Nightingale. That’s a full day’s work by anybody’s measure. I don’t care if you’re a fucking Green Beret or a Navy SEAL… that’s earning your pay.”

Nick, realizing his friend had taken the question the wrong way, held up his hands to calm Bishop. “Easy, brother. That’s not what where I was going. Given her recent itinerary, any of us
 would be licking our wounds, both mental and physical. Still, she seems fixated on Ketchum Jones. It’s like he is the focus of her being or something. I asked the question because I’m worried about her. We’ve both seen your wife campaign through hell and then take a second tour just to make sure she didn’t miss any of the hot spots. She’s been through shit that would make a normal person cower and mumble, and all the while, regardless of the pain, trauma, and stress, it rolled off her like water on a duck’s back. Yet, I’ve never seen Terri hold a grudge. I’ve never seen a hint of the revenge in her eyes like I just witnessed. Hell, Bishop, she damn near killed me the other night just because Blackjack Jones and I are about the same build. What happens the next time she encounters a large stranger in the dark?”

Bishop’s shoulders sagged, his friend’s words hitting a sore spot that had troubled him since before the episode in the alley. “I know,” he exhaled. “I’ve been keeping her out here at the ranch as much as possible, hoping that she would improve without my having to worry about the answer to that question. I don’t know what to do except give her time, love, and support.”

“I’ve been told that time heals,” Nick nodded. Then throwing a troubled glance back at Terri, he turned to his friend and soberly announced, “I just hope she has enough of that time, my friend.”
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Despite being safe and comfortable at the Royal Hotel, Ketchum was a bundle of nervous energy.

Being hunted by Uncle Sam’s Army was enough to make any man jittery, and Blackjack was no exception. That development, combined with tedium, pain from his injuries, and a deep foreboding about the future, had Ketchum in a foul, unapproachable mood.

When word arrived that the military was towing away the barge of gasoline, the members of Blackjack’s entourage braced for impact. A thunderstorm had been brewing inside the boss’s head since the helicopters had arrived. They all prepared for the whirlwind of rage that was sure to follow.

On the black market, refined fuel was going for over $15 a gallon along the Gulf coast. The barge, with its tons of liquid gold, had been Ketchum’s Fort Knox. Everybody from Beaumont to Gulfport had heard rumors of its existence. Possessing such an asset had provided Blackjack’s organization with a higher level of legitimacy since the downfall. Now, right when he needed it most, that resource had been spirited away. It was another body blow, inflicting as much, if not more, damage than the defeat at Forest Mist.

After the bad news had been delivered, Ketchum merely continued pacing the floor. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity of silence, he turned and faced the messenger. “Where are they taking the gasoline?”

Grinder delivered the response with sweat on his brow and a knot in his stomach. “Um… uh… one of the bums down by the dock said that it was being taken upriver, to Baton Rouge, but we have no way of knowing how reliable that information is,” he stammered.

Instead of losing his famous temper, Ketchum remained calm and thoughtful. “That makes sense,” he nodded, his eyes returning to stare out the window. “Tell the men that we’ll get it back, and this time, we’ll hide it someplace where no one will never find it. Instruct everyone to remain out of sight for another day, and then we’ll have a management meeting at the usual place the day after.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll make sure everybody gets the word,” the relieved Grinder stated before backing quickly out of the room.

After the subordinate had left, Ketchum turned to one of his ladies and smiled for the first time in days. “Throughout history, great leaders have always managed to turn defeat into victory… have somehow managed to go on the offense when it looked like the fight was lost. That’s just what I’m going to do.”
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The three SUVs arrived in Baton Rouge over a two-hour period, Blackjack wary of keeping his eggs all in the same security basket. The first vehicle rolled in just an hour after sundown, carrying four of his best shooters. Their primary objective was to verify and establish a safe base of operations.

The chosen facility was an abandoned storehouse. One of Ketchum’s lieutenants had grown up in the area and claimed that the old structure was within walking distance of the location where the United State Army had docked the confiscated barge. “We used to play there as kids,” the subordinate stated. “I used to sneak into the port and steal stuff off the piers all the time.”

The second SUV contained more heavily armed troops, as well as the most experienced towboat captain that Blackjack could find. The old Cajun had gladly agreed to participate, Ketchum offering the old sea dog more food, money, and rum than he had seen since the collapse.

Finally, Blackjack had arrived with his security detail, and the operation was initiated a few minutes later.

The first order of business was to scout the pier and determine exactly how many men were guarding the precious cargo of fuel.

Lowering his binoculars, Ketchum Jones was impressed. For twenty minutes he had been scanning the area surrounding the target. There were at least a dozen uniformed soldiers at the wharf, all armed with carbines and seemingly alert.

In addition to the security detail, a variety of dock workers hustled here and there. Blackjack spied three tanker trucks parked nearby, waiting as the longshoremen readied a hose and pump. He could hear the background hum of a generator, and he could see a portable bank of lights being used to illuminate the ongoing effort. “They're getting ready to pump the gasoline out of the barge,” Ketchum informed the group of anxious men behind him. “We got here just in time. They’re just about ready to start filling the first truck.”

There was more good news.

As he carefully scanned up and down the river, Ketchum didn’t spot any other activity. The place was dark and empty, only a few corroded freighters tied to the bollards, those vessels looking like they hadn’t been put to sea in years.

As he had been mentally outlining his hastily created plan, one of Blackjack’s primary concerns had been pulling off their heist amid a busy, working port. Ketchum had been worried about crane operators, bustling forklifts and endless parades of trucks moving freight.

The highly advertised recovery, it seemed, had not taken hold, even in the state capital. At least not here along the river.

The Port of Greater Baton Rouge had been the ninth busiest in the United States before the collapse. Located at the intersection of the Mississippi River and the Intercoastal Waterway, it had been a critical artery of freight and commerce for the Gulf coast region since the time when paddlewheel steamers plied up and down the Big Muddy.

The capital city of Louisiana had been a logical choice to base critical military and civilian assets once the recovery had begun. While New Orleans had boasted a significantly larger population and economic footprint before the downfall, Baton Rouge had been the original hub of federal and state agencies.

There had been some debate regarding where to locate the new provincial government. New Orleans had been immediately dismissed, mainly because of the threat of flooding from tropical storms. The city had never fully recovered from Katrina, and without the numerous electrically powered pumps designed to keep the streets from being inundated, the area was considered too vulnerable for a government stronghold.

Another rationale for snubbing the Big Easy was her scarcity of population. Most major American cities had lost over half of their citizenry during the downfall, either by the mass exodus of their residents to rural areas or due to post-apocalypse causalities. The blistering, southern metropolitan areas had suffered even greater losses.

Widespread disease, scorching heat, and unimpeded humidity played a central role in the decline of Dixie. Without air conditioning, many modern homes and apartments were uninhabitable during the dog days of summer. Mosquito populations exploded, carrying sickness and making life miserable for those who waited in the asphalt jungle hoping for life to return to normal.

Then there was the demographic composition of the Deep South. For decades, many urban areas below the Mason-Dixon line had seen their communities swell with “snowbirds,” or retiring Yankees who wanted to spend their remaining years baking in the warmth of the sun. As the percentage of the residents over 50 years of age expanded significantly, the transplants skewed the dynamics of the population mix. Ultimately, that migration created a burgeoning segment of the populace that had no tolerance for sweltering temperatures, were more susceptible to sickness, and were far more dependent on medical care to remain healthy. The collapse of society had been brutal on everyone everywhere, but Dixie’s silver-haired citizens had suffered sky-high mortality rates.  

New Orleans had experienced an even greater decline than many of her southern neighbors. Given that most of the city was below sea level, droves of citizens evacuated as soon as it became apparent that the lights weren’t going to come back on for a very, very long time. The memory of Hurricane Katrina’s devastation was still fresh in the minds of Louisiana’s communities. Hunger was one thing, drowning was another.

No, supporting the governmental infrastructure already present in Baton Rouge made the most sense for those, and other reasons. The new governor had summed it up best, stating, “The people who know how to get things done are already here.”

While remnants of the former administration’s personnel might have still resided in the area, recovery efforts were severely handicapped by an overall lack of assets, organization, and motivation. Like any military unit suffering a high percentage of causalities, the state government machine of Louisiana quickly proved to be combat ineffective. 

Washington’s focus was on the Eastern Seaboard, the limited resources of the federal government concentrated on the major metropolitan centers from Baltimore to Boston. Over thirty percent of the United States population lived in the region, the major cities home to a significant portion of the country’s financial, educational, and manufacturing assets.

In addition to the Atlantic coast, the feds had invested heavily in America’s breadbasket. They had millions of mouths to feed, and jumpstarting the agricultural effort based in the heartland was the obvious solution.

Those circumstances left the Deep South at the bottom of the list of priorities, and Louisiana was no exception. The plan was to make sure the original thirteen colonies received top priority, and then the recovery would naturally move west like it had in the late 1700s.

Just like those early days of North American expansion, the south and west were often left to their own devices. That led to a slower recovery, lawlessness, and a sense of abandonment by most of those who remained in those regions. Ketchum Jones had established his empire in just such a vacuum. If not for the limited federal presence in Baton Rouge, that city would have likely suffered the same fate as New Orleans. Other than the nuclear power plants and the Mississippi River, Washington had little interest in the Pelican State.

Motioning his men to follow, Ketchum led his unit back to the warehouse with renewed confidence. Gathering around a dusty, old conference table, he unfolded a map of Baton Rouge and began to issue instructions. Less than an hour passed before everyone was nodding enthusiastically. Blackjack Jones, accompanied by his infamous tactical genius, was back.

Two henchmen and the boat captain departed first, taking one of the SUVs south along the river road. Their objective was a towboat tied there, a vessel large enough to easily handle the gross tonnage of the barge and its thousands of gallons of gasoline. Their assignment was to commandeer the powerful craft and set sail for the larger ship. Jones nicknamed their unit the “Pirates,” since their antics were reminiscent of Jean Lafitte and Blackbeard himself.

Two more of the New Orleans gang departed next, making their way toward the wharf. They were the “Trojans,” assigned to steal hardhats that matched the dock workers’ attire and blend in.

Ketchum, along with his remaining henchmen, slipped into the night to take up their respective positions.

Thirty-five minutes passed before the earbud from Blackjack’s police radio crackled in his ear. “Pirates successful. Tow secured and waiting.”

Raising his binoculars, Blackjack began watching the activity at the pier. The longshoremen had managed to get the pump working. They were now filling one of the tanker trucks. “Perfect,” he whispered. “Now for the Trojan horse.”

Two new dock workers appeared a few minutes later, Ketchum recognizing the slight limp of one of his men. With an evil smirk, the crime boss watched them slowly work their way around to the river side of the waiting tankers.

From his vantage, Blackjack knew he wouldn’t be able to see the hand grenade. He eagerly waited, vigilantly watching for the signal that would accompany his strategy’s next step, knowing that the results of the slight explosive device would set the stage for one helluva chaotic show.

Pulling the pin, one of Ketchum’s boys rolled the fragmentation grenade under the tanker being filled with fuel and then ran like hell.

A few seconds later, a dull whump echoed along the river, followed a nanosecond later by a thunderous detonation as hot shrapnel shredded the underbelly of the barge and ignited the gas vapors inside.

Blackjack watched with glee as the expanding ball of orange and red fire engulfed the truck. A mischievous grin spread across his face when he spotted several men who had been bowled over, flung to the ground by the blast wave of blistering hot, compressed air.

“Go! Go! Go!” Ketchum shouted, ordering his men to hurry and initiate the next phase of the plan.

The massive barge was secured to the dock by three lines, each as thick as a man’s calf. The Trojans’ next step was to lift one of those substantial ropes free of the bollard.

As his squad scurried onto the wharf, Ketchum could hear men screaming. Someone was shouting orders, other voices crying out for help. Human shapes rushed toward the injured workers, the flames of the still-burning tanker throwing distorted shadows over the entire area.

Blackjack’s men charged directly into what could only be described as pure bedlam. Each of them had a specific objective. Two of his shooters broke off, making for the another of the dock lines. A few steps later another pair peeled away, racing toward the final rope keeping the barge tied to the pier.

With his remaining men still jogging at his side, Ketchum darted for the gangplank. The metal footbridge was already bending, unable to withstand the strain as the river’s current began pulling on the unsecured barge.

No one on shore seemed to notice the new arrivals, the soldiers and dock workers busy trying to help their wounded comrades and fight the fire.

It was all over in less than 90 seconds, the last of Blackjack’s men having hurried up the gangplank just before it finally surrendered and dropped into the dark water below.

A minute later, as the barge drifted away from the pier, Ketchum worried that he had miscalculated. Rather than the current pulling the massive container out into the river, the vessel slammed into the concrete wall of the pier. The sound of screeching metal filled the air as the Mississippi’s flow pushed her into the unyielding wharf, shredding the black rubber tires hanging over the side of the structure.

“Are we going to get pushed into the mud?” one of his men shouted from the aft section.

Again, the deck shook as the barge bounced off another section of the wharf. Frowning, Blackjack knew that if they ran aground, it would all be over. Either they would have to jump off and risk the river’s flow or wait until Army reinforcements arrived and picked them off.

Relief flooded the raiders as the barge began to pick up speed, one end of the unpowered hull swinging out toward deeper water. Blackjack, all the while, kept his eyes on the passing shoreline, trying to judge the distance and measure their progress.

Five minutes after their departure, Ketchum knew he had pulled it off. The vessel’s original pier was smaller now, the distance reducing the still-panicked men to the size of insects. He could see flashing, emergency lights traveling along the shoreline, no doubt some sort of law enforcement or military force rushing toward the tumultuous scene.

Ten minutes later, and nearly two miles downriver, a brilliant spotlight illuminated the drifting barge. Ketchum’s earbud again sounded with a familiar voice, “We gotcha, boss. Send a couple of the guys forward to catch our dock lines.”

Out of the darkness appeared the Pirates’ pilfered towboat, the rumble of its massive diesel engines reassuring to the men aboard the barge. Before long, two thick ropes soared through the air, each landing on the barge’s deck with a resounding thud.

Ketchum watched as his men hustled to secure the barge to the towboat. All the while, the two vessels were floating downriver, making their getaway from Baton Rouge.

He didn’t know how long it would be before somebody came looking for the missing barge. As far as he knew, no one had noticed his men. Would they assume the explosion was an accident?

It seemed like an eternity before they were finally underway, gliding south down the Mississippi toward New Orleans. The old Cajun was skilled, keeping them in the center of the river’s ever-changing channel. He knew what was on the line if they ran aground and were captured.

As Ketchum watched the dark shoreline pass, he couldn’t help but congratulate himself. While the value of the gasoline under his boots was considerable, what was more important was his reputation. His men would spread the word of their victory throughout New Orleans. Blackjack had outsmarted Uncle Sam’s Army. He had hijacked not only a fortune in fuel, but he had acquired an expensive towboat as well. They hadn’t suffered a single causality. It was a raid worthy of legend, a robbery on the scale of the famous Antwerp Diamond Heist, or the lucrative Gardner Museum theft.

The sun was just threatening to rise when the tow’s robust diesels changed their pitch. Ketchum, still basking in his glory, was forced to focus on the here and now.

Ahead, the barge began to turn to the east, the towboat’s captain applying power to the vessel’s massive propellers as they changed course. On the far shore, Blackjack spied a slight opening in the wall of dark vegetation lining the river’s edge. A few moments later, and they were pointed directly at the bank. 

New Orleans wasn’t their destination. Ketchum’s captain claimed to know of a few side channels and seldom-used inlets, where in the past, he had waited out a storm or heavy traffic on the river. There was supposed to be a canopy of thick vegetation over this specific spot, enough to obscure the barge from the meddlesome helicopters he expected would be sent to track down the missing gasoline.

Just as Jones was sure they were going to slam into the shoreline, the tow’s motors screamed with a surge of power and the barge began to pivot. Water boiled up from the tug’s stern as the enormous propellers worked to bend the river to their will. With only a few feet to spare on either side, Blackjack watched in amazement as the mariner maneuvered them into what appeared to be a bayou or draw.

For another six minutes, they pushed further into the secondary waterway, the canopy of trees overhead completely blocking out the new sun in the east. Finally, after a few hair-raising brushes with the bank, the tow stopped pushing. “We can’t go any deeper,” the captain announced. “I’ve been shoving the barge along the bottom for the last half mile. Please ask your men to tie her off to the biggest trees they can find.”

Again, the deck was bustling with activity as Ketchum’s pirate band secured lines to both the tow and the barge. “In about a month, the river’s depth will start dropping,” the Cajun reported. “If it gets too low, we won’t be able to get out of here until next spring. You’ll have to move her before then.”

Nodding his understanding, Blackjack replied, “We’ll wait a few weeks until the heat is off and then take her to a spot where we can unload the fuel without prying government eyes.”

It took almost two hours before the drivers Ketchum left in Baton Rouge arrived at the remote location. Even then, the pirates had to hike nearly an hour before they arrived at the nearest paved road. By the time the sun was high in the sky, Blackjack’s victorious crew was rolling south toward New Orleans.

Chapter 4

Captain Holt stood at the pier, his eyes taking in every detail of the pandemonium Blackjack’s gang had unleashed.

Shaking his head, the officer pointed to the dark, greasy outline staining the surface of the concrete apron. “That’s how far the fire spread before burning itself out,” he stated to a hovering sergeant.

“Yes, sir,” the NCO nodded, wondering where his commander was going with this line of thinking.

“Your men stated that there were three dock lines securing the barge?”

Again, the sergeant indicated the affirmative with his head and throat. “Yes, sir.”

Motioning his subordinate to follow, Holt executed a short march along the water’s edge, not stopping until he reached the next bollard. Pointing, he stated, “The gasoline fire didn’t reach this far south. There’s no way the barge’s dock lines were consumed by the inferno. Somebody must have either cut or thrown off the ropes.”

For the first time since his captain had arrived, the sergeant was surprised. “You’re saying someone stole a fuel barge? From right under our noses?”

Before Holt could answer, a first responder jogged up to the soldiers, the letters on his heavy, smoke-stained coat advertising that he was a fire marshal.

Holding out a flattened palm, the local official showed Holt several fragments of blackened, charred metal. “Do you recognize these, Captain?”

Frowning, Holt reached for the largest piece of scrap. “No? Should I?”

Pointing to the fragmentation grenade attached to the sergeant’s load vest, the local inspector explained, “These are pieces of a casing. I found them under the burned-out tanker. Somebody lobbed a little party favor under the truck to set the fire. This was no accident. It was arson.”

Briefly, Holt’s eyes grew wide at the implication. Had one of his men deliberately started the blaze? Had there been a plot to steal the gasoline? Were their criminals in his unit?

The sergeant, however, put Holt’s fears to rest. “Sir, we didn’t issue fragmentation devices to the men stationed here last night. I didn’t consider the threat level high enough to warrant anything more than small arms.”

“Could one of the men have smuggled in a grenade, Sergeant?”

“I suppose anything is possible, sir, but I doubt it. We only deployed with one case, and I’d bet my next paycheck that all of ours are present and accounted for, sir.”

Before Holt could speculate further, the sound of a helicopter interrupted the conversation. All three men looked to the south, watching as an Army Black Hawk made its approach and then landed on the pier.

One of the lieutenants assigned to Holt’s command jumped out of the bird and hustled toward his commander. “No sign of the barge, sir. According to the information provided by the port’s manager, there is no way it could have drifted more than sixty miles downriver. We flew almost eighty miles south and didn’t see any sign of it.”

“I don’t think it was adrift,” Holt stated with a scowl. “I think it was stolen.”
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Pulling the tiny nightshirt over Hunter’s head, Terri cooed, “Put your arms in the right holes… there you go… now we’re all ready to go nighty night.”  

“Read me a story, please,” the tiny voice begged. “The one with the dinosaurs, Mom!”

“Okay,” Terri replied, hefting her son off the bathroom counter and snuggling him close. “But just one story tonight.”

“Ohhh,” Hunter protested.

Carrying her son into his bedroom, Terri flipped on the light and scanned the interior before entering. Hunter was cradled in one arm, her free hand resting on the butt of the pistol inside her belt.

“There are no monsters in here, Mommy,” the perceptive child advised. “It’s safe!”

“From the mouth of babes,” Terri mumbled, stepping to deposit her son on his bed and then watching as he scrambled under the covers.

As she turned to a stack of colorful books residing on the nightstand, the whine of a car engine sounded from the street. Again, her hand moved to the 9-millimeter’s grip.

Terri inhaled sharply when the motor’s noise suddenly ceased. Someone had just pulled up in front of her house and turned off their engine. It was too early for Bishop to be home from work at Pete’s. Her heart began to hammer in her ears. “Get in the closet! Hurry!” she hissed at the now-confused Hunter. “Go on! Just like we practiced!”

Drawing her weapon, Terri watched as a wide-eyed Hunter did as he was told. There was something in his mother’s voice that told him this was no drill.

After watching Hunter enter the dark closet and close the door, she repeated her previous instructions. “Not a sound, young man. Don’t answer to anyone but me or your father. Understood?”

“But it’s dark in here,” Hunter weakly responded. “I’m scared, Mommy.”

“You be brave, just like your dad, okay? I’ll be back in just a minute, and I’ll read you two books. Is that a deal?”

“Okay,” the dejected youth replied.

Closing the closet door, Terri switched off the light and then hurried out of the bedroom, quickly slinking toward the living area. Images of Nick lying on the ground and bleeding flashed through her mind, but only for a second. There was no reason for anyone to be at her home at this hour. No good
 reason.

Ducking behind the couch, Terri faced the front door and covered the entrance with her pistol. While the thin material and padding of the furniture wouldn’t stop bullets, Bishop had been the one who had pointed out the tactical advantage of that exact spot.

Her position was the only place in the house that afforded a view of both entrances, the backdoor clearly visible through the kitchen, the main threshold less than ten feet away. Unless Ketchum Jones crawled in through a window, she would kill him before he could get inside.

She heard footsteps outside; then an outline of a man appeared through the thin drapes covering the main entrance’s glass. Somebody… a man… stepped onto the porch.

“Miss Terri? It’s Butter,” called out a voice. “Hello? Miss Terri? It’s me, Butter!”

All that Terri could hear was Ketchum Jones’ gravelly voice. The shape outside, silhouetted by the porch light, was a large, broad-shouldered man. She cocked the pistol. The intruder was now at the door.

“Miss Terri, you okay?” Butter called out, warning of his approach, followed by a polite knock. “Hello? Anyone home?”

Again, Terri could only hear her nemesis. The nightmare was coming true. He was here, in Alpha, at her home. He wanted his revenge.

From the edge of her vision, something moved. It was inside the house! Blackjack had sent another man inside while he distracted her!

The front post of her weapon moved, a smooth, practiced motion to cover the man inside. Her finger tightened on the trigger, ready to execute the intruder.

“Butter!” squealed Hunter’s excited voice as he darted from the shadows, scurrying for the front door.

At the last instant, Terri pulled her weapon high. She wanted to scream at her son, wanted to scold the child for leaving his assigned hiding spot. Turmoil, anger, fear, and regret boiled inside her tortured mind as she realized what had just transpired.

As Hunter managed the front door, Terri collapsed behind the couch, her mind on overload, unable to process the fact that she had almost killed her son and one of her dearest friends.

Her pistol hit the floor with a clunk a moment before her head joined the weapon on the hardwood. The world went dark.
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It was a slow night at Pete’s. Sitting at his usual perch, Bishop pretended to laugh at Harry’s jokes while he sipped his coffee. He had heard them all before, at least twice. Lord, please send in another customer before he tells me the one about the farmer’s daughter… again… for the fourth time
, he silently pined.

Sure enough, the prayer was answered.

A brawny fellow appeared in Pete’s doorway, his shoulders so wide he had to turn sideways to gain entry. Bishop, piqued by both the heavenly intervention, and the sheer girth of the customer, watched closely as the gent stepped inside.

The new arrival was well dressed, sported a high and tight buzz cut, no neck, and yet was extremely light on his feet. There was something familiar about the guy.

Before Bishop or Harry could announce the standard greeting, the muscular man silently scanned the bar’s interior, pivoted abruptly, pushed open the door, and stepped back outside. All without a word.

“I know him from somewhere,” Bishop started to inform the bartender as he slid from his stool. “Where have I seen that guy?”

Before Harry could respond, Pete’s door opened again, this time admitting an even beefier customer. “Hey, Bishop!” sounded Nick’s voice booming through the threshold. “How ya doing?”

Surprised at his friend’s appearance, a broad grin spread across Bishop’s face. “Well, hell’s bells… look what the cat drug in,” he replied.

As the two men hugged, Mr. No Neck reappeared, taking up a position beside the door.

Noticing Bishop’s eyes, Nick explained, “You remember Moose, don’t you?”

Nodding as he put the name to a face, Bishop responded, “Now I do. He’s the runt of your security detail.”

It then occurred to Bishop that Nick wouldn’t have bothered bringing along a hired gun if something wasn’t wrong. “What brings you to Meraton, my friend? I’m sure you haven’t graced our humble abode just because you’re thirsty.”

Shaking his head with a knowing smirk, Nick answered, “You’re right. I’m here on business. Let’s have a seat at the table in the corner. I have news.”

“Need anything to wet your whistle?” Harry offered from behind the bar as the two men sauntered toward the empty table.

“Coffee, please,” Nick smiled. “And could you get a cup for Moose? I don’t want him drifting off over there.”

After Harry had delivered two steaming cups of java, Nick got right down to business. “An hour ago, we received a communication from Washington. It seems that someone has hijacked Blackjack’s barge of gasoline… the one the Army had just seized in New Orleans. From the sound of it, the culprits pulled off a pretty sophisticated heist.”

It didn’t take Bishop long to put two and two together. “So, Ketchum is still alive. Terri’s been right all along,” he stated in a low voice.

“We don’t know that,” Nick countered. “That fuel was extremely valuable. It was a sweet prize, just sitting there at the dock. There could have been any number of criminal elements that couldn’t resist the temptation.”

“Bullshit,” Bishop snapped. “You and I both know who is behind this. Like I said in my report, Ketchum is ex-military, and so were a lot of his people. I wasn’t dealing with common street thugs in Forest Mist. Those guys were pretty damned good.”

After Nick shared additional details about the theft, Bishop was even more convinced. “That op in Baton Rouge had Blackjack’s signature stamped all over it. Grim and I saw hand grenades at the furniture factory when we rescued Terri. It had to be him.”

Finally conceding his friend’s points, Nick replied, “Personally, I happen to agree with you. That’s why I sent Butter to your house to stay with Terri and Hunter. I brought Moose along to watch the bar while you and I went back to Alpha and broke the news to her.”

“You did what?” Bishop responded, his eyes widening in shock.

“I sent Butter to your house in Alpha. I thought he and Terri were best buds?”

“Oh shit,” Bishop snapped, rising from his chair so quickly it almost tipped over.

Puzzled by his friend’s reaction, Nick stood up as well. “What? Did I do something wrong?”

“She’ll shoot him, Nick,” Bishop whispered. “She’s as nervous as a virgin at a prison rodeo.”

“I told Hunter to be careful… told him to make sure Terri knew it was him coming to the door,” Nick pleaded, now following Bishop toward the bar exit.

“Harry,” the vice-president of security barked as he rushed past the puzzled bartender, “I’ve got an emergency. Moose will stay and keep you company.”

With Nick hot on his heels, Bishop rushed to his pickup and rammed the keys in the ignition. The back wheels were throwing gravel before Nick managed to get both legs inside.

“I thought you said she was doing better?” the big man mumbled, his tone now laden with concern.

“I lied,” Bishop retorted. “She’s been going downhill, not getting better. I was trying to protect… I didn’t want people treating her any differently. God help me… I hope she hasn’t killed Butter.”

Chapter 5

There was metal in Terri’s mouth, a bitter, harsh taste of iron or steel.

Blinking away the mental cloudiness, her mind recovered in an instant. Inhaling with a start, she tried to sit and regroup at the same moment.

Her first vision was Hunter’s concerned face, hovering over her own. Beyond her son, Butter’s worried expression came into focus.

“What? What happened?” she croaked, a freight train now roaring in her ears.

“I think you fainted,” Butter responded, placing one of his massive hands under her head to act as a pillow. “I heard you fall… heard Hunter yell… and busted in the front door. Mr. Nick ordered me to come by and check on you both. Are you okay?”

Her friend’s explanation brought a flood of memories back to Terri, the recollection of her pistol’s sight centering on her own son causing her eyes to flutter in distress.

For a second, Butter thought his patient was going to pass out again. Terri’s breathing became labored, her neck throbbing from her racing heartbeat. “What’s wrong?” he asked in a gentle voice. “Are you okay?”

Visions of a bullet tearing into Hunter’s tiny body swirled through Terri’s mind. She could see her son’s flesh being shredded in slow motion, his face shrouded with horror and agony. Her imagination conjured up his fall. She rushed to his side, the dying boy’s expression fixed in shock. “Why, Mommy?” his weak voice asked as the life drained from his eyes.

She shook her head, trying to clear the nightmarish movie that was playing in her brain. It wouldn’t stop.

Faster and faster, the dreadful images repeated, Terri’s internal voice screaming for them to leave her alone. On the third loop, she began to vocalize the commands, screaming, “Stop! Please, stop! No! No more!”

Butter was there, pulling her close, trying to counter her reaction. His friend, the woman in his arms, had always been the bastion of stability and calm. She was the bravest person he had ever met. He didn’t know what to do… struggled to comprehend the conflict that raged inside of her head.

“It’s okay! It’s okay!” Butter kept repeating, wondering if she was sleepwalking, or having a hallucination due to medication. As Terri’s limbs began to jerk and shudder, the big man began to feel a panic of his own.

Then, as suddenly as the episode had started, the erratic movements stopped, Terri’s limp body slumping in his arms. He quickly checked for a pulse, then leaned in toward her head to listen to her labored breathing. It was then that he realized that his own heart was racing, adrenaline pumping through his body. Nothing about what he had seen since his arrival made any sense, but one thing was for certain. His friend needed prompt medical attention. “Don’t you worry, Miss Terri,” he reassured her, “I am going to find you some help.” Butter slipped his hand underneath her head, effortlessly scooped her from the floor and stood. He was evaluating his options for emergency care when a sound interrupted his thought process.

“Is my mommy okay?” a weak voice whimpered from below. 


Hunter.
 In the confusion Butter had not considered the child. He knew he couldn’t leave the toddler here alone. It was late. Yet trekking through the streets of Alpha with an unconscious woman and a small boy didn’t seem wise. How would he get in touch with the local physician anyway? The doctor’s office was closed. Should he try and signal a deputy? Fire some shots into the air? Stay put and take care of Miss Terri? There didn’t seem to be a right answer. Terri wasn’t wounded as far as he could tell, his skills as a combat medic worthless. He had never felt so frustrated and helpless.

Finally, after careful deliberation, he decided the first step was to make Terri more comfortable. Her breath was now coming with a more regular rhythm. There was no blood flow he needed to stop. “Come on,” he said to the wide-eyed boy at his leg. “Your mom is just tired, little buddy. Let’s take her to bed.”

“We can read her a dinosaur story,” Hunter offered in a sweet voice. “That always makes me feel better.”
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With the pickup’s speedometer pegged at over 90 miles per hour, the desert between Meraton and Alpha passed quickly. While Nick fully understood the urgency in his friend’s driving, he was also thankful Bishop’s eyes never left the road.

“Does Butter know Blackjack is still alive?” Bishop asked.

“Yes, he does, but I told him to keep the news to himself until we arrived,” Nick answered. Then, in a more reconciling tone, he added, “Seriously, I thought she was doing better?”

“She is not,” Bishop stated bluntly. “Her paranoia is growing, and I have no clue what to do for her. It’s not like there are support groups or shrinks that specialize in post-traumatic stress. What in the hell are people with mental health issues supposed to do these days? I am not aware of any therapist for this sort of thing anywhere in this territory… and even if there were a specialist back east in one of the big cities, how would I find one?”

“We’re having the same issue in the military,” Nick nodded. “As a matter of fact, it is a problem in all walks of life. Most of our survivors experienced atrocious events during the collapse, and as time goes by, many of them are having trouble dealing with what happened.”

Bishop thought back to the nurse he and his neighbors had found in Houston right as everything was going to hell. Her husband had been executed; her child shot while sitting in its car seat. She had been brutally raped and then left to die alongside the road. How had she fared? Her body would have likely healed, but what about her mind?

Shaking his head to clear the gruesome images, Bishop’s thoughts returned to his current dilemma. “What is the Alliance going to do about Blackjack?”

“There’s not much we can do,” Nick shrugged. “And I think your former boss would give you the same answer… there’s not much the United States government can do either.”

“There’s no law enforcement in Louisiana? None?” Bishop snapped, his voice bordering on incredulous.

Nick took a moment before answering, trying to choose his words carefully. “I know you are personally invested in Ketchum Jones. I don’t blame you. But… there is a different perspective on the other side of the border. Blackjack didn’t commit any heinous crimes on American soil. In fact, if I were a Louisiana State Trooper, I’d probably be writing the guy a thank you note. He is accused
 of actions that eliminated over one hundred criminals from greater New Orleans, none of whom met their ultimate demise on US soil. He is accused
 of plotting to attack the Alliance, but we only have your word on that. No one else witnessed the conversation or has admitted to having knowledge of that dastardly plot. Sure, you and I have heard that he pimped out women and sold drugs, but who is going to report him for that? The Big Easy is almost deserted. It’s not like the local neighborhood watch is going to dial 9-1-1 to report a meth lab.”

Bishop interrupted, his voice intense. “He just stole a barge full of gasoline that had been seized by the government! In the process, he used a damn illegal hand grenade and killed or wounded seven dock workers and soldiers! Isn’t all that enough fucking crime for someone to take action? Uncle Sam has labeled him a terrorist, for God’s sake.”

“There were no witnesses to pin that lawbreaking on Blackjack Jones. You and I might be one hundred percent certain that it was Ketchum, but the authorities on the other side of the border are not.”

Dark, barely controlled anger flashed across Bishop’s face. In a voice that was just above a whisper, he replied, “Terri
 will be a hundred percent certain. She will have no doubt who was behind that heist, and that is what troubles me the most.”

Before Nick could respond, the duo pulled into Bishop’s driveway. Neither man wasted a moment exiting the pickup.

Bishop’s heart rate jumped even higher when he found his front doorframe had been splintered. Someone had forced his way inside. Pulling the .45 from his belt, he shouted, “Terri? Butter?”

“We’re okay,” the big kid’s voice reassured from inside.

Appearing a moment later, Butter’s expression told Bishop that all was not well. “Am I glad to see you, sir. Miss Terri collapsed. She’s not doing well. I tried, but I didn’t know how to help her.”

Rushing to the bedroom, Bishop found his wife lying in bed, Hunter snuggled up next to his mother. She didn’t acknowledge his arrival, her eyes open and blank, staring toward the ceiling.

“Terri?” the concerned husband called in his most calm voice. “You okay, babe?”

She blinked once and then slowly turned to face him. Several beats passed before recognition formed in her eyes. “Oh, Bishop,” she managed before racking sobs of distress overtook her.

He held her close, letting her cry it out. While his wife sobbed hysterically in his arms, Bishop brushed Hunter’s cheek, trying to reassure what appeared to be a very frightened child.

“Mommy is sick,” Hunter explained. “She doesn’t feel well. Even the dinosaur book didn’t help.”

“She’ll be okay, little man,” the father promised the son. “We’ll take good care of her.”

After several minutes had passed, Bishop sensed Nick’s presence in the doorway. Motioning his friend inside, Bishop then turned his attention to Hunter. “Why don’t you go with Uncle Nick and Butter? You can show them your new train. Okay?”

Eagerly nodding his agreement, the child held out his arms to Nick, who in turn, lifted the blonde-haired boy in a loving embrace.

Once alone with his wife, Bishop pulled away and looked into her eyes. “What happened, my love? Tell me. Tell me everything.”

“I… I… remember hearing a car,” she managed before another waterfall of mental anguish overcame her. She was already in a frenzy, crying so hard that she could barely draw in enough air.

Bishop was patient, again pressing her close to his chest and gently caressing her hair. “It’s okay. Take your time. Everyone is okay… nobody is hurt.”

After a bit, she tried again, “I went to the spot behind the couch… where you taught me to go… where I could see both doors.”

“And?”

Squinting her bloodshot eyes, Terri finally managed to express the source of her pain. Her guilt-ridden voice transformed into a high squeal, as her confession tumbled out. “I almost shot Hunter!” she yelped as the tears flowed down her cheeks. “I almost killed our son, Bishop!”

Again, he pulled her close, rubbing the back of her head with a soft touch. “But you didn’t shoot him, Terri. He’s fine. He’s okay.”

“This time!” she managed between sobs. “I don’t understand what is happening to me, Bishop. I have no control over this. I don’t know how to fix my mind!”
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Brimming with confidence, Blackjack’s convoy returned to New Orleans like conquering heroes in a welcoming parade. It seemed that the sweet taste of victory was the best medicine, helping to heal both his mental and physical wounds.

Like a rabid dog who tastes raw meat for the first time, his appetite would no longer be denied. Not even twenty-four hours had passed before he wanted more.

Ketchum realized that the most potent aspect of his recent triumph was how the men around him rebounded. They walked taller, responded faster, and most importantly of all, showed him a higher level of respect. His victory was as addicting as a narcotic, and Blackjack Jones wanted another fix.

“We need another op,” he informed Grinder. “We need another big score.”

His lieutenant agreed, moving to the wet bar adorning one wall of the boss’s luxury suite. There, powered by the rooftop generator, sat a coffee pot of steaming joe.

While topping off his cup, the henchman had a flash of inspiration. “What about that coffee shipment we keep hearing about? That freighter from South America? Isn’t it about time for one of its deliveries?”

Ketchum’s forehead knotted for a moment, a sure indicator that he was deep in thought. His rise to prominence had been based on providing commodities and services that the human animal craved. Sex through prostitution, drugs supplied by his grow houses and labs, alcohol processed with backwoods stills, and other pleasures that prompted dopamine dumps inside of a person’s skull. Each of his products had all been a cobblestone in his road to success. Why should the caffeine in coffee be any different? “It might be a legally
 addictive stimulant, but it is an addiction nonetheless,” he smirked.

Like any successful businessman, Ketchum’s first step was to analyze the potential market. The shrimpers and fishermen who brought him a significant portion of their renewable food source bartered for diesel fuel and spare parts. How many pounds of fish would they trade for a bag of java beans? 

The population living on the edge of the city in the suburbs, would surely trade eggs, meat, and vegetables for coffee. They didn’t hesitate to do so for bathtub gin and marijuana. Caffeine would likely be a welcome addition to their mundane lives and Blackjack’s product line.

“How can we know when the freighter is coming in?” Blackjack asked, his multi-tasking mind churning information on several different problems at once.

“There has to be a regular schedule. Otherwise, how would his customers know when to show up and buy? According to what I’ve heard, this captain brings in thousands of pounds and holds an auction of sorts. There’s no way that happens without a lot of people being in on the arrival date,” Grinder offered.

Nodding, Ketchum quickly settled on a decision. “Send two men to Beaumont. Issue them enough gasoline and other goodies to barter some reliable information and get the lay of the land.” He paused to raise his coffee cup in a toast, “Hell, maybe we’ll all put on eye patches and peg legs and become pirates again.”

Laughing at the boss’s bad joke, Grinder immediately stepped toward the door to execute Ketchum’s wishes. “Two of the guys I know used to ride with a club from Beaumont. I think they still have friends there. I’ll make sure they get on the road right away.”   

Chapter 6

Nearly a week had passed since the incident with Butter and Hunter, and Bishop’s concerns were growing deeper with each passing day.

In that time, the bruise on Terri’s head had almost vanished. His wife’s emotional state, however, was far from restored. Oh, sure, she went through the motions. Hunter was loved and cared for. She immersed herself in working with the contractor on their new home at the ranch. Like an office administrator checking off her daily “to do” list, the everyday tasks and chores of life were all addressed and completed. Almost to a fault.

There hadn’t been any more incidents of mistaken identity or illusions of Blackjack Jones appearing out of the mist of night. For that, Bishop was thankful. 

Still, there was still something markedly different about her since the night that Butter dropped in. Like someone with a dark, foreboding cloud hanging over her head, Terri’s entire demeanor changed. She was withdrawn and distant.  She had scheduled two different doctor’s appointments when she didn’t appear to be sick and offered only a vague explanation for why she had done so. She seldom laughed anymore, and twice in the last week, he had woken in the middle of the night to find her sobbing, alone, hiding behind the locked door of the bathroom.

Bishop was no stranger to emotional baggage, and he still wrestled his own demons from time to time. Having a little experience with post-traumatic stress from his days on the battlefield, he could relate to some of what Terri was experiencing now. Images of war, carnage, brutality, and gore were all ingrained in his memory, often surfacing in the forefront of his mind during the wee hours of the night. He had killed, dozens of times, and could recall every single instance in detailed, vivid color. He knew firsthand how such events could impact a person’s life.

“She’ll be okay,” he’d reasoned a dozen times. “I completely understand what is driving this, and I can help her heal. After all, she has recovered from this sort of pain before.”

Yet, her health had not improved. In fact, his wife seemed to be on a downward spiral. Forest Mist loomed like a dark shadow stalking them through their lives, and Bishop didn’t understand why. Terri had been through firefights before. She had done what she needed to survive. She had shot aggressors, wiggled out of tight spots, and suffered numerous wounds – both mental and physical. And while there was always some period of adjustment after such life-changing events, she had always coped. She was the strongest willed person he had ever known. Why wasn’t she healing from this experience in captivity? If what folks said was true, that time healed all wounds, why was Terri’s condition worsening? Was he missing something? What was different about the episode in East Texas?

Yesterday, a disconcerting thought finally dawned on Bishop. Maybe the source of his soul mate’s terror was unique to her. Maybe she had experienced something entirely different than he had ever faced. His mind could barely wrap around the possibility, yet he could hardly deny the likelihood. Maybe his wife had been raped while held captive. She could have been violated, maybe more than once. While he didn’t want to consider this idea, framing the odd events of the last few weeks with the assumption that Terri had been raped finally put her behavior in perspective.

With this new possibility quickly becoming a probability, Bishop combed his memory banks for examples of her out of character actions. Beginning with the night of her rescue, she needed to shower right away. She’d disappeared without a word, despite the desperate situation on the courthouse lawn. He had read before that after suffering sexual abuse, many women were compelled by an overpowering urge to bathe… over and over again... to cleanse themselves of the violation they had just suffered.

The multiple trips to the local physician could have been to check for sexually transmitted diseases or to mend whatever damage might have been done to her body during the assault. Besides, she could talk to the doctor. She could be honest with him without fear of being judged, condemned, or misunderstood.

Her obsession with protecting herself and Hunter had almost led to catastrophe. She must have felt that she was at the mercy of a madman and had no control over anything that happened… even to her own body,
 Bishop realized, and now, she is trying to make sure that never happens again.


After his unsettling epiphany, Bishop renewed his efforts to help with gusto. More than a dozen times, he approached his wife, offering to talk out whatever was bothering her or just sit and listen while she sorted out her feelings. He brought her flowers and invited her out to a quiet dinner so she could relax, but she rebuffed his offers to provide any distraction. He had tried to draw her out, assured her of a friendly ear, and took every opportunity to reinforce his unconditional love.

When those attempts to help had been spurned, he decided he needed to switch tactics. He knew he needed a sounding board to figure out the best way to help Terri. He turned to the only expert he knew could keep his mouth shut, Sheriff Watts.

“I think my wife was raped while being held captive,” Bishop had stated boldly over lunch at Pete’s. “She won’t talk about it. She becomes elusive and short when the subject of her captivity comes up. Worse yet, she is still terrified, almost paranoid. She jumps at every noise. You know what happened with Nick in the alley, and with Butter at our home. Now, she won’t leave the house after dark and carries around her pistol all the time,” he paused for a moment, sipping his tea while he gathered his composure. “And the worst thing is that I am powerless to help her; I have to just sit on the sidelines and watch her deteriorate.”

The sage, old lawman nodded, “First of all, you’re probably right about the rape, Bishop. During my years in law enforcement, I’ve worked over a hundred cases like this. They are always the most difficult when it comes to the victims. Every woman reacts differently. There is no defined healing process, no documented set of steps to be taken. All that I can tell you is that she will talk about it when she’s ready, and not before. You can’t force it out of her. Just keep doing what you’re doing, and eventually, she will open up and lay all her suffering on the table. That will be the first step of her recovery.”

Shaking his head, Bishop let his frustration show. “I just wish I could help her. I would do anything… anything in the world to take away her pain.”

“From what I know of Terri’s situation, she’s suffering the additional burden of not seeing the man who hurt her in jail and facing justice,” Watts added. “There’s no closure for her.”

“What do you mean?”

Sighing, the sheriff explained, “The worst cases were always the instances where we didn’t catch the perpetrators. The victims had to go on with their lives knowing the man who had tortured and hurt them was still on the loose. I know of a couple of women who still live in fear, terrified that the rapist who had violated them will come back one day.”

Bishop’s mind traveled back in time, trying to recall any oddity in Terri’s actions after the final battle at Forest Mist. He remembered the disturbing expression on her face when she informed him that Blackjack had escaped. Bishop had seen that same look of overwhelming fear and misery when he and Nick had broken the disappointing news to her out at the ranch. Bishop couldn’t deny the truth any longer; being raped would explain all of Terri’s recent behavior.

Two days passed since the conversation with Sheriff Watts. Now, sitting at his normal position at the end of Pete’s bar, the security expert rubbed his temples while Harry finished closing the pub. His head throbbed with stress, generating enough pain that he longed for aspirin. “No,” he mumbled, “I want the pain. It is a constant reminder of the agony my wife is experiencing… and the fact that men like Blackjack Jones still walk the earth.”

The squeaky hinge of the pub’s front door snapped Bishop’s attention back to the present. Glancing up to see who might be stopping in so late in the day, he was surprised to spot the owner and namesake of the establishment strolling across the threshold. “Pete!” he shouted in surprise.

“Hello, Bishop,” his friend responded with a friendly nod. “Long time, no see.”

Sliding off his stool, Bishop extended his hand and offered a welcoming smile. “Hiya, boss. Damn… it’s good to see you.”

Harry received his own cheerful greeting, Pete obviously in a good mood. After asking the bartender to pour him a cup of Joe, the bar’s owner motioned for Bishop to grab his own cup and join him in the corner.

“I heard you had another of your adventures not so long ago,” Pete started after the two men were seated. “As a citizen of the Alliance, I wanted to let you know how much I appreciated what you and Terri did out there in Forest Mist. I’d heard rumors of immigrants being treated badly, but I had no idea how much the situation had degraded.”

Peering down at the table, Bishop replied, “Thanks, Pete. That means a lot to me coming from you. I’ll pass your words on to Terri.”

Having been a cop as well as a man who had negotiated dozens of business arrangements, Pete instantly sensed something was wrong with his friend and employee. “How’s Terri doing?”

The concern in Bishop’s eyes was impossible for him to hide. “She’s… well… she’s struggling, sir. To be blunt, I’m very worried about her.”

Before becoming one of the Alliance’s most successful entrepreneurs, Pete had been a detective in Philadelphia. The combination of Bishop’s tone and expression awakened the former lawman’s investigative instincts. “You and Terri are my good friends and some of the best people I’ve ever encountered in my life,” he announced with genuine admiration. “Tell me what’s wrong. Let me help.”

It suddenly dawned on Bishop that like Sheriff Watts, Pete had probably dealt with his own share of sexual assault victims. He was also a man who could keep a confidence. For the next 20 minutes, Bishop explained to his employer what had happened since he had departed for Forest Mist.

“Sheriff Watts is right, Bishop. Terri’s ghosts are going to keep haunting her until somebody eliminates the threat posed by the man who abused her. He either needs to be locked away or to find himself staring up at the wrong side of the grass.”

The two men continued to discuss the situation, Pete’s opinion fully aligned with his friend’s. “She probably was raped. I’ve seen a dozen cases where the victims were afraid to tell anyone about the assault, especially their husbands. They were afraid of what their loved ones would think… or that their mate would not want them anymore.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Bishop protested. “I’d love her no matter what happened. She has to know that!”

“I’m sure you would, my friend. There’s no doubt in my mind that you are that type of man. But women are wired differently than we are. We look at things from two completely unique perspectives… we each process and analyze traumatic events using different parts of our brains. As strong as Terri is, she has suffered both physical and mental injury. She feels like a different person, and most likely she is questioning how you would react to having a stranger in your life.”

“How can I help her?”

Shaking his head, Pete sighed deeply. “It sounds like you are doing the right things already. My best advice is to continue being patient with her, and pray that somebody catches up with Blackjack Jones. This is never easy, Bishop. It’s going to test your relationship unlike anything you’ve ever experienced. Keep supporting her with all you’ve got, and hope that as the years go by, she will mend. Don’t be surprised if she is never the same.”

“Years?”

Nodding, Pete sadly responded, “Yes, my friend, years.”

Pete watched closely as the man next to him changed. He’d seen the transition before, Bishop’s eyes becoming cold and dark, almost demonic in their depth. A chill went up and down the bar owner’s spine.

“Could I have a few days off?” Bishop whispered, his voice barely audible. “I know I’m probably in the hole with vacation days, but I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

Pete, again, read his friend perfectly. “You want to go to New Orleans, don’t you?”

Bishop’s face returned to normal just as quickly as it had embraced the darkness. “Yes. I have to help her, Pete. I can’t stand seeing the woman I love in so much pain without doing everything in my power to alleviate it.”

The older man considered the situation for a minute. Taking a final sip of his coffee, he announced, “I don’t mind your taking some time off, but before you do, I have another job I need your help with. After that….”

“You name it, Jefe.”

“My coffee shipment is coming in,” the entrepreneur continued, “I want you to go with me and make sure the transaction goes smoothly. More and more people are in on my clandestine wholesale agreement, and well, the last time I was there, things threatened to get a little out of hand.”

Nodding, Bishop responded, “So we’re going to Beaumont?”

Pete’s eyes grew wide at his employee’s presumption. “How did you know?”

“I heard about a freighter that lands in Beaumont… a ship full of Central America’s freshest beans. I just figured that was your secret source.”

“Damn,” Pete replied, shaking his head and smiling at the same time. “Like I said, word has been getting around. Anyway, I don’t expect any serious trouble, I just think it would be a wise precaution to have a steady hand along just in case things get heated.”

“Over coffee?” Bishop frowned.

“Oh, the ship’s captain brings in a lot more than just beans. Last month, he had about ten pounds of jade; the month before that he had bundles of silk and other materials for sale. I think he loads up anything of value. It’s an interesting avenue of trade,” Pete explained.

Before Bishop could pose another question, the bar owner brightened with thoughts of a recommendation. “I just had a great idea. You know, I keep a beach house there along the Gulf, and there’s just nothing quite like the fresh ocean breeze to clear your mind and refresh your spirit. Why don’t you ask your family to come along? That little boy of yours would love to squish some sand between his toes, build a sand castle and search for shells. In fact, I bet Miss Terri and Hunter would both enjoy the new marketplace they have organized at the port. We can fly out of Alpha on my plane and be back the next evening, the following morning at the worst. It might be a great distraction for her… get her mind off the recent past.”

“I think you might be right,” Bishop agreed. “Maybe a little vacation would cheer her up. I’ll ask her tonight.”
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Bishop had been pleased with Terri’s reaction to Pete’s offer. “The flight will last about four hours in Pete’s airplane. We can take Hunter and see the ocean, maybe some big ships, and do a little shopping,” he’d offered.

“I’ve never been on an ocean-going ship before,” she pondered, rubbing her chin in thought. “I’m sure Hunter would be fascinated.”

“Pete promised us a tour of the freighter if we are interested… and dinner at the captain’s table,” Bishop added, feeling like he was about to close the deal.

“Let’s do it,” she smiled. “A change of routine would be nice. As long as you promise we won’t go anywhere near Forest Mist or New Orleans, I’m good to go.”

“I promise. Let’s get packing. We’re supposed to fly out tomorrow afternoon,” Bishop replied, giddy with the prospect that the old Terri was still in there somewhere.

The next day, with Hunter’s car seat and two suitcases in tow, the family arrived at Alpha’s small, regional airport. Upon entering the facility, Bishop experienced a fleeting, worrisome déjà vu moment of his own. Luckily, the airport was a completely different scene than when Bishop had battled Smokey’s gang at the facility. After escaping on a dirt bike into the desert beyond, the West Texan had almost died of dehydration.

Now, with Alpha being the Alliance’s seat of government, the place was bustling. The couple noted several large cargo planes parked along one side of what had been an empty field just a few years ago. Several military aircraft were also visible, secure behind a fenced area that wasn’t open to the public.

After driving around the busy facility for a few minutes, Bishop spotted Pete standing next to a private, twin-engine aircraft that looked to be engineered for speed.

Hugs and greetings soon followed, Pete bragging on how tall Hunter had become while showering Terri with a throat full of compliments. After tossing their bags into the cargo hold and loading up his gear, Bishop and Hunter sat in the back, Terri occupying the co-pilot’s seat at Pete’s insistence.

“I didn’t know you were a licensed pilot,” Terri remarked as they began to taxi toward the runway.

“Who said anything about being licensed?” Pete grinned, applying the throttle to the engines after receiving permission from the tower to lift off.

Laughter broke out in the cockpit as the wheels left the ground, Terri playfully punching Pete in the arm for the bad joke.

“See, she’s a mean woman,” Bishop whispered to Hunter.

All eyes were drawn to the windows as Pete gained altitude, the Chihuahua Desert sprawling in every direction under the wings.

The couple took turns pointing here and there, various landmarks visible in the distance. “There’s downtown Meraton,” Terri chirped. “I bet we can see the ranch from here,” Bishop added.

The flight east passed quickly, Pete eventually taking over the sightseeing narrative. “There’s the Brazos River,” he indicated, soon followed by, “You can see downtown Houston off to the right,” a short time later.

The highlight of the trip for Bishop, however, was when Terri turned at one point and mouthed, “This is fantastic. Thank you.”

In fact, he hadn’t seen his wife so happy since the debacle at Forest Mist. It lifted his heart to see her so engaged and jovial.

“Okay, I’m going to take her down for our approach and landing. The airstrip I use is just west of Port Arthur. One of my managers from the area is supposed to be waiting for us.”

A few minutes later, they were wheels-down and rolling toward a small, metal building. There, waving a friendly hello, were two middle-aged men standing in front of a pair of large SUVs. “Our land legs are here,” Pete smiled, nodding toward the duo.

After unloading their luggage into the back of a newer Chevy Tahoe, Pete issued a series of orders to his employees. “Please get the plane topped off and ready to go. We should be back tomorrow afternoon at the latest.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it. I hope you have a good meeting,” replied the local manager.

Again, all attention was directed out the windows, eager to see and experience new sights as Pete navigated them toward the port. This time, however, Bishop sat in the front seat, his M4 carbine between his legs.

“It’s just a precaution,” he’d informed a concerned Terri as they loaded into the vehicle. “It’s what Pete pays me to do,” he reminded his spouse.

Terri seemed comforted by his words. “I can smell the salt water,” she observed, her head tilted back to rest on the seat, her eyes closed as she relaxed for a moment.

“Captain Cortez is scheduled to dock this evening,” Pete informed his friends. “We will stay aboard the ship tonight if he arrives on time. If not, we’ll drive to my beach house. I’m sure everybody will be very comfortable there.”

Pulling up to the wharf, Pete and Bishop were both a little surprised at the number of people gathered, all of them apparently waiting for the ship to arrive. “Well, I see that the word has spread even further than before,” Pete commented. “Captain Cortez is doing well with this little arrangement of his.”

Hunter was fascinated with the water stretching off in the distance, his eyes darting between the wide-open horizon and a massive tanker docked just a few hundred yards away. Excitement and fascination filled him, his little body dancing and wiggling in anticipation.

Bishop, wanting to earn his pay, kept his eye on the milling crowd. He noted a variety of delivery trucks, a couple of 18-wheeler semis, and a lot of pickups. It seemed like the Brazilian ship’s customers came in all shapes and sizes. Several folks were armed, but none of them appeared to be threatening.

The security professional didn’t detect even a hint of ill intent among the group, most of the people present chatting and laughing… as familiar with each other as a group of old high school buddies. Several of them approached Pete, offering a friendly greeting, a welcoming handshake and a warm pat on the back.

“Unfortunately, these little cruises don’t follow a strict itinerary like they did in the old days. He is supposed to come into port this afternoon, but a storm or a mechanical issue might change his ETA slightly. We’ll hang around until sunset,” Pete announced a short time later. “The good captain won’t try to dock after dark. He’ll anchor offshore and wait for good light.”

“Roger that, boss,” Bishop nodded.

Chapter 7

Captain Juan Cortez’s eyes scanned the Gulf of Mexico with a skeptical scowl born of years at sea. There was a weather front chasing him from the south, darkness closing in from the east. Life on the deep water was never simple.

Despite having made this voyage dozens of times, the captain was a little wary of the trip. Through the metal deck under his feet, he could feel the steady vibration of the old Perkins diesel. I will have to change her oil when we return to our home port,
 the captain thought. Finding the proper weight of lubrication was always an issue, but he hoped that it was something he might acquire in The States. The Lady
’s age and miles were always a worry, her powerful engine having been repaired, patched, and rigged with an unholy assortment of mismatched spare parts and homemade replacements. In this day and age, it wasn’t as if he could order a new part on the Internet. She was a vessel holding her own… but living on borrowed time. Sometimes he wondered when he would have to resort to superglue, paper clips and duct tape. For now, he would pamper her and hope she sailed for many years to come.

Still, she had never let him down at sea… at least not for any extended period.

Her name was Senhora de Sao Luis
, or Lady of Sao Luis
, her home port in Brazil. The captain was a fourth-generation seaman, his great-grandfather having purchased the family’s first fishing boat in 1903.

The Senhora
 was what his father would have called a “tramp,” though her official classification was that of a coastal trading vessel. She was 215 feet long and 39 feet at the beam. Originally built in the Netherlands in 1964, she had been a short-haul carrier in the Mediterranean Sea until purchased at salvage prices 28 years ago by Captain Cortez’s father. She wasn’t fast, nor was she capable of making trans-Atlantic crossings. She had just enough range to make the Texas run.

As he approached the Sabine Neches Waterway, the old seaman wondered about what his customers called the apocalypse.

Life in Sao Luis hadn’t really changed all that much since the economic collapse that had impacted so much of the world. The peasants still grew coffee in the mountains, hauled their crops by wheelbarrow down to Sao Luis, and tried to sell burlap bags of beans for as much money as possible. It was an eco-system that had existed for over one hundred years.

In the 1970s, large agricultural corporations had purchased sizeable tracts of land and planted java plantations. At that time, the markets for coffee were exploding worldwide, and Central America was embroiled in drug and civil wars. Brazil, with its steady government and established financial system, had the acreage and infrastructure to take a commanding position in the burgeoning business.

By the early 1980s, Brazil was the largest coffee grower globally. Most of that activity, however, was in the central regions of the country. The state of Maranhão, in the northeast, was mostly bypassed by the expansion. Sao Luis remained a second-class city and port, seemingly lost in time and forgotten by elected officials in Rio.

And that was just fine with most of the residents.

Captain Cortez and his family were better off than most, hauling coffee, beef, and cotton north, then returning with the holds full of oil from Caraccas, tequila from Veracruz, or sugar from Cuba.

When the world plunged over the abyss, most of the residents in Sao Luis could have cared less.

Sure, losing some of their modern conveniences was disheartening, but not crippling. After all, most of the city had only enjoyed reliable electrical service for less than a generation. Phones, either landline or cell, weren’t all that common in the typical household. For the citizens who had access to utilities, outages were common due to storms and the community’s rudimentary infrastructure. People, for the most part, lived the way of their ancestors, either by preference or economic necessity.

A society marked by multi-generational living, older adults were rarely shuffled to nursing homes and extended care facilities. Most often, children, parents and grandparents lived under the same roof. When the utility poles stopped delivering kilowatts, most of the residents simply shrugged and returned to the ways their elders had lived.

There had been no food riots in Sao Luis, at least not like the episodes in Rio that travelers had described. Widespread looting hadn’t been an issue either. In fact, the matriarch who served as their mayor at the time when Europe and North America disintegrated, still held the office.

A shortage of refined fuels was the main issue impacting Captain Cortez’s family business. The tanker trucks from the south had suddenly stopped their shipments, the cost steadily climbing for the first few months. After that, there wasn’t any diesel to be found at any price. Senhora
, as well as the fishing fleet and all the other cargo vessels, had remained tied at the pier.

It was a pair of university students who had approached the mariner, offering a solution to his critical need. “Biodiesel,” they called it, claiming he could run his ship from the oil of pressed castor beans. They had been operating a small refinery at the school for a few years. They wanted to expand but needed materials that weren’t available in Sao Luis.

“Where can I find this equipment you need?” Cortez had asked.

“The United States,” had been the short answer. “There are refinery-quality valves, pipe, and fittings in Texas. Before all of America dropped off the grid, we had placed an order that was getting ready to be shipped. We believe it is at a place called Port Arthur.”

There had been a test of the university’s product, the captain burning through 500 liters of biodiesel on a short run out to sea after a group of the students had modified his vessel’s fuel injection system. While his funnel had smoked more than usual, Senhora
 burned the “bean juice” just fine. One of the kids with thick spectacles had even claimed that the old Perkins in the engine room would last longer with its new, healthier diet.

As he prepared to make the run to Texas, it occurred to Captain Cortez that he should operate his business as his family had always done – cargo in, cargo out. Americans were famous for their love of coffee, and the marketplace in Sao Luis was full of freshly harvested beans. He could make a profit from both legs of the voyage and at the same time, be a hero in his hometown.

Rumors abounded at the time, horrendous stories about how cannibalism was widespread in America and other countries as well. Criminals from the cartels were rumored to control the Mexican coast. Pirates were once again the scourge of the Caribbean waters.

While the captain didn’t believe every fisherman’s tale that was whispered in his ear, he did respect the fact that the world had changed, mostly for the negative. For that reason, he approached the local chief of police and asked if he could hire out a party of armed men to travel with him – just in case.

The top lawman was a bit of an entrepreneur himself, and before long, a deal was struck. After loading over ten tons of coffee via the winch on Senhora
’s deck, five armed men had come aboard carrying trunks full of ammunition and rifles that looked like they had come straight from a military armory. They were a stoic lot, all young and muscular. They called him only “Sir” and “Captain,” which was just fine with the ship’s master.

In addition to his armed escorts, the captain had access to the finest crew available. His choice for engineer was a given, as was his second in command. Both men had sailed with Cortez for years.

The deckhands, however, were all unemployed men hungry for work, and for such a dangerous mission, each one had been hand-selected.

Now, after successfully completing this same trip so many times, Captain Cortez realized what a miracle it was that he had survived that first expedition. Standing on the bridge with a pair of binoculars hanging from his neck, the passionate Catholic crossed himself in thanks to God as his mind revisited that now distant expedition.

They had docked at a ghost town, or at least ghost pier. No tugs had arrived to help him in, no voices responded to his many calls on the marine frequencies. If the vessel had been much larger, or if the wind had been stronger, he would have never managed the heavy concrete wharf without damaging the steel hull from bow to stern on the starboard side. Again, Cortez made the symbol of the cross on his chest.

The armed men of his crew had disembarked first, spreading out quickly to make contact with someone in authority at the port. They found no one, at least not at first.

The electricity didn’t seem to work in any of the buildings, and none of the street lights or signals were operational. They found the harbormaster’s offices in complete disarray, having been ransacked, piles of papers, files folders, and office equipment strewn everywhere. Even the cars in the parking lot had been looted, their gas tanks punctured with some sharp instrument to drain the fuel. They found several bodies decomposing behind a stack of pallets and an overturned forklift.

Even in Sao Luis, freight records were kept on a computer, and those devices had been smashed to bits, their fragments scattered on the floor with the rest of the office debris. 

Cortez remembered the sinking feeling he had in his stomach when the early reports came in… the gnawing fear that he had made a major miscalculation. No customers were around to buy the cargo in his hold, the coffee having been purchased for resale with his own funds. Given the sprawling complex of storage lots and warehouses in the area, it was unlikely his crew would be able to find the students’ materials and parts. He didn’t have enough fuel to make the trip home. Not only was the whole journey a complete bust, but he and his men might be marooned here forever.

With no other choice, the sailors from Brazil began searching every nook and cranny of the extensive facility, hoping to find fourteen pallets of parts and three bundles of special pipe. It was like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. A tiny needle. A very large haystack.

On the fourth day, one of the military men rushed to the captain’s cabin, knocking in a frenzy. “A vehicle is speeding toward us. It has one man inside.”

Hurrying to the deck, Cortez spotted the first sign of civilization he’d seen since arriving in the USA. Just as had been reported, he spotted a lone individual navigating through the wreckage and debris, seemingly intent on making his way to a nearby pier.

From the elevation of Senhora
’s deck, several of the crew watched in fascination as the new arrival pulled to a stop at the waterfront. “That is what the Americans call a pickup truck,” the captain informed his men.

A single man exited the cab and pulled the sling of a nasty-looking weapon over his head. “That is what the Americans call an automatic shotgun,” one of the chief’s men stated.

The stranger scouted the immediate area, peering inside the closest building, around the corner, and behind a nearby dumpster. After verifying he was alone, he returned to the passenger door and removed a large vase or urn.

Through his binoculars, the captain watched as the local gently carried the container to the edge of the pier. There, he took a knee and seemed to be praying. After his words with God were finished, he picked up the vase, kissed the side of it, and then dumped a powdery substance into the water.

“He’s burying the ashes of a loved one… dumping them into the sea,” the captain announced. “He is a man of God. We should talk to him.”

“I will send a squad of my men,” announced the military commander. “I will order them to bring him back here.”

“No,” Cortez countered. “I will go, alone… unarmed. We don’t want a misunderstanding.”

Rushing down the gangplank, the captain moved with the legs of a much younger man as he strolled along the long concrete wharf. For a minute, he thought he wasn’t going to reach the stranger before he jumped back in his truck and sped away.

“Hello!’ he shouted, cupping his hands and projecting the greeting from the length of a soccer pitch. “Hello!” he called again, waving his arms.

The stranger’s shotgun raised up in a flash, his eyes taking in Cortez and then scanning in a wide arch. Again, the captain thought the American was going to run.

“I am alone. I mean you know harm,” he yelled again.

“What do you want?” the local shouted back, and then, “That’s far enough, Mister. Don’t come any closer!”

Cortez did as instructed, halting his approach with his hands in the air. For the second time this journey, he thought he had made a mistake. The muzzle of the American’s weapon appeared huge as it pointed at his chest. The man’s eyes were cold, his posture aggressive.

“I am Captain Juan Cortez, master of the Senhora do Sao Luis
,” the sailor stated. Then, not knowing what else to say, he added, “Do you know anyone who would like to buy a shipment of coffee from Brazil?”

An hour later, Captain Cortez was escorting his new friend, Pete, into Senhora
’s wheelhouse.

He learned that Pete owned a bar in West Texas. The businessman had made the journey to Beaumont to rescue his sister after the collapse. He’d arrived too late; his sibling having already passed. “Her last wishes were to be buried in the Gulf of Mexico, and Port Arthur was as close as I could get,” the American had explained.

Feeling a kinship with such an honorable man, Captain Cortez had taken an immediate liking to Pete. After touring the Senhora
, the ship’s master then explained his dilemma in detail, hoping his new friend might know where they could find 2800 liters of diesel fuel and a few pallets of machined parts.

Upon reading the documents provided by the students to show proof of ownership, Pete had offered to help Senhora
’s crew find the materials and pipe. “These numbers at the bottom of the bill of lading, they are a system… a code for where your property is stored. I think I can figure it out if we drive around and read the signs.”

Sure enough, early the next afternoon, the university’s pallets were found.

“I will buy your coffee,” Pete had offered, “but I can’t pay you right now. If you want to unload your cargo, we can hide it here. Then, I can make the arrangements for gold, silver, or whatever currency you require and have it waiting for you here in a few months. In fact, I would like to set up a trade partnership. If there are things you need in Brazil, maybe we can barter and help each other.”

An instant friendship formed between the two men, each realizing the other was a risk-taker and an entrepreneur, and both having faith in the future despite current circumstances. Not having many other options, Captain Cortez accepted Pete’s offer.

As Senhora
 passed the buoys marking the entrance to the Sabine Neches ship channel, the captain’s thoughts returned to the present, and he smiled. They were almost there, would easily dock before nightfall. Pete, as well as dozens of other customers, would arrive by the morning to buy, sell, barter, and trade. He had sugar cane, coffee, pepper, and several crates of other rare commodities aboard. His friend had spread the word, just as he’d promised, and Cortez would make sure Pete got the first look at his cargo.

On Senhora
’s starboard side, after she passed through the wide jetties, opened a shallow body of water that his charts labeled as Sabine Lake. Years ago, the American authorities had cut a deep channel along the western side, dredging to a depth of twelve meters so that even the largest vessels could access the Texas coast.

While his ship didn’t draw nearly that much water, the captain paid close attention to his course and speed. Without constant maintenance, shoaling could occur and losing a propeller or breaching the hull would end his voyages in short order, perhaps even causing loss of life. With a gentle touch, he slowed the engines to a pace of five knots.

While Senhora
 didn’t have all the modern navigational equipment of a newer vessel, the captain had installed a GPS-driven autopilot some years ago. Cortez didn’t completely trust the device, especially in such close proximity to shallow water and rock jetties, but it did allow him to reduce his overhead by one man. Every centavo counted.   

He was less than a nautical mile into the lake when movement caught the captain’s eyes. There was another boat to his starboard side, the white rooster tail of water jetting from its wake, indicating a high rate of speed. As he raised his binoculars for a closer look, another moving object caught the captain’s eye. Another boat, trailing the first, came into view.

Bringing the approaching vessels into focus, Captain Cortez’s heart skipped a beat. Pirates! Both speeding boats were full of armed men! They were on an intercept course!

Pivoting quickly, the captain’s palm slammed down hard on a large red button mounted on the dash. Alarm klaxons began sounding throughout Senhora
’s decks, surprised sailors rushing through narrow passageways and jumping through watertight doors, all of them wondering, “What is wrong?”

When Cortez’s second in command burst onto the bridge, his first question was, “Where is the fire?”

“No fire,” the breathless master replied. “Prepare to repel boarders. We’ve got go-fast boats coming alongside. They are armed.”
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Given Senhora
’s slow speed and predictable course, the two speedboats closed quickly on the freighter’s starboard side. As the Lady
’s crew scrambled to take up positions, her captain was concerned.

His total crew was comprised of only twelve men. A handful of weapons were stored on board, the dangers of sailing to the United States having been eliminated long ago. He’d never encountered armed swashbucklers in any of his previous voyages, and like most leaders, he was uncomfortable with packing a large cache of weapons aboard.

The pistols carried by Senhora
 were locked away in the captain’s quarters. As Cortez passed out that limited firepower, other members of his crew were busily unreeling the vessel’s powerful fire hoses. “We will defend this ship to the last man!”

As the lead boat pulled up alongside, a hail of automatic gunfire sent two sailors ducking for cover. A moment later, a thick rope equipped with a grappling hook pinged against the rail.

Realizing that the raiders were trying to access his ship from both the ladder welded to the outer hull plating and via the rope, Captain Cortez shouted to his men, “Cut that rope! Take an axe and chop the line!”

One brave crewman rushed forward, lifting a fire axe high above his head, preparing for a severing blow, but was gunned down from below. He was the first causality.

Now realizing they no longer held the advantage of surprise, the two attacking vessels separated. While the first boat remained alongside, the second moved seventy-five yards out where they had a good angle to reach the defenders above with gunfire.

Shocked by the speed and sophistication of the attack, several of the Brazilian mariners froze in awe, staring at the attackers before them, mouths open in surprise, unsure of how to react. After all, none of them had ever been threatened like this while on a seafaring journey. It was Cortez’s voice that interrupted their collective stupor.

“Knock them off the hull!” the captain screamed, pointing toward the 2-inch hose lying on the deck.

To add emphasis to his orders, Cortez poked his head over the rail and fired two shots from the large, black revolver in his hand.

The captain’s men responded, manhandling the hose at the edge of Senhora
’s deck. Opening the valve, a powerful jet of water erupted, fueled by a pump several decks below.

The stream collided with the lead pirate, striking the boarder in the head. A cheer rose up from the deckhands as the hapless trespasser lurched and flayed, struggling briefly to regain his balance before tumbling into the murky water below. A few moments later, a second attacker was knocked from the metal rungs, plunging headlong into the sea. 

Another stream of bullets pinged and sparked against the ship’s steel bulkhead, sending the firemen scrambling for cover. A single crewman remained on the deck, small red circles staining his otherwise white shirt. The second officer returned fire, loosing three rounds from the pistol extended in his hands.

Now afraid to expose themselves to the superior firepower from below, Cortez’s men hesitated too long before aiming their water gun a second time. A head appeared from below, then a rifle. A long burst of fire slammed into the crew commanding the hose, knocking two more to the deck, both men thrashing in misery.

Rushing to the rail, Cortez shot the intruder, his carcass landing with a splash. A bullet, fired from the pirates’ boat, struck the captain in the shoulder before he could duck back to cover.

A crewman rushed to his skipper, offering to assist the grimacing naval commander. Waving him off, Cortez then realized he hadn’t seen the second boat during his brief glance over the gunwale.

Too late, the captain shouted commands to check the port side. Three of the assaulting bandits had already managed to board Senhora
 while the crew had been distracted fending off the first boat.

A steady stream of gunfire met the second officer as his men rushed to confront the aggressors. Another sailor slumped down, screaming in agony when high-velocity rounds tore into his torso.

As the trespassers moved toward the bridge, a brave man from the engineering spaces jumped one of the privateers from behind, nearly decapitating his victim with a wrench as long as a baseball bat.

The first officer shot another of the boarders before falling in the maelstrom of gunfire.

Now worried that his ship was lost, Cortez ordered his remaining men to retreat, waving them back toward Senhora
’s island.

Rising three stories above the main deck, the island contained a series of staircases, the officers’ quarters, and at the top, the bridge.

As his crew egressed to the metal superstructure, the remaining pirates proceeded with caution. They had taken far more causalities than anticipated, only five members of the boarding party left uninjured.

The first of Ketchum’s raiders to stick his head inside the superstructure received a three-round greeting from Cortez’s executive officer. Pulling a hand grenade from his pocket, the attacker flung the device inside the metal enclosure and ducked for cover.

After a loud “whoop,” a cloud of cordite smoke flashed inside, and the bandits dashed in, guns blazing.

Three more of Cortez’s crew were slaughtered during the blitz, including the executive officer and the engineer. Those that survived, including the captain, began fighting like cornered, wounded animals.

After emptying his revolver at the rushing buccaneers, the captain pulled a second pistol from his belt and continued to shoot downward as he retreated toward the bridge. A crude curse shrieked from below informed the skipper that at least one of his shots had found human flesh.

One floor up, three of the desperate sailors jumped over a rail clasping long knives in their hands. Landing amid the surprised outlaws, the dim light was filled with slashing blades and the sound of gunfire echoing off the steel hulls.

Still, the buccaneers pressed, their number now only three. Their charge was powered by an uncontrollable need for revenge… an internal rage fueled by the startling death of so many of their comrades. For them, there was only victory or death; no other outcome existed.

The last two of Senhora
’s crew again stormed toward the invaders, but this time, the intruders climbing up the stairs were ready for the attack. A steady stream of lead slammed into Cortez’s men, neither getting close enough to inflict any damage.

Knowing that he was now alone, the captain backed into the bridge and closed the weighty door behind him.

He had three shots left. He was about to lose his ship.

The steel fire door leading to the bridge presented the last of Ketchum’s men with a problem. They didn’t have any tools or torches to breach the lock. They began a frantic search for something heavy to use as a battering ram.

Remembering the fire axe on the main deck, one of the pirates rushed back down the stairs to retrieve the instrument. As he reached the floor at the island’s bottom, a single shot rang out, slaying the biker before he could reach the opening.  The ship’s second officer dropped his pistol and collapsed, his shirt having been bloodied by the grenade’s shrapnel.

After retrieving the axe, the last two boarders began throwing heavy blows against the reinforced door. Little by little, the screws holding the old metal latch began to lose their integrity, fragments of the bulkhead sparking into the dim space. Standing his ground in front of the wheel, Cortez waited for the inevitable onslaught. They will have to step over my dead body to take the Lady,
 he vowed.

When the door finally surrendered, a barrage of gunfire erupted on the bridge, both Cortez and the attackers emptying their weapons at close range.

The captain was hit twice, adding to the damage already inflicted to his wounded shoulder. One of the pirates fell in the doorway, the other attacker clutching his chest. With a bellow of fury, the last surviving boarder charged onto the bridge, his eyes flush with insanity’s luster.

The captain tumbled to the deck, managing one last act of defense as the life drained from his body. With his remaining strength, Cortez thrust the throttle all the way forward. “You will not have my ship!” he hissed as the pirate’s bloody hands closed around his throat.
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Pete spotted the approaching freighter first, pointing to the southeast and shouting, “There she is!”

Bishop and Terri’s eyes followed, the outline of a ship clear in the light of dusk. “He’s just going to make it before dark,” Pete added.

A din of excitement rose from the gathered onlookers and traders, anxious voices sounding up and down the wharf, a couple of the onlookers loudly cheering the captain’s arrival. Bishop, as was his habit, lifted his rifle to scan the approaching vessel through the magnification of his optic.

“Why are there two boats alongside?” he asked Pete. “Are they there to help him dock?”

Puzzled, Pete shook his head. “Not that I know of. This is something new. Maybe some of the locals decided to give Captain Cortez an escort into the port?”

“They’re peeling away now,” Bishop responded a few moments later. “Odd.”

The bow of the weighty vessel was pointed directly at the waiting crowd, a trail of white froth boiling from the stern clearly illuminated by the setting sun. “Shouldn’t he be slowing down?” Bishop asked, his optic still fixated on the approaching ship.

“He’s an excellent seaman,” Pete reassured. “Cortez knows what he is doing.”

Larger and larger the hull loomed, speeding toward the wharf. Again, Bishop voiced concern. “I don’t know squat about boats, much less piloting them, but damn he’s coming in fast.”

At four hundred yards, with Senhora
 still maintaining a full head of steam, Bishop stepped to Terri’s side and scooped Hunter into his arm. “Something’s wrong,” he stated to his wife, waiting for the vessel to turn, or slow down, or at least sound its horn.

At two hundred yards, his brain had done the math. There was no way now the ship could avoid the pier. “Run!” Bishop shouted to Terri and Pete. “Run like hell!” With Hunter tucked in the crook of one arm, Bishop grabbed his wife’s hand, hoping to steer his family out of harm’s way. Recognizing the panicked expression in her mate’s eyes, Terri’s legs began pumping like she was running in a track meet.

Awestruck by the incredulous sight, Pete stood mesmerized by the rapidly approaching ship-torpedo.

As he scurried past his employer, Bishop repeated his warning. “Run, boss! Get the hell out of here!”

The four visitors from the Alliance scrambled toward the warehouses and away from the water’s edge. Rounding the corner of the nearest building, they stopped and looked back at Senhora
’s looming bow.

The ship slammed into the pier, a thunderous roar of grinding, ripping metal, and crushed concrete splitting the Texas night. The ground shook, chunks of steel plating turned into flying slices of destruction the size of a car’s door. Bishop watched in horror as the impact lifted the stern into the air, the huge propeller breaching the surface and hurling a shower of water high into the light. Spectators darted in all directions; their mouths open in cries of distress, their desperate throats drowned by the protests of the doomed vessel and wounded wharf.

The warehouse directly in the Lady
’s path was shredded with fragments from the hull and dock… jagged, whirling sheets of metal slicing through the air like the shrapnel from a warhead, chunks of concrete blasting into the scattering crowd.

Given the kinetic energy of the fastmoving boat striking the unyielding wharf, Senhora
 bounced off the pier and then continued her onslaught just forty yards further to the west. Again, her engines drove the damaged stern into the shoreline, another thunderclap of destruction washing over the spectators.

The momentum of the powerful impact pushed her more parallel with the wharf’s edge. Her course having been altered, now her angle wasn’t as direct. Forward she sped, sending a horrific screeching into the night as hundreds of tons of steel ground against the reinforced dock.

She traveled two hundred yards before plowing into an even larger oil tanker docked there. Now pinned between the raised wharf and the bow of the massive ship, Senhora
 had no place to go. Other than the thrashing of her propellers and the boiling white water at her stern, there was no movement on her decks or bridge.

After handing a frightened, confused Hunter to his mother, Bishop moved toward Pete and asked, “You okay, boss?”

“I’m fine,” Pete replied with frustration. “What in the hell is going on, Bishop?”

“I don’t know, but somebody needs to get on board that ship and shut her engines down. She could break loose at any moment, and who knows how much damage she could do.”

“Let’s go!” Pete replied, clearly worried about his friend, the captain.

With his weapon over his shoulder, Bishop began hurrying toward the wounded freighter. The vessel, from his perspective, was intimidating, its hull looming over the pier like a teetering, three-story building. “This is what the caveman felt as he charged the mammoth,” he whispered under his breath.

As he rushed past the stern, the sound of the propeller thrashing and splashing sent a chill up Bishop’s spine. There was a vibration of power and force here, in a place where none should be. It was too near, too prevailing, too overwhelming for such close quarters. It took all of his willpower not to turn and run in the opposite direction.

The haunting groans of the ship’s stressed plating assaulted his ears just as he made it to the bow, Senhora
’s engine working to push her forward, trying to wedge her nose in deeper between the tanker and the wharf. The huge dock lines holding the oil carrier were straining to keep her in her berth. If one of those massive ropes surrendered….

Finally, reaching the intersection of the two vessels, Bishop pulled up and began searching for some way to board the Brazilian ship. While her bow was so tight against the peer that he could have reached out and touched the hull, there was no ladder or gangplank in sight. He was looking up at a sheer, vertical face of rusty steel…. a man-made mountain that was straining to be free and might go in any direction once released.

His gaze then turned to the larger oil tanker. That ship was at least two stories taller than Senhora
, the jutting point of her bow like a cliff hanging over the smaller vessel below. There was no way he could drop from there down to the wounded freighter’s deck; the distance was too far to make the jump and live to tell about it.

Pete caught up just then, sweat pouring from his brow. “I can’t see a way to get aboard,” Bishop yelled over the grinding, screeching background noise.

Pointing at the ruptured, twisted metal of Senhora
’s bow, Pete announced, “She’s taking on water… a lot of water. Eventually, the engine compartment will flood, won’t it?”

Sure enough, Bishop noted Senhora
 was already tilting down in the front. Swirls of current around a truck-sized hole in the bow invited the sea to take her. Captain Cortez’s ship was sinking.

One last time, Bishop scanned the oil tanker, wondering if he could find a rope and scale down from the higher deck. If Senhora
 got loose, or one of the dock lines gave at just the wrong moment, he could be left dangling above the water, or worse yet, crushed between the two steel behemoths.

Turning back to gaze at Terri and Hunter, Pete’s head of security shook his head. He’d taken too many risks in the last few weeks. It was unlikely anybody was alive on the Brazilian vessel or they would have avoided the collision with the dock. Pick your battles
, he thought. This isn’t a worthy fight.


As if he could read his friend’s mind, Pete shook his head. “It’s not worth it, Bishop. We’ll just have to wait until the engine floods. She’ll sink right here by the pier, and then we can figure out a way to get aboard.”

“I agree,” Bishop responded flatly, pivoting to get back to his wife and child. “We should move everybody away, just in case something else goes wrong. The engine might explode, or the flooding could shift her course. That thing is way too big, powerful, and unpredictable for us to be standing next to her.”

For the next hour, the bystanders watched a slow-motion disaster unfold before their eyes. Most of the gathered traders had seen movies of sinking ships, but none had ever had a front row seat to the demise of such a large vessel. Slowly, but surely, more and more of Senhora
’s hull disappeared beneath the murky water of Port Arthur.

It was precisely ninety-six minutes later when a loud bang sounded inside the wounded vessel. Smoke poured from the funnel, then another series of gut-wrenching mechanical whines, pops and hisses signaled the failure of the freighter’s immense diesel engine. An eerie silence fell over the pier.

To counteract the darkness, one of the locals pulled his SUV closer to the wharf and turned on his bright headlights. A few minutes later, a line of pickups and delivery trucks had joined the illumination effort. The Lady
 continued to sink, inch by inch of her hull slipping below the water as she came to her final resting place in the mud.

At the two-hour mark, Bishop 
noticed[E1]
 that the ship’s settling into the silty bottom had brought her ladder closer to shore. A short time later, the metal rungs welded to the hull were in reach. “I’m going to board her. Just to make sure there’s not somebody hurt in there,” the security man announced to Terri and Pete.

“I’ll go with you,” Pete responded. “I may not be a fast as I once was, but I can still help.”

“Pete, we don’t know what happened to the crew. There might have been a mutiny, or one of the sailors might have lost his mind and shot everybody up. My job is to protect you. Let me go alone. I’ll shout down an update just as soon as I know anything.”

“Okay. I get it. You don’t want the fat, old man slowing you down,” Pete nodded. “Go. Check it out. Let us know what’s going on as soon as you can.”

Putting an arm around his employer and friend, Bishop winked and responded, “Don’t be ridiculous, Pete, you’re not fat.”

Bishop then bent and kissed a disapproving Terri on the cheek. “I love you. I’ll be right back and try not to worry.”

“Be careful, my love,” she whispered. “I love you, too.”

The rungs were slicker than Bishop expected, the security expert having to take his time as he climbed. As he moved slowly up the ship’s shell, he realized he was carrying very little ammunition. There was a full mag in his carbine, a spare in his back pocket. A flashlight and his fighting knife were on his belt.

As he reached the top, Bishop did what he always did before exposing his body. His head popped up over the rail for a mental snapshot and then disappeared, hopefully, before any aggressor could get off a shot.

He couldn’t see much of anything on the deck, the darkness denying him many details. There were crates, rope, and curved vents in his immediate view. Plenty of places for an ambusher to conceal himself.

Gathering his wits, he took a deep breath and pulled himself quickly over the rail. An instant later, he dove hard to the deck, every muscle tense in anticipation of a bullet tearing into his flesh. No lead flew his way.

Bishop reached out with his senses, trying to expand the sights, sounds, and even the smells drifting through the fresh, sea air. The deck, from his vantage, looked like a tornado had strewn debris everywhere. “The impact with the pier,” the West Texan reasoned.

Moving to an overturned stack of crates, Bishop reached for his flashlight just as his boot kicked something metallic and sent it cascading across the deck. He knew what it was before the small circle of his light illuminated a spent shell casing. There had been gunfire on board the Senhora
.

With just a sliver of his face peeking around the wooden containers, Bishop swept the immediate area with his torch. He noticed several shiny, brass casings in the beam before arriving at the lower legs of a body partially obscured by an overturned barrel.

Reasonably sure no one was in the immediate area, Bishop rushed to the downed man.

Once closer, he realized he was looking at a dead crewman, the fellow’s pasty skin color and crimson-stained clothing evidence of his demise. Two bullet holes marked his chest; his lifeless eyes pointed skyward. The pool of blood under his body was still sticky. “This must have happened right before the Senhora
 came into view,” the ex-contractor whispered, his eyes scanning the deck.

Instinct pointed Bishop toward the bridge. It only made sense that the vessel’s headquarters would be the location where most of the action had occurred. If Captain Cortez or any of his men were still alive, that’s where they would most likely be.

Halfway to the superstructure, Bishop encountered another body. This man had an AR15 dangling from a sling around his chest. A good-sized bullet hole marked his forehead.

“I doubt this fellow was a member of the regular crew,” Bishop said as he studied the body lying at his feet. The guy was wearing combat boots, not deck shoes. He carried two magazines of US Army-issued green tip ammunition tucked inside his belt, and it was very unlikely a Brazilian sailor would be issued such specialized ammo. Bishop picked up the ammo and added it to his limited supply.

Cautiously rising, Bishop cut and darted toward the tower at Senhora
’s stern. Finally reaching the base, he shined his light into the doorway and sucked in a chest full of air – it was as if he was looking at a slaughterhouse.

A helter-skelter of jumbled carnage appeared in the beam from his flashlight. Haphazard splashes of blood streamed down the walls. Lifeless corpses were sprawled before him at twisted, impossible angles, their positions indicative of something that Bishop had seen before. These men had died in vicious, desperate, hand-to-hand combat.

He counted at least four causalities, and like the cadavers he had seen on the deck, they appeared to be a mixture of crew and… and pirates!

“Somebody tried to take the good captain’s ship,” he whispered. “And the crew fought back.”

Most of the men strewn across the deck were young, and his experience told him that this probably hadn’t been the site of the last battle. Taking a deep breath and bringing his weapon high, Bishop ducked inside and began climbing the stairs.

Another body lay in front of him, a ghastly expression of absolute agony imprinted on the victim’s face. An enormous blade was embedded in the gent’s throat, a trickle of blood still dripping on the floor.

As he ascended, Bishop encountered more spectral remains, all of them having come to a brutal demise. “This was one hell of a fight,” he mumbled. “Up close and personal in confined spaces. That’s always the worst.”

Finally reaching the top deck, Bishop’s flashlight highlighted the sole passageway. The heavy, steel door had been aggressively attacked, a fire axe lying amongst the shards of debris. The carcass of another of the captain’s men blocked the entrance. “This was the crew’s Alamo – their last stand.”

Bishop hesitated before entering the bridge, cautiously checking each angle of sight from the doorway. He could see the ship’s wheel inside, as well as a control panel littered with gauges and switches. His ears strained for any sound of movement. His body tensed as he reminded himself that this had to be where the clash concluded.

Satisfied that no active threat lay in wait for him, he kept his weapon high… just in case. Crossing the threshold, Bishop was relieved to find that the command center contained only two bodies. Even so, the final skirmish of the battle was particularly gruesome, walls, equipment and floors splashed with the life’s blood of the combatants. In this room, the contenders fought not only for their lives, but for the ultimate control of the vessel on which Bishop stood. The first man he approached perished face down and wore better clothing than the others Bishop had encountered. Next to the guy’s head laid a blue baseball cap, the golden embroidery above the bill reading, “Capito,” in bold letters. As Bishop bent to check the skipper’s pulse, he said, “Good evening, Captain Cortez. It would have been a pleasure to meet you.”

Heading to the next carcass, Bishop inhaled sharply as he shined his light on the other facedown bandit.  There, on the dead man’s back, was a patch indicating the deceased was a member of a motorcycle club. “Headhunters,” he read aloud, “New Orleans.”

Chapter 8

It had taken several hours to search the ship for any survivors and verify that all the bodies scattered on the top decks were void of life.

The next morning, Bishop and a group of men began the grisly task of recovering the dead. A generator was rigged to power Senhora
’s deck crane, two cargo nets full of human cadavers eventually lowered to the pier.

Terri had elected to remain at Pete’s nearby beach house with Hunter and one of Pete’s local managers. A child had no business seeing the gory sights and sounds that were about to occur in Port Arthur, and frankly, considering Terri’s fragile state of mind, Bishop was glad his mate was building sand castles with her little one right now.

It had been a wise decision, Bishop’s clothing covered in the blood of dead men, his hair damp with perspiration. Worse yet, they had found two more invaders who sported motorcycle club colors from New Orleans. Any doubts about who was behind the attack were evaporating quickly. The West Texan, needless to say, was in a deep, foul mood.

Bishop was troubled by the fact that his wife had overheard some of the men talking the night before. They had been speculating about the pirates, commenting openly about the patches indicating a New Orleans motorcycle club worn by two of the deceased. Another of the dead swashbucklers carried a Louisiana Driver’s license in his wallet.

While she hadn’t spoken her true feelings, the concerned husband was absolutely sure Terri had connected the dots. It was impossible to tell, however, if her dark mood had been further tainted by the death and destruction she had just witnessed, or the evidence indicating Blackjack Jones was not only alive, but aggressively expanding his empire. Now, after the additional discovery of hardcore-types from the Big Easy, it would be difficult to convince her of something he didn’t believe himself. “No way the perceptive Miss Terri will believe Blackjack is afraid to cross into the Lone Star Nation,” he moaned.

As he stood back, staring at the rows of bodies now lined out on the pier, the sound of raised voices piqued Bishop’s attention. Pete was standing nearby, surrounded by a group of men who had all been waiting for Senhora
’s arrival. Heated words were being exchanged.

Moving to his employer’s side, Bishop instantly grasped the issue that had sparked the confrontation. “I say we divide up what cargo is above the waterline and call it a day,” a hefty man wearing a red cap was bellowing. “Ain’t no sense in letting all those goods go to waste. If we just leave them here, scavengers and looters will pick that ship clean in a few days.”

“No,” Pete replied firmly, standing his ground. “Anybody, including me, who wants any of that freight has to pay for it, just like always.”

“Who are we going to pay?” challenged another merchant.

“I’ll collect the money and figure out a way to get it to Captain Cortez’s family back in Brazil,” Pete offered. “He was a good man and treated all of us fairly. The members of his crew no doubt had families back home. They have lost not only a loved one, but also their primary source of income. They will probably need the money.”

“We’re supposed to trust you
?” laughed Mr. Red Hat. “I wouldn’t trust my mother with that much cash!”

Several of the bystanders nodded their agreement, but Pete wasn’t about to give in. “Most of you have known me for years… and have trusted me since we started trading with the Brazilians. Hell, I brought half of you in on this opportunity myself. I don’t need to steal a dead man’s money, and all of you know that.”

His argument resonated, several others voicing their agreement with Pete’s speech. Bishop, still hovering nearby, estimated that the throng was about equally divided on the issue.

Not to lose momentum, Mr. Red Hat stepped close to Pete and poked the ex-cop in the chest with two fingers. “Who the hell died and made you the harbormaster?” he growled. “I don’t trust you any further than I can throw you, which about now, is a good ten feet. Fuck off, Pete. I’m going to tell my boys to load our share, and then we are going to head back to Texarkana. You all can do what you want with the rest.”

“Take it easy, friend,” Bishop recommended in his best calming tone, stepping between Redtop and his boss. “We’re having a civilized discussion here. Cool heads should prevail.”

“And who the fuck are you?” sounded the aggressive gent, scowling down his nose at the shorter Bishop.

“I’m a friend of Pete’s,” Bishop replied coolly, and then added, “and to be honest, I’m one of his hired killers, so why don’t you chill your jets and have a sensible conversation?”

The stare-down continued for a few seconds before Redhead turned back toward the anxious crowd. “He’s just one guy,” he reasoned with the onlookers. “And he’s not that big either.”

Then, without warning, Red Hat spun around and launched a massive strike, his over-sized fist slicing through the air. Bishop, however, was no longer there.

The blow punished nothing but empty space, Bishop having already moved beside Mr. Red Hat. With a graceful sweep of his boot, he knocked both legs from under the off-balance aggressor as he pulled backward on the man’s shirt.

In a flash, the portly antagonist was flat on his back, the “security expert masquerading as a mercenary” standing above him and smiling.

Stunned and shocked by his new position, Red-man tried to rise to his elbows and draw breath at the same time. Bishop’s boot, however, resting on his sternum, was pressing with just enough force to foil both efforts.

“I’ll let you up if you’ll give me your word that you’ll be a rational fellow,” the West Texan advised.

“Why you little… I’m going to get up and beat your…. Let me up, damn it!” Red growled, struggling under Bishop’s heel.

Try as he might, the adversary just couldn’t get any leverage, the pressure point being utilized by the man standing over him thwarting every attempt.

In fact, the struggles of the guy with his back on the pier were comical. Cursing, groaning, and flaying his limbs, Red Hat finally gave up when several rubberneckers began chuckling at his vain attempts to free himself from the boot. “Okay, okay! You made your point, Mister Hired Killer. Let me up, damn it!”

“You’re going to be the picture of calm and reason?” Bishop asked, his arching eyebrows betraying his skepticism. “Cause I’m not going to be so friendly the next time. Pete doesn’t pay me to simply put jerks like you on the ground. He likes for me to make them bleed.”

“I’m good… we’re good. It’s all good,” nodded the fellow on the ground.

Bishop studied the man with a wary eye before opting to give his opponent a second chance and remove the boot. Then he leaned down and extended his open palm to help the defeated man stand. Mr. Red Hat accepted the offered hand, and the humiliated trader made it to his feet… but he didn’t let go. Instead, his grip shifted to the West Texan’s wrist while his free hand balled into a tight fist and coiled to swing.

Bishop had anticipated the trick and seemed almost disappointed in the antagonist’s clumsy attempt. Before his opponent could launch another punch, the security expert had reversed the grasp and applied his other hand, completing the counter-maneuver by twisting on the hefty man’s arm with tendon-snapping force.

In a whirl of movement, Bishop bent Red’s arm behind his back, the tortured wrist pulled so high it forced the taller man to bend at the waist. A vicious kick then followed, Bishop’s boot impacting his adversary’s ass so hard, the red hat went flying off the owner’s head.

Red staggered forward, streaks of white-hot pain surging up his spine. Before he could straighten, Bishop kicked him again in the same spot.

A yelp of pain soared from Red Hat’s throat as he dropped to his knees. Showing no mercy, Bishop struck again, this time the blow so brutal, it lifted the trader’s shins completely off the ground.

Red was trying desperately to crawl away, but Bishop was having none of it.

“It’s greedy fucks like you,” growled the West Texan, delivering another solid kick, “who mess up people’s…,” and another blow, “...fucking lives!” followed by yet another impact of Bishop’s boot.

Unable to even maintain the four points of his hands and knees, a moaning, crying Red rolled over onto his back, his face twisted in anguish.

Stepping in close to the groaning man at his feet, Bishop paused, his eyes boring into the helpless prey who was now completely at his mercy. It was one of the most bone-chilling expressions Pete had ever seen on any human being.

Bishop’s eyes were cold, almost reptilian in their color and depth. His head was slightly bent, nostrils flaring as his system built a reserve of oxygen in preparation for the final assault. The hunter’s shoulders were forward, as was the weight on his feet. Here was a predator, bowed for combat, ready to deliver inconceivable violence. There wasn’t a hint of fear, hesitation, regret, or clemency in his eyes. Everyone watching was sure Red was about to be slaughtered.

“Bishop! Stop!” Pete ordered, trying to establish control with a firm tone. “That’s enough. You’ve made your point.”

There was no reaction from Bishop, Pete’s words seemingly having no more effect than a man yelling at a cobra as it reared to strike.

“Bishop!” Pete tried again. “Please! Let him go.”

The second attempt made it through, Bishop blinking once, twice, and then shaking his head as he tried to clear the bloodlust from his brain. He straightened and then scanned the ring of anxious faces who were waiting to see his next move.

Taking a deep breath, Bishop stabbed a finger toward the man at his feet. “People like this are why we have rows of bodies lying over there,” he barked. “We would all be better off if scum like this guy and Blackjack Jones no longer walked the earth!”

With that, Bishop pivoted and stomped away in a huff. After it was clear the West Texan wasn’t coming back, two men rushed to Red’s side.
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As they drove back to Pete’s beach house, Bishop exhaled in a deep sigh before beginning his apology, “Pete, I’m sorry. I kind of lost control back there. It won’t happen again.”

“You had visions of Ketchum Jones in your head while beating that man, didn’t you?”

“Yes, sir. I did,” Bishop answered honestly. “I’m not sure why. I guess I’ve got a little post-traumatic stress of my own bouncing around between my ears.”

“Well, at least you didn’t kill him. And,” Pete brightened, “everybody was on board with my idea of compensating Cortez’s family after you literally kicked Frank’s ass.”

“I didn’t set out to bludgeon anybody… it’s just… well… that guy took a cheap shot at me, and somehow I equated the way he used dirty tricks and physical violence to take what he wanted with Blackjack Jones’s way of doing business. Neither of those men has any honor. Both are completely unscrupulous, cut from the same cloth in my opinion. I have never had a tolerance for bullies and have always been inexplicably compelled to beat their asses.”

Waving a dismissive hand through the air, Pete responded, “You had just finished pulling two dozen fresh cadavers from what looked like a floating war zone. You spotted men wearing biker colors from New Orleans among the outlaws. We brought your wife here to help her heal, and what happens? A bunch of dead bodies show up, coupled with more evidence that the monster who stripped her soul is still alive and operating in Alliance territory. I understand, Bishop. Other than a couple of kicks too many, I was secretly wishing it was me putting a boot up Frank’s ass. He’s always been a jerk. I’ve never liked the man.”

“I appreciate your understanding, boss. I’m sorry if I’ve tarnished your reputation in any way. I’ll offer my resignation if you wish. I shouldn’t have lost control.”

Frowning, Pete answered, “No, Bishop, I don’t want your resignation. What I do want you to do is clear up this mess concerning this madman in Louisiana. He’s touched both of our lives now, and while my coffee supply isn’t nearly as important as Miss Terri’s health and wellbeing, he has killed a dear friend and a crew of innocent sailors. Besides, he’s hurt my business more than you know. I need to think on this, mull it over for a while. I want you to do the same.”

“Understood, Pete. Believe me, there’s going to be little else on my mind for a while.”

[image: ]


Pete’s beachfront home, normally a safe haven of contentment and relaxation, was eerily silent and forlorn. Despite the brilliant, afternoon sun and the constant rhythm of the waves, the occupants were quiet and contemplative.

After showering and disposing of his blood-soaked clothing, the West Texan suggested a walk on the beach. “We don’t get to see the ocean much. We should take advantage of this opportunity, let Hunter find some shells, maybe even slip on our swimsuits and catch a few rays ourselves.”

Terri merely nodded her agreement, adding only, “Should I take my pistol?”

“Oh, no. I figure all we need are some towels, sunscreen, and flip flops,” Bishop replied, trying to distract her from her obvious concerns. Terri scowled at his attempt to make light of the situation, so Bishop continued, “We’ll be fine. No one is around for miles.”

Pete’s property was located on the Bolivar Peninsula, a narrow strip of land situated between Port Arthur to the northeast, and Galveston to the southwest. “My sister bought the place after moving to Beaumont. She loved the Gulf and wanted a weekend getaway where she could capture the waves, seabirds, and sunrises on canvas. She really was quite a talented painter. I wish now I had taken the time to visit her here more often,” Pete explained, his face twisting into an expression of remorse.

Hunter, for his part, thought finding seashells was about the best idea he’d ever heard. Equipped with a plastic bucket, colorful spade, and a lathering from a tube of sunblock Terri had found in the bathroom medicine cabinet, the young man was eager for a new adventure.

After being carried over a low range of dunes, Bishop had set his son down on the open expanse of beach and repeated the only rules for the outing. “Don’t go in the water; there are sharks. Don’t touch any dead animals that have washed up on the beach. The jellyfish have stingers worse than a wasp. Now go and find the biggest shells you can!”

Both parents jumped to help as their son turned to rush away and fell face-first into the sand. After helping the stunned child back to his feet and brushing off his shirt, Bishop shared a piece of fatherly advice, “Walk before you run, son!” Bishop laughed as he brushed off the frustrated boy. “The sand is different here, so take a few minutes and get used to it. We have plenty of time.”

With a squeal of delight, Hunter was off again, scoop in one hand, dangling bucket in the other.

As they stayed close and watched their offspring explore every square foot of beach, Bishop addressed the elephant in the room. “We found more dead pirates with New Orleans colors,” Bishop stated bluntly. “I think you are right; I am convinced that Blackjack is still alive. In fact, I lost my temper this afternoon because of him. I beat a man silly on the pier and embarrassed myself in front of Pete. Now Ketchum is eating us both alive from the inside out.”

“What happened?” Terri asked, a look of concern spreading across her face.

For the next ten minutes, Bishop recounted the episode. “I kept feeling like that man with the red hat was related to Blackjack somehow. That people like that were such a big problem and threatened us all.”

“I can understand that, believe me,” she stated simply.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do about Blackjack, but something has to be done. I need to talk to Nick about all of this, see what the big guy has to say,” Bishop replied.

Terri merely nodded, then slowly continued strolling while staring at the endless horizon above the blue waters. Finally, she brightened and said, “Well, he’s not here… not right now, not in this place. Let’s just enjoy the rest of the afternoon and see if the ocean can wash away some of the images that stain our minds.”

Chapter 9

Two days after returning from Beaumont, Terri noticed that her husband hadn’t shaved.

“A new look? Mid-life crisis?” she asked.

Rubbing the stubble on his chin, Bishop merely nodded. “I thought I would try something different. Shaving is overrated.”

“Don’t you think you should check with the woman who kisses that face before making such a decision?”

His eyebrows going north in a quizzical manner, Bishop was surprised by Terri’s sudden burst of humor. “You’re in a good mood,” he responded in a warm tone.

“You’re going to New Orleans. You’re going to kill Blackjack Jones,” she blurted out.

Again, the West Texan was shocked by her blunt revelation. His first instinct was to lie, but he couldn’t do that. It just wasn’t in him. The truth shall set you free
, he thought. “You figured that out, eh?”

“It’s kind of obvious, my love,” she smiled. “You’re letting your beard grow as a disguise. You’ve been cleaning your rifles and filling mags with ammunition. I’ve seen you prepare for dangerous SAINT missions before. I may be a little off my game, but I’m not blind.”

With a shrug of his shoulders, Bishop responded, “Pete did ask me to find a supplier for his eateries. I thought while I was in the area, I might head on down to Bourbon Street and see if I could lay eyes on our old friend… maybe get his address so we can send him a Christmas card this year.”

Instead of laughing… or scolding him for having the worst sense of humor on the planet… or joining in on the lighthearted banter, Terri turned away.

Seeing her reaction, Bishop moved toward his wife, placing a caring hand on each of her shoulders. I really screwed that up
, he thought, wondering how to invoke damage control.

When she turned to face him, he was again surprised. Rather than pain, or fear, or insult, Bishop saw nothing but unadulterated, hellish rage in his mate’s eyes.

“Kill him,” she whispered, her voice in a low growl. “I don’t care how, but I want you to execute that monster. Vengeance may be the Lord’s, but that walking sack of pure evil must be eliminated. I know you’re not an assassin… I know this goes against that wonderful creed of yours… that moral core inside you that I’ve been in love with since we met. But just this once, just this one time, I’m asking…. No, I’m begging you. Kill him dead. Leave no doubt. Gun him down. Cut out his heart. Piss in his dead mouth and feed his guts to the rats. Then, come back to me and tell me this nightmare is over.”

Taken aback by her harsh rhetoric, Bishop could only nod his agreement. “That’s the plan,” he finally mumbled, then adding, “but I still have one big concern. How are you going to get along while I’m gone?”

“Hunter and I are going to stay with Aunt Diana while you’re away. She wants my help on drafting a new immigration policy, and since we were so involved at Forest Mist, she’s asked for my help. I’ll be surrounded by her security team twenty-four hours a day. I’ll be fine.”
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Bishop was careful with the front door, closing it softly so as not to disturb his wife or son. The last of his kit was loaded in the pickup. He was eager to refill his coffee and then hit the road.

He stepped inside Hunter’s room first, the father kissing his own fingers and then gently touching the top of his son’s head to transfer the kiss. “I’ll be back a in few days, little man,” he whispered.

Next was the master bedroom. He knew from Terri’s breathing that she was still in dreamland. For the first time in weeks, his wife had slept through the night. Watching her rest so peacefully only reinforced the need for his mission. I hate to wake her
, he thought.

Knowing she would be more upset with his leaving without a goodbye than having her sleep interrupted, he gingerly sat on the edge of the bed and waited.

Her eyes popped open with a start, her alarmed response yet another justification for his trip. Before Forest Mist, Terri had always been slow to wake, enjoying her beauty rest. With any luck, she would again be able to welcome back the sandman very soon.

“You’re all packed?” she yawned.

“Yes.”

Reaching up to pull him close, she said, “I can’t ever remember a time when I was glad you were leaving,” she began. “Now, with this mission, I’m eager for you to go and take care of this. Am I just as wicked as Ketchum Jones?”

“No, of course not. You deserve peace, my love. I’m going to give it to you.”

She kissed him and then released her hold. “Go. The sooner you leave, the sooner you’ll be back to me. And Bishop… I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he said, giving her one last peck.

Without looking back, Bishop left, strolling with purpose toward the front door. He had just managed the porch’s bottom step when he heard someone clear his throat.

Looking up while reaching for his pistol, Bishop recognized Nick standing beside the pickup. “What the hell?”

“I’m going with you,” the big man announced, nodding toward the two extra duffel bags now tucked in the bed.

“No, you’re not… I mean… well…,” replied a flabbergasted Bishop.

“I told Diana last night that I couldn’t let you go and do this alone. You and Terri have meant more to us than you know. You are my friend, Bishop. I’m going, and that’s all there is to it.”

“But, but, you can’t get involved in this, Nick,” the West Texan protested. “This could get really, really ugly. If Washington found out that a high-ranking, Alliance official was crossing the border….”

“On Diana’s desk is a sealed envelope. It contains my letter of resignation, dated today. If the worst occurs, I’m nothing more than a wayward, Alliance citizen
.”

Stunned at the unselfish gesture of his friend, Bishop was at a loss for words. Sure, he was happy to have Nick along. The man was one of the deadliest warriors walking the earth. That being so, he was also one of the most critical resources in the entire Alliance government. Bishop was touched, flattered, and speechless.

Nick continued, “Every time the Alliance has had a desperate need, you and Terri have answered the call. I can’t stand around here scratching my ass while she suffers. And I can’t let you run off alone and try to fix this by yourself. We will go together and put that son of a bitch in a hole or die trying. Now, are we going to stand around here burning daylight, or are we heading east?”

“Do you know anything about mudbugs?” Bishop grinned, motioning Nick to get in the truck. 
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“What’s the plan?” Nick finally asked as the duo approached the Louisiana border just east of Beaumont. They had been driving all day, both men deep in thought as they passed through the desert, into the Hill Country, and then finally the entering the coastal plain.

Bishop had been reassessing his objective now that his buddy had joined the trek to Louisiana. Rubbing his eyes in an attempt to stay awake, he decided it was time to discuss some plans. “Do you remember that stunt we pulled up in Fort Stockdale a few years ago?”

Blinking, it took the big man a few seconds to recall. “You mean when I dressed up like a hobo?”

Nodding vigorously, Bishop answered, “That’s the one. That little disguise was extremely effective. I was thinking we might try the same thing.”

“Are their homeless people in New Orleans?”

With a shrug, Bishop replied, “Every city… even in the Alliance… has homeless folks. Given what I’ve heard about our neighbor to the east, there should be plenty of vagabonds roaming the streets of the Big Easy.”

As with any proposed strategy, Nick took his time weighing the pros and cons. “It would certainly make it easier to move around if we could fit in. From what I’ve heard, Blackjack owns that town and a couple of strangers walking around in their full battle rattle might draw unwanted attention.”

“It’s the best scheme I could come up with,” Bishop offered. “At least until I get the lay of the land. No one wants to get close to bums and beggars. The ‘beautiful’ people avoid them like the plague.”

“I wish you had filled me in on this idea before we left,” Nick stated. “I would have left my designer jeans at home.”

Bishop grinned at the mental image of Nick in fancy pants… with his trademark combat boots. “First of all,” he began, “I didn’t know I was going to pick up some hitchhiker bumming a ride. That aside, I was smart enough to do a little scouting beforehand. I think I can fix us right up.”

Within a few miles of crossing into the Pelican State, the two men began to see a marked difference in their surroundings. On the Texas side, Interstate 10 had been mostly void of abandoned vehicles, the Alliance having launched an initiative years ago to keep the roadways clear of debris and relics.

No such effort had been undertaken on the other side of the border.

In fact, it appeared as though some of the locals were using the highway as a spare parts yard. Many of the cars and trucks they passed were on sitting on blocks, missing wheels and tires. Some of the remnants had their hoods open, probably to access batteries, hoses, and belts.

The thoroughfare was also home to a considerable amount of natural debris.

Piles of dead leaves swirled in anger as Bishop’s truck rolled past. More than once, he had to slow down to avoid a fallen tree limb.

Bridges were another concern. It had been years since any maintenance had been performed on any crossing. Both men had been horror stories about barges pulling loose from their moorings and slamming into supports. They held their breath as the crossed the Atchafalaya Swamp and its eighteen miles of elevated roadway.

Twice, Bishop had stopped the pickup directly in the middle of the pavement, some obstacle ahead alerting him to the possibility of highwaymen or some other form of ambush.

The first case was an overturned semi-trailer. Nick, with his thermal optic, had quickly declared the area secure. While the blockage forced the pickup dangerously close to the bridge’s rails, there were no “hot” signatures indicating bushwhackers.

The second obstacle was a bit more complex, several cars and trucks having been involved in a mass accident. The mesh of tangled metal was so elaborate, the two men had been required to dismount and clear the area on foot. “Reminds me of when we first met,” Nick had noted, recalling the intersection in West Texas that was controlled by two different gangs. “That was a good day.”

Their only other stops were to refuel, relieve their bladders, and to take turns driving. Terri and Diana had emptied their pantries in preparation for the trip, the travelers feasting on jerked beef, hunks of cheese, raw veggies, and several links of smoked sausage.

It was well after sunset by the time they were approaching Baton Rouge. Bishop had wanted to avoid the capital and take a series of back roads for a detour. Nick had disagreed. “It’s the home of their provincial government. It’s probably one of the safest places around. We should drive straight through and save time.”

What neither man had remembered was that the terrorists destroyed the Horace Wilkerson Bridge in the early days of the downfall. A hand-painted sign detoured them toward the old bridge less than a mile away. Again, it was a white-knuckle crossing over the Mississippi River.

Once they got into to Baton Rouge, they began to notice a few other vehicles on the road. Despite the late hour, Nick noted several sets of headlights here and there. “Signs of intelligent life, Captain,” he teased.

“Beam me up, Scotty,” Bishop countered. “I don’t like it down here.”

By the time they were again surrounded by rural forests and farms, both men were too exhausted to drive. “Let’s find a good spot to hide and get a few hours of shuteye,” Nick suggested after a contagious round of yawning. “We’ll make better time in the morning.”

Exiting the interstate, it was only a few miles before the headlights illuminated an abandoned home. After Nick had verified the dilapidated structure was indeed empty, Bishop pulled the pickup around to the back and shut down the engine.

Both Texans were asleep a short time later.

Bishop awoke just after dawn, his spine stiff and legs achy from sleeping behind the wheel. Nick had a small fire working, two cups of hot water warming over the flames. “Coffee?” he asked after his partner had exited the truck.

“Really? Do you not know me at all?” Bishop grinned, stretching his arms skyward while rotating his hips.

“No, I was asking if you had any coffee, dipshit,” the larger man laughed. “I figured since you worked for the King of Java, you’d have a ready supply.”

Grunting, Bishop nodded and stepped to the back of the truck. He knew exactly where his stash of ground beans had been packed. “This is more valuable than ammunition,” he chided, producing a plastic baggie of dark granules.

“Damn straight,” Nick smiled. “I can kill with a knife, but I’m as helpless as a newborn in the crib without a cup of joe. Now if we only had some cream and sugar.”

Shaking his head, Bishop returned to the pickup’s bed. “What do I look like? Your waitress? How in the hell did you ever survive in the field before I came along?” he teased, producing another bag of raw sugar and a small jar of white cream.

“I need to talk to Pete,” Nick grinned as he accepted the condiments. “He needs to fire your ugly ass and hire a proper security type like me. Hell, he can even pay me in coffee, cream, and sugar.”

“Not even Pete has that much java,” Bishop countered. “Besides, those planks you call feet might be able to fill my shoes, but in the brains department, you’d introduce too much empty air.”

The banter continued while the two men sipped their cups, both enjoying the caffeine and camaraderie. At one point, Bishop shared Pete’s concerns over a looming coffee shortage.

“No shit?” Nick questioned. “First, that Blackjack asshole slaughters a bunch of Alliance citizens, then he fucks up our supply of liquid caffeine. This guy must really have a death wish.”

Shrugging, Bishop replied, “My boss will figure something out. After all, any ex-Philly cop that becomes one of the richest men in all the Alliance isn’t going to let a little setback like this mess up his business. There’s more to Pete than meets the eye.”

“Sometimes luck is more important than skill, I guess. Look at you. There’s no way you should still be walking around,” Nick joked.

Chapter 10

Bishop had done his homework.

Months ago, he had met a Beltran Ranch hand who frequented Pete’s. His handle, for some unknown reason, was Stampede Smith, or “Stamp” for short.

Known far and wide for his cooking skills, Stamp had made no secret that he hailed from the Big Easy. After a few beers, it wasn’t uncommon for the cowboy to toast New Orleans, often describing it as the “… great lost mecca of culinary excellence.” Bishop had always dismissed such high-brow bragging as nothing more than hogwash tied up in a bow… that is until just a few days ago.  

Stamp had moved to the Lone Star State just a year before the collapse. Evidently, the combination of an ex-wife and a punishing divorce settlement had driven the man to flee his beloved New Orleans. America’s West, from the early pioneer days to the present, was full of such men and women. The wide-open spaces and the sparse population had always renewed downtrodden spirits with the promise of a new beginning. For others, there was the welcome relief from being sardined by their neighbors.

While that had been some years prior, Bishop had considered the man’s knowledge about the Big Easy to be about the best he was going to acquire. The worldwide web really didn’t exist anymore. Travel guides were difficult to find, especially recent editions. The apocalypse, for better or worse, had returned word of mouth to its former prominence as a research tool.

It was Stamp who had recommended Bishop and Nick’s next stop. “Just before I left town, a new outlet mall had opened at this intersection,” the cowhand had stated, poking the Texan’s map with a stubby finger. “I specifically remember it because it was so far from the edge of the city… a good ten miles outside of civilization. I stopped there to buy work clothes before heading west.”

“Why do they call him Stampede?” Nick asked after Bishop had recounted their conversation.

“I asked him that,” Bishop grinned. “He said it was because every time he took his turn cooking in the bunkhouse, there was a stampede for the food.”

In addition to his culinary expertise, it seemed that Stamp had an excellent memory. His account of the new retail area was perfect, down to the last detail. After steering the pickup off the interstate, Bishop spotted the sprawling discount mall just a mile from the freeway.

The parking lot was empty, now filled with weeds, blown debris from the surrounding woods, and piles of glittering, shattered glass. While the shops clearly had been looted, Bishop was hopeful that enough clothing remained to create a wardrobe suitable for a pair of vagabond drifters.

Pulling around to the back of the elongated, single-story structure, Bishop shut down the engine and teased, “Break out the checkbook, dear. It’s time to go shopping.”

With rifles in hand, the duo walked to the public-facing side of the mall, the faded signs of several name brand outlets swaying gently in the breeze. The first thing Nick spotted was a row of rusting shopping carts sitting next to the sidewalk. “Let’s grab a couple of those. Every fashionable homeless person I’ve ever seen has a prerequisite cart of possessions.”

Pushing their buggies along, next they entered a clothing store. Insects, rodents, and even some of the local birds had moved into the former home of slightly irregular haute couture.

Piles of shirts, pants, and other items were scattered everywhere. The interior looked like a cyclone had torn a path directly through the displays. After checking a hoodie near the front entrance and finding the cloth nearly rotten from exposure to the elements, Bishop motioned Nick toward the back of the store where the rain hadn’t reached the merchandise.

They found the stockroom, several racks of men’s clothing hanging neatly and sorted by size. “We’ll rough them up and get them dirty later,” Nick suggested. “For now, we need to collect multiple layers and colors for our mismatched wardrobe.”

Given his enormous frame, Nick took longer to accumulate the makings of his new look. After nearly an hour of searching, the two men decided that they had accomplished the first phase of their mission.

Next, the duo entered the employee break room. It, too, had been thoroughly pilfered, probably by stranded, desperate motorists looking for any sort of food or drink they could scavenge.

The two visitors from Texas, however, weren’t interested in nutrition. “We need knickknacks… souvenirs… little trophies that a displaced person would collect during his wanderings.”

Each man chose a crusty coffee cup. Plastic utensils, found in a drawer by the sink, were also added to the treasures.

Having picked the first store clean, the two men then pushed their carts to the next establishment. There, inside the manager’s office, Nick found a dog-eared blanket and quickly added it to his collection.

It took them nearly three hours to finish foraging for their homeless attire and accessories. Both men added cardboard boxes to their collections. Bishop found a display of beach towels, the faded sign advertising, “Buy one, get one free.”

The most important item in each man’s buggy, however, was his overcoat. “You look like Dick Tracy,” Bishop teased as Nick tried on a style that made him look like a sleuth right out of the Sunday funny papers.

“Who?”

“Dick Tracy… you know… the comic book detective?”

“Sorry,” Nick grunted, “I must be too young to remember who you’re talking about.”

Bishop seemed to ignore the verbal jab, having found a rain-proof style for himself that was several sizes too big. In front of a dusty mirror, he tested that the coat would cover his rifle and sling. “Perfect,” he observed, as he practiced throwing the front open and raising his blaster with a quick draw motion.

“You look like a Chicago gangster,” Nick teased. “Find a fedora somewhere, and you could be one of Capone’s shooters!”

“Who?”

“Al Capone… you know, the famous mobster….”

“Sorry,” Bishop shrugged and smirked. “He must have been before my time.”

As they loaded their booty into the truck, Bishop spied their next objective. Just down the road, an outfit that had sold and leased tractors and other outdoor implements was located. Such a business would have a garage. There would be no reason for the average looter to visit the establishment these days. It would be the perfect place to hide the truck.

Pulling to the rear of the facility, Bishop passed several rows of lawn mowers, miniature backhoes, tractors, and front-end loaders. Along the rear wall of the main building, he stopped beside an oversized garage door. Like the retail space up front, this place had been previously looted, probably more than once. The Alliance men found the “Employees Only” door had been pried open, the bent lock and frame surrendering to some unknown force, probably a crowbar.

Like most post-apocalyptic buildings, the inside was trashed. Papers, files, desks, and chairs were scattered randomly throughout the firm’s modest office spaces. Everything from bowling trophies to three-ring binders, spare parts catalogs, a framed customer service award, and computer monitors were strewn from wall to wall.

The original overhead door leading to the mechanic’s bay had been electrically operated. Nick found the emergency release cord and tugged. It took a considerable effort by both men to roll up the heavy barrier on its unmaintained tracks.

Evidently, no one had brought any machinery for repair when the collapse had occurred, the bay unoccupied. Making sure to straddle the oil change pit and hydronic lift, Bishop pulled the pickup inside.

The two men got to work quickly, Nick storing their new wardrobes outside while Bishop removed the battery and an essential computer chip from under the pickup’s hood. If someone did discover the stashed ride, it would be extremely difficult to steal.

He decided to leave the hood raised, staging the scene to make it appear as if their truck had been in the midst of a major overhaul when society toppled over the proverbial cliff. “Why would anyone want to snatch a broken-down old pickup?” he reasoned.

While Bishop busied himself with a nearby wrench, Nick set to work on their clothing. Pouring a bottle of water into some loose dirt, the ex-operator began dragging each fashion item through the mud and grime. “Your clothes aren’t clean when you’ve been living outside for months or years.”

Joining his partner, Bishop furthered Nick’s effort by wiping his greasy hands on a few of the articles.

Taking care to remove any possible sign of their deception, both men removed their watches, rings, dog tags, and belts. Only their boots provided a potential clue, and by the time they walked into the city, both men agreed that their foot wear would camouflage itself, becoming covered in road dirt and mud. 

Finally satisfied that their disguises would pass all but the most exhaustive inspection, the duo began packing their shopping carts. This exercise proved more difficult than either would have anticipated.

Accustomed to carrying their gear on a load vest or in a pack, both men were frustrated with how little room there was for essential equipment in the wire buggies. “Terri could fit $1,000 worth of groceries in one of these damn carts. I can’t even get enough ammunition for a good firefight in here,” Bishop grumbled.

The fact that they were trying to obscure the valuable contents hidden deep inside the shopping buggies further complicated the situation. After they positioned the soiled beach towels, spare rags of clothing, a few cardboard boxes, and the bric-a-brac they had scavenged from the mall, there wasn’t much room for magazines, first aid kits, optics, spare batteries, knives, and other tools of combat.

“It’s more important that we can move around unnoticed than be well-equipped. If our costumes work as well as we hope, there’s a good chance we won’t need as much ammo or the blow-out bags,” Nick stated.

Finally, after a frustrating two hours of packing, repacking, and testing their loads, they were ready. “Now that we have wasted half a day, we can begin the ten-mile hike into New Orleans,” Nick sighed, his gaze drifting to the south. “I’m clearly getting too old for this shit.”

“Don’t give out on me now, Grandpa,” Bishop teased. “You’re the one who held me at gunpoint and demanded to come along.”

“What was I thinking?” Nick retorted, adjusting his oversized coat and the rifle hanging beneath.
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Like most major metropolitan areas after the collapse, the bulk of the survivors remaining in New Orleans had relocated to the outer edges of the city.

The banks, insurance companies, accounting firms, and law offices occupying the downtown skyscrapers no longer existed. There were no beans to count, money to loan, or cases going to trial, nor was there as much open ground to plant a garden or hunt wildlife to survive. After all, the local grocery store wasn’t even stocked with bread and water anymore.

Over time, the remaining urban populations settled into a series of concentric rings. The outer-most circle, the suburbs, offered larger lots of land, more parks and open spaces, as well as streams and creeks that could supply critical water. Those less-compressed spaces afforded better security as well.

Most of the homes in this widest loop were newer and larger, many offering swimming pools and other amenities that provided resources critical to survival. Residents indigenous to those areas had always enjoyed a greater sense of community than their downtown cousins. And in the worst of times, that cohesiveness had been an advantage.

Lake Pontchartrain, to the north
,
 was a source of fishing, the many wildlife management areas and forests bordering the city serving to provide both meat and firewood. Outlying farmers and ranchers, lucky enough to acquire excess food, didn’t feel safe travelling into the inner city to barter their wares, so they learned how to preserve what they could and privately trade with long-term members of their same community instead.

Inside of the suburbs, the next ring of population was comprised mostly of scavengers and others who didn’t have the skills or wherewithal to survive off the land. The inhabitants here had been forced to find alternative, and often unlawful methods of getting by, including looting valuables from surrounding businesses and homes, moonshining, prostitution, meth labs, grow houses, and other nefarious activities. This area was where men like Ketchum Jones thrived by providing a fix for mankind’s never-ending appetite for pleasure and escape via dopamine highs.

If you lived in the “burbs,” and needed an antibiotic, Ketchum’s organization was the place to go. His men had seized the warehouses and pharmacies when everything was falling apart. Want a gallon of bathtub gin to offset the stress of the post-collapse lifestyle? Go see Blackjack’s man on the other side of the tracks. Need the comfort of a woman for the night? Walk a few blocks to the “red light” zone and take your pick. Bartering for everything was the norm here.

Foodstuffs were the most common currency. If a fisherman had a good day on a local bayou, a pound of salt-cured fish was worth two quarts of homemade beer. One of the most sought-after crops was tobacco, its high level of nicotine more addicting than heroin or cocaine. Two pounds of dried leaves was worth several grams of gold… or a gallon of moonshine. Take your pick.

Because of trade, an uneasy truce had formed between the criminal underworld and those who lived off the land. Blackjack’s men didn’t invade the suburbs, and even the most organized communities in the outer ring turned their heads from the criminal activity occurring just a few blocks away. Everyone was armed to the teeth, and on the rare occasion when a dispute did occur, the combatants often settled the matter in a hail of gunfire. 

While those who had managed to survive, on both sides, had seen their share of death and destruction, violence did occur. Despite ammunition being in short supply, the occasional clash still erupted. Many of the burbs’ residents didn’t like Ketchum’s people selling their teenagers dope or luring them to underground clubs that used generator-powered sound systems and blaring dance music as bait.

Ketchum, for his part, tried to keep his troops in check. He needed the crops and meat provided by the outer ring. His moonshiners and breweries required potatoes, sugar, and grain. Even the most hardened criminal required calories, and while his warehouses were still well-stocked with cases of food, Blackjack was smart enough to know that those supplies wouldn’t last forever.

In addition to his recreational pharmaceuticals, Blackjack made a serious effort to provide legitimate, essential services to the neighboring communities. On one occasion, shortly after the downfall, he had sent dozens of armed men to help the east side fight off a large band of marauders threatening a small group of farms. His organization helped fight fires and distributed hundreds of pounds of seafood that local fishermen and shrimpers delivered to the docks under his control.

Regardless of the crime lord’s diplomatic efforts, those living in the burbs didn’t have a lot of free time on their hands to go looking for a fight. Most of their hours were consumed providing the essentials of life. Working even a modest-sized plot using hand tools was backbreaking work. Fishing and hunting, especially with the increased pressure on local game populations, was a time-consuming endeavor. Everything from firewood to a cooking pot had to be made, gathered, or bartered. By the time the locals finished their day, there wasn’t a lot of energy left to clean up the neighborhood.

It was well past sunset by the time Bishop and Nick were pushing their overloaded carts into the outer ring. While the duo spotted the occasional flicker of a candle through a window, the street they were traveling was otherwise void of human activity.

All of that changed, however, when the first dog started barking. The pooch’s alarm was soon joined by a choir of wailing animals. “I think we just set off the local canine alert system,” Nick whispered. “We’re going to attract attention before we want it.”

Yet, there wasn’t anything the two men could do but keep on moving.

It was Bishop who noticed additional lights appearing through more and more windows. A few minutes later, he realized that two men were following them. Two men with long guns.

“I think the welcoming committee is behind us,” Nick grunted. “Our masquerade
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 is about to be tested.”

At the next intersection, approaching from two different directions, streamed additional locals. Four of them carried torches or flashlights. All of them were armed.

Surrounded, the wandering nomads stopped, each subconsciously positioning his buggy in a defensive position. “Circle the wagons,” Bishop grunted at his friend.

The lights’ glow illuminated impassioned and irate expressions, the escalating scene reminding Nick of a lynch mob straight out of a B-grade western. Slowly the inhabitants approached, Bishop whispering, “Hunch your shoulders. Don’t look so damn big and threatening.”

“We don’t want any trouble,” Nick stated in a loud, strong voice. “We’re only passing through.”

“We don’t cotton to drifters around here,” growled a voice thick with a southern accent. “What have y’all been stealing?”

“We’re down on our luck, but we are not thieves,” Bishop responded, the hand inside his coat tightening on the carbine secreted there.

The mob displayed plenty of bravery until they were within ten feet of the strangers. Then they stopped, seemingly unwilling to approach closer. “Where are you coming from?” quipped another man.

“Lake Charles,” Nick answered, invoking the name of the first Louisiana city he could think of. “We lost our truck to highwaymen four days ago and have been walking ever since.”

“Where are you going?” the next interrogator prompted.

“New Orleans. We heard there was work down at the docks,” Bishop responded.

His answer brought a round of grunts and outright laughter. “You heard wrong, Mister. There’s no work at the port, hasn’t been for years.”

Exchanging disappointed looks with Nick, Bishop answered with a simple, one-word response, “Shit!”

Nick, playing the role, executed his next line with the smoothness of an Oscar-winning actor. “Damn it! I told you those rumors were bullshit. Now we have traveled all this way… lost everything we own and there’s no work there!”

“Sorry,” Bishop mumbled, his head hanging low in apparent disappointment.

The theatrical exchange elicited another chorus of laughter from the mob. “So, you’ll be heading back to Lake Charles, right?” snapped an unfriendly Cajun when the humor had evaporated.

“There is no other work in New Orleans?” Bishop inquired, his soiled face displaying a flicker of hope in the torchlight.

“No,” a voice from the back of the crowd announced.

“Is there any place around here that is safe to spend the night?” Nick asked.

“You’re not welcome here,” answered a citizen from the shadows, “and if you keep on going into the city, you’re going to run into some old boys who are a lot more hostile than we are.”

“I don’t understand,” Bishop shrugged, his mind secretly hoping they could gather some good intelligence from the encounter.

“Let them keep going,” a community member offered, “let Blackjack’s boys take care of ‘em. I’m too damned tired to dig graves tonight.”

The suggestion initiated several side conversations, the men surrounding the Texans appearing disorganized and unsure of what to do next. Bishop thought the dynamic was odd. Normally, there was a leader of any pack.

Eventually, a throat with authority overrode the din. “Look, folks, it’s late, and this doesn’t appear to be any real threat. I don’t see anything other than junk and trash in their carts, so it looks like they haven’t taken anything that doesn’t belong to them. Robby and I will follow them out of the suburbs. We’ll make sure they move on down the road. The rest of you people can go on back to your homes and get some rest.”

No one protested, and after a few moments, the throng began to slowly disperse.

A short time later, Nick and Bishop found themselves standing in front of two men, both armed with shotguns. “Let’s get to walking,” the older man instructed. “We have quite a little trip ahead of us.”

Nodding his intent to do just that, Bishop began pushing his cart while glancing over his shoulder at his escorts. “Who is Blackjack, and why would he be hostile to harmless strangers?”

“Blackjack Jones runs everything south of Alabama Street,” answered one of his followers. “Some people say he was a pimp before the downfall. Others claim he was a drug dealer. I think he was both, and most likely a whole lot more than that. Regardless, I’d keep my head down if you’re going to pass through his turf. His gang is ruthless and damn mean.”

For the next six blocks, Bishop and Nick took turns asking their chaperones various questions in an attempt to gather local knowledge. “New Orleans is now like a doughnut,” one of the locals stated. “The center is hollow… empty… a void. No one goes there anymore because there’s nothing of value left. All of the action is around the rim.”

The group approached a broad avenue that Bishop assumed was Alabama Street, the dark roadway quiet and unoccupied. The two men behind the Texans obviously didn’t want to travel any further. “Just keep heading that direction,” one of the locals gestured with his head.

“And good luck, gentlemen. You’re going to need it,” the other man added.

Doing as they were told, the two actors proceeded into the night, pushing their buggies and pretending to be wary of the unknown world ahead of them. Their performance wasn’t actually that far off reality’s mark.

After they had crossed the intersection, Bishop chanced a glance over his shoulder. Both of their escorts stood on the other side, watching to make sure neither man changed his mind.

“Southern hospitality just ain’t what it used to be, is it, my friend?” Bishop protested.

“Depends on your perspective, I guess. After all, nobody spit lead at your lousy carcass, did they?” Nick chuckled.

Two blocks into Blackjack’s territory, the duo heard the first indication of human occupation.

Music drifted through an alleyway, the steady beat of rock n’ roll carried along on the gentle breeze from the west. Pausing to get a sense of the source’s location, Nick offered, “I need a little shuteye and something to stick to my ribs. Let’s not go looking for trouble just yet.”

“Agreed,” Bishop replied.

They continued their journey, shuffling along at a slow pace, always assuming that they were being watched and judged. “We’re two homeless men, down on our luck,” Bishop kept repeating to himself. Walk like you’ve given up. Play the role,
 he told himself. Appear to be pitiful, without hope or cause. You are harmless. Weak. You have nothing worth stealing. You are barely alive.


After walking for over 20 minutes, they headed into a residential area. Here, oak trees with wide canopies bordered the street. The sidewalks were cracked and lumpy, sandwiched by roots from below and the sun from above. Middle-class homes that had seen better days met the Texans’ gaze, the windows dark and quiet. The few automobiles parked alongside the curbs were thick with dust and grunge, leaves and twigs indicating that none of the vehicles had been moved in years. Most of the tires were flat.

At the next intersection, Nick pointed at a business situated on the corner. According to the sign, the two-story, brick building had been a dry-cleaning company in its previous life. “Check out that store,” he instructed his friend, “that structure has got thick walls and excellent lines of sight.” Nick paused to give Bishop time to appreciate his find before continuing, “I’m sure none of Ketchum’s men come here to have their shorts starched. In fact, I don’t think there is any reason for us to expect any customers to come calling. And I’ll bet the second floor is empty.”

“Baptiste Cleaners and Alternations,” Bishop whispered, squinting to read the sign in the darkness. “Come to think of it, I suppose we both could use a good tailor about now.”

Making their way to the back of the shop, Nick pulled out his thermal optic and began scanning the surrounding structures and streets. There was no detectable heat being generated in the area.

While a lack of thermal signatures was no guarantee that this section of the city was unoccupied, it was a good indicator that no one was watching the two men from the Lone Star Nation.

Bishop was the first to climb the metal staircase leading to the second story, the peeling white paint of a doorway visible at the top of the rusted steps. Upon reaching the landing, a .45 automatic appeared from under his long coat.

As anticipated, the entryway had been pried open long ago. Just like the towns and cities his SAINT teams had visited over the years, every building, house, structure, and warehouse had already been searched and looted.

Pushing the door inward a few inches, Bishop listened and waited. There was no response from inside.

Next, the security expert switched on his flashlight, the circle of white light illuminating old, dusty hardwood floors, numerous boxes marked as tax records, surrounded by a healthy forest of cobwebs. The second floor had obviously never been used for anything but storage, the finished open space running the entire length of the building. “This place hasn’t been used for a long, long time,” he informed an anxious Nick. “Probably even years before the downfall.”

“You think it will work?” Nick asked from below.

“It’s not the Ritz, but I think we can hang our hats here for a while.”

Concealing their carts in a nearby patch of weeds, Bishop and Nick made several trips hauling their equipment up the stairs.

It took the two men almost an hour to make the storage area habitable, even by “roughing it” field standards. Bishop used his survival net, secured by a series of nails, to set up a hammock while Nick brushed aside cobwebs and cleared one corner of the floor for his sleeping bag.

Bishop unfolded a tiny camp stove while Nick went about securing the windows. Retrieving a roll of duct tape from his kit, the ex-operator created blackout screens from the cardboard boxes sharing their space. “Nothing will give away our new digs like having someone see light in a window,” he mumbled, ripping off a length of tape.

“Your snoring might be a problem, too,” Bishop teased. “Last time you and I were on an assignment, I thought I was under attack by a bunch of bears.”

A large middle finger was Nick’s only response.

Next, a trip wire was set up outside on the stairs. Again, Nick scanned the area while Bishop rigged a thin strand of fishing wire between the rusting, iron rails. Secured at the upper landing, an old can of pebbles tumbling down the treads would make one hell of a racket if anyone tried to approach their hideout.

Settled in and throwing down some chow, Nick's face became serious. “So, what’s next?”

“I’m guessing that Mr. Jones is a bit of a recluse these days. Given the US Army’s surprise visit, I assume that he is laying low. My strategy is to sting, bite, sucker punch, and generally annoy his daily operations until Blackjack has no choice but to show his rotten carcass. With any luck, we’ll be in a position to whack his ass, or at least follow him back to his lair and finish the job.”

“Guerilla warfare, eh? I like it,” Nick grinned.

“I don’t see any other alternative,” Bishop shrugged. “Even if we had a division of the Alliance’s best infantry behind us, Ketchum would just fade into the background and wait for us to get tired of the stifling humidity. No, we have to draw him out… piss him off… hurt him to the point where he has to step up and take charge at the ground level. That’s when he will be the most vulnerable. That’s when I can shoot that sphincter wart in the face.”

Rubbing his chin, Nick’s eyes glazed over as his mind wandered to the future, his analytical brain plotting the next few days. “I have some ideas,” he finally grinned. “When I served on the teams, one of my favorite missions was to disrupt the enemy behind the lines. In a few days, we’ll have Blackjack wondering why God is mad at him.”

Returning his friend’s smile, Bishop responded, “Far be it from me to get between a dog and a fire hydrant. As long as someone is pissing on Blackjack’s parade, I’ll be a happy man.”

Chapter 11

It was their sense of hearing that identified Bishop and Nick’s first target.

Rising an hour before sunrise, the two invaders ate in silence, used the back lot for a latrine, and repacked their shopping carts. “Take everything with you,” Nick advised. “We might get cut off and not be able to make it back here if things get dicey.”

By the time the sun was peeking over the horizon in the east, two wayward, downtrodden souls were roaming through the streets of New Orleans.

They had meandered three blocks when Nick heard their first clue, the distant hum of a small gasoline engine. “Somebody nearby is running a generator,” he whispered to Bishop. “Now who would have the fuel to do such a thing?”

“Let’s go check it out.”

Following their ears, they entered what had been an upscale neighborhood, the grand homes and extensive grounds a clear indicator of affluence. That former prominence, however, didn’t ensure the survival of the community. The grass and weeds were just as high, the broken windows and busted-open entryways as common as the community’s poorer neighbors to the east. At the next cross-street, Nick nodded toward a two-story, luxury apartment complex. “Check out the vehicles in that garage.”

Bishop followed his friend’s gaze, noting that several of the cars and trucks located on the ground floor’s parking area were missing the coating of dirt and grime that one would expect. Not only had these vehicles been recently driven, but they were also all expensive sedans or top of the line pickups. Next to a handful of Harley Davidson motorcycles was a jacked-up diesel 4x4, complete with off-road tires and polished chrome wheels that looked as if they had never seen a speck of dirt.

“It’s good to know that the redneck is still alive and well, even in post-apocalyptic America,” Nick teased.

“Hey! I resemble that remark!” Bishop feigned a protest. “Besides, what’s wrong with a good truck? Not everybody gets issued one of the cool-ass, military Humvees like some
 people I know.”

Nick didn’t even blink at the attempt to raise his dander, his mind clearly engaged elsewhere. “You know,” he began, “those are just the wheels to draw the eye of an aspiring, young criminal-turned-looter,” he observed, continuing to scan the row of Jaguars, Corvettes, and Lexus convertibles.

Nodding toward the overbuilt pickup, Bishop added, “If you’ve got your choice of anything on the lot, why not go for the best?”

“Be careful, my friend. I believe you have a little drool on your chin,” he teased, pointing at the corner of his friend’s lip. Bishop jabbed good-naturedly at his buddy before turning to examine the structure across the road. There, at the edge of the garage, next to the apartment building, a small, grey cloud from a generator’s exhaust hung in the sunlight.

Continuing past the complex, Nick indicated they should get off the main street. After making sure they weren’t being tailed, the duo ducked into the rear door of a small strip mall facing the apartment building.

They soon found themselves in what had been a travel agency, posters of sand-soaked islands, white beaches, and famous European landmarks adorning the walls. There were a handful of completely trashed desks, overturned chairs, brochures, and other office equipment haphazardly spread throughout.

Evidently, there had been a couch in the reception area, the upended piece of furniture now resting on a pile of shards from the shattered glass of the front door.

Hustling to take up a position behind the leather and steel sofa, Bishop scanned the apartment units to make sure no one had spotted the area’s newest hobos and was coming to investigate what the two homeless men were up to.

After deciding they had passed unnoticed, a colorful image at Bishop’s feet caught his eye. Picking up the brochure, he announced, “We should head to the Caribbean… it looks lovely there this time of year.”

“The same hurricane that struck Galveston while you were there… it crushed Nassau and a bunch of the other islands. According to a buddy in Washington, the Caribbean has gone tribal.”

“Okay… no problem. What about a jaunt to the Greek Islands?” Bishop offered, pointing toward a poster hanging on the wall. “I could eat moussaka twice a day.”


Again, Nick grimaced, his eyes never leaving the apartment complex across the street. “Turkey invaded Greece as Europe dropped into the economic abyss. After the United States pulled out of the United Nations and NATO, there wasn’t anything to stop those two ancient enemies from deciding who was the biggest kid on the block.”

“Who won?”

“Turkey. Rumor has it, that after the Greek army fell apart, a faction of victorious Muslim extremists set out to massacre every Christian on the island. Apparently, until the rest of the Greek military force could stop them, the blood ran ankle-deep through the streets of Athens.”

Grunting, Bishop replied, “Well, now. Aren’t we just little ‘Mr. Sunshine Vacation Advisor’ today? I guess world travel of any kind is off limits, according to you?”

“I would recommend a trip to Alpha, Texas, sir,” Nick replied without missing a beat. “There is rule of law there… mostly… and several natural wonders within driving distance. Just watch out for the sometimes-violent security types who live south of town. They can be a bit rowdy at times.” Then rubbing his recently wounded ear, the big man added, “Especially their wives.”

Before Bishop could protest his friend’s implication, two men appeared at the apartment building’s entrance.

Stepping outside, they stretched, yawned, and seemed to be waiting for someone. Both were in their mid-20s, heavily built, their skin covered with tattoos. The larger of the pair wore biker colors.

Another four minutes passed before they were joined by three other gentlemen. As Nick and Bishop watched from the travel agency hide, one of the newcomers produced a plastic bag and began the motions of rolling a cigarette.

As the five ruffians passed around the burning butt, the pungent odor of marijuana drifted past the two Texans. “Toasting a blunt… the breakfast of champions,” Nick grunted.

After achieving their buzz, the apparent leader of the group began passing out assignments. “Marko and Bear, you two get over to the dock and make sure that barrel of diesel in my truck makes it to the shrimpers coming in today. Blackjack is going to be pissed if there’s another problem. We had 120 pounds of rotten seafood on our hands after that fuck-up last week.”

A man named Crow was ordered to check up on the Canal Boulevard lab.

“Lefty, you’re with me. Somebody gave one of Silky’s girls a black eye last night, and Blackjack wants us to check it out and have a little chat with whoever smacked her around. It’s hard to move damaged merchandise,” he lamented.

“Which girl?” Lefty asked, his voice dripping with obvious concern.

“Lacey was her name, I think,” the leader answered very matter of factly.

“Oh, no! Not Lacey! She was the prettiest one of the bunch,” one of the gang members protested.

“That ain’t saying much,” another laughed.

Nick tilted his head so that he could speak only loud enough for Bishop to hear and while still maintaining visual surveillance on the men. “You know, we could take out five of Blackjack’s boys with five shots,” he hissed, watching as the conversation continued across the street.

“True. But how many more outlaws are inside that apartment building?” Bishop replied. “Hell, for all we know, the King of New Orleans himself might be having his morning constitutional, even as we speak.”

Shrugging, Nick responded, “You’re absolutely right. In fact, I have an idea that just might help us find out a little bit more about the occupants of that little boarding house. Let’s come back here later and have a little fun.”

“At least it looks like we’re on the right trail. I’m with you, let’s come back tonight.”

“In the meantime,” Nick began, watching as the men across the street began heading toward their rides, “I think we should visit that lab on Canal Street. If it’s producing meth, well, accidents have been known to happen at those types of facilities.”

After the last of Ketchum’s crew had motored off, Bishop unfolded a map of the Big Easy. It didn’t take him long to find Canal Street on the grid. “It’s going to be a bit of a walk, but it is doable,” he reported.

A few minutes later, the pair of fake drifters was mobile, shuffling down a weedy sidewalk at a calculatingly sluggish pace. They were in enemy territory now, appearances more important now than ever.

Only the duo’s eyes would have given them away, both men scanning right and left, always on the lookout for potential threats. The imposters noticed very few other people, and those that they did encounter seemed happy to give them a wide berth. “They’ve heard how bad you snore,” Bishop joked after a pair of women crossed the street to avoid passing them on the sidewalk.

On two occasions, the two men tensed as an automobile approached, the first instance being a truck hauling some unknown cargo. The second encounter was with a glossy Hummer full of rough-looking characters who were blaring loud music on the unit’s stereo as they passed. Neither vehicle showed the slightest interest in the vagabonds from the Alliance.

“Always keep an eye out for those guys that drive Hummers,” Bishop teased.

“Those people are tooling around town like they don’t have a care in the world,” Nick observed. “The truck had only the driver – no guards whatsoever. The three guys in the Hummer were more interested in jamming to their tunes than in anticipating any sort of danger. Blackjack’s boys have gotten slack around here.”

“We would act the same way on the streets of Alpha,” Bishop countered. “We feel reasonably secure on our home turf. Why should these guys be any different?”

“We, in Alpha, aren’t involved in criminal activity. We’re not being raided by the United States Army. We have rule of law. We’re a legit government, elected by the people, not some self-appointed tin pan who rules by fear and violence,” Nick replied.

“Since the collapse, the difference between criminal activity and survival tactics has blurred, my friend,” Bishop argued. “Remember what happened during the election? When Diana’s opponent accused her of being a thief because she had ‘acquired’ a motorhome from an abandoned dealership to travel around the countryside? Now, you and I know that the transportation was necessary to keep her safe and provide the necessities of life when moving around the Alliance. But other people see these things from a different perspective. In fact, according to the strictest interpretation of the law, you and I are crooks for taking this clothing from the outlet mall. We’re just as felonious as these guys – from a certain point of view.”

“We never took anything from people,” Nick countered. “We never looted; we scavenged. There’s a big difference.”

“Po-tae-toe, po-tah-toe,” Bishop retorted. Then, rather than continue the debate, he nodded toward a dirty street marker that announced they had arrived at Canal Street. “Wonder which way?”

Stepping forward, Nick glanced up and down the wide road. “I would guess we head south. I don’t see anything but warehouses and factory buildings to the north.”

“Lead the way, brother outlaw.”
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It was an odor that announced Nick and Bishop had found the lab.

As the pair of homeless-wannabes wobbled down the sidewalk, the strong scent of cooking chemicals assaulted their sense of smell. At the next intersection, they spied three clean, luxury automobiles, as well as a pair of well-ridden motorcycles. “You have arrived at your destination,” Bishop announced, doing his best imitation of a computer-generated, GPS voice.

They continued past the laboratory, trying to appear uninterested while their eyes worked to take in every detail. At the end of the block, they circled back, this time approaching the building from the rear.

“No sentries,” Nick observed.

“The doors don’t appear to have been reinforced,” Bishop added. “How many would you guess are inside?”

Glancing at the number of vehicles in the parking lot, Nick shrugged, “Five, maybe six.”

Half a block away, they noticed a recessed doorway. The stenciled letters said, “Family Photo Studio.”

Like those of all now-abandoned businesses, the entrance had been forced open, the door creaking as it swung loosely in the breeze. With nothing blocking their entrance, Bishop and Nick pushed their carts inside a few seconds later.

“Two choices,” Nick stated once they had cleared the interior. “We can hit them as friendly, neighborhood hobos, or we can put on our full battle rattle and shut down Ketchum’s lab.”

Bishop was already pulling his body armor from under a wad of newspaper in his cart. “We don’t know for sure how many criminals are inside, what kind of skill sets they have, and who might show up while we’re taking care of business. I want every advantage. Let’s ditch the overcoats and go in there like men.”

Nodding, Nick began pulling on his gear. “Good call.”

Like Superman’s phone booth, the former studio soon emitted two completely transformed figures. Both men wore vests bristling with magazines and pouches, their knees and elbows covered with protective pads.

Balaclava masks covered their faces, Nick’s sporting the image of a growling human skull.

After checking for any approaching traffic, the two hunters hustled out of the studio’s entrance and hurried toward the drug manufacturing facility. Once they reached the back door, they exchanged nods, chambered a round into each of their carbines, and took a deep breath.

Nick reached for the knob, finding the entry unlocked. After a quick scan for any sort of tripwire, the big man flung the door open and stepped inside, weapon high and looking for work.

The two assaulters found themselves inside of a storeroom, random stacks of cardboard boxes and empty pallets keeping a hand-dolly company. Other than the light that spilled from the still-open entrance, the room was both dark and unoccupied.

Heading to the only other door, Bishop carefully twisted the knob and pulled it open just enough to gain a visual. He spotted a galley-type layout, featuring a long, interrupted hallway with several openings leading right and left. No light illuminated the space.

After whispering a quick report to Nick, the duo sneaked into the hall and began working their way toward the front of the establishment, clearing each room as they progressed.

The first door led to an abandoned office.

Twisting the second knob, Bishop spied several cots lining the walls inside of a small room. Two old, battered suitcases full of clothing sat in the floor. In the corner, a bearded man was catching a few winks, his mouth open while he sawed on a very large log.

Pulling back, Bishop used hand signals to let his partner know the room was occupied. One man. Asleep. Far corner, he relayed with a quick sequence of fingers and motions.

Lowering his carbine, Nick reached for the fighting knife on his vest. In a flash, the blade cleared the scabbard as the ex-operator’s eyes sent a signal of their own. “Cover the hall,” he communicated with a glance.

A brief flash of pity entered Bishop’s mind as he watched Nick’s massive shoulders move into the cot room. The knife looked tiny in his friend’s fist, the muscles of his arm bulging in anticipation of combat. I can’t imagine waking up and seeing that image hovering above me
, he thought. That has got to be the worst… and the last nightmare any man could have.


The only evidence of Nick’s attack was a dull thud that was barely audible from the corridor. A moment later he had joined his friend in the hallway, nodding for Bishop to continue.

As they ventured further into the interior, the chemical smell grew stronger – a sure sign that the lab was active and occupied. Is this shit flammable
, Bishop wondered? Will the entire building explode if we fire off a shot?


Evidently, Nick had the same concern at that very moment. Holding up a hand that signaled Bishop to stop, the big man pointed toward the knife on Bishop’s load vest. With a quick motion, the blade was clear and ready for the job.

At the end of the hall another door secured a room to the left. Again, Bishop carefully peered through.

Here, the space was quite different. “Chemists” in a brightly lit room were actively creating a substance that emitted an unbelievably rank, chemical stench. Bishop spotted three men, all of them wearing masks over their faces while they stirred some material in plastic buckets.

An older Hispanic man was also present, his hands busily pouring some clear liquid into yet another container. Seated at a table along one wall, lounged a pair of biker-types. Both burly men sported shaved heads and handlebar mustaches, their skin painted with ink from their feet to their scalps. Both of them wore leather jackets that were decorated with identical motorcycle gang patches. A pistol laid on the table next to them; a shotgun rested against the wall. They were engaged in a lively game of rummy, the pair seeming to serve little purpose in the laboratory. Either they are in Quality Control or Transportation,
 Bishop mused, nothing to do until the cooking is done.


Gently closing the door, Bishop rapidly informed Nick of the room’s occupants.

“Stay here,” Nick ordered. “I’ll be right back.”

Hustling back where he had dispatched the sleeping man, Nick returned less than a minute later with the bloody body slung over his shoulder.

Dumping the dead man next to the door, the ex-operator then produced a hand grenade. “I don’t want to leave any witnesses,” Nick grunted. “We want Ketchum guessing… wondering what in the hell is happening. Now run.”

Bishop didn’t hang around to argue as Nick pulled the pin and then rolled the fragmentation device into the makeshift lab.

Hot on Bishop’s heels, Nick followed his friend down the hall and into the night air. Without breaking stride, the pair continued to sprint back toward the photography studio. They had managed to get halfway across the street when the grenade’s “whoop” reached their ears. A nanosecond later, a secondary explosion erupted behind them.

The blast wave, fueled by the chemicals stored in the facility, challenged their ability to remain upright, nearly bowling over the two retreating aggressors. Bishop felt the heat a moment later, his ears ringing from the roar of the detonation.

Finally, behind the cover of the neighboring building, both men took a moment to glance over their shoulders.

Blackjack’s laboratory was now a roaring ball of red-hot flames and boiling, black smoke. Rubble and debris had been blown into the street, one wall of the building having been obliterated by the detonation and the expanding pressure wave.

“That ought to get his attention,” Bishop commented.

“At first, he won’t know if this was an accident or if someone hit his lab,” Nick replied. “Let’s get back into our homeless garb… we’ve still got work to do.”

Five minutes later, after a glance at the inky column of smoke that still reached toward the heavens, the pair of vagabonds headed out onto the streets of New Orleans.

Four blocks away, Nick motioned Bishop into a nearby doorway. “Blackjack’s boys will be rolling up any minute now. Let’s stay out of sight until the first responders arrive and see how they interpret our move.”

Sure enough, just a few minutes after his prediction, the roar of racing engines reached Bishop’s ears. Two SUVs screeched past, both vehicles brim full of Ketchum’s armed troops.

“Let’s move,” Nick stated. “I want to head back to that apartment complex.”

Staying in character, the pair shuffled and limped along the route. Halfway back, Bishop interrupted the silence of the afternoon, “Hold up a second. I’ve got an idea.”

The two men had just pushed their buggies beside a vacant lot of weeds, small islands of its bare, sandy soil visible among the dark patches of green vegetation. Acting like he’d spotted the prize egg from an Easter hunt, Bishop strolled through the plants and bent low to retrieve his treasure.

Scooping up a handful of sand and emptying it into his pocket, Bishop grinned at Nick and then proceeded to add more of the grainy soil to his collection.

Twenty minutes later, the vagrant imposters had returned to the travel agency and were peering through the window at the apartment complex. The generators were still running.

“Blackjack might be inside,” Bishop observed once they had returned to Spy Central. “Let’s see if we can tempt Elvis to leave the building.”

“Lead on,” Nick offered with a wave of his arm. “I’ll cover you from over here.”

With one hand pushing his cart, the other holding onto the stock of his hidden carbine, Bishop crossed the street and made a beeline for the pair of generators humming in the distance.

After a quick glance right and left, the agitator bent and twisted off the first gas cap. Retrieving a handful of sand from his pocket, he dumped the dirt into the generator’s tank.

After repeating the fouling procedure a second time, the phony homeless man moved on, leisurely rolling his buggy as he ambled across the parking lot.

By the time Bishop had circled around and rejoined Nick, the first generator was stuttering and coughing. Less than five minutes passed before both machines had ceased running.

“I guess somebody forgot to pay the electric bill,” Nick joked.

It took a surprisingly long time before someone appeared from the apartment building, a sleepy-looking woman exiting the lobby and wandering toward the failed generators. “It’s got to be getting hot in there,” Nick whispered. “Probably hard to sleep off last night’s festivities without any A/C.”

Evidently, the loss of electrical power wasn’t any big deal. Only the one young lady appeared, her posture casual, her face more bored than worried. Her first act was to unscrew the gas cap and peek inside. After seeing there was still fuel in the tank, her demeanor changed, a scowl wrinkling her forehead, a curse escaping her lips.

She tugged once on the pull cord, making a half-hearted effort to restart the engine. After fidgeting with the controls, she pulled again. Neither tug produced the desired results.

Releasing the pull-cord, she meandered to the second machine and again checked the fuel supply. Finding the tank almost full, she must have realized that having both generators fail at the same time was more coincidence than she was comfortable with accepting.

Frustration began to set in, her annoyance obvious by the frown crinkling her brow. Her fists flew up to rest on her hips as her gaze turned upward toward the row of second-story windows. Her stance seemed to say, “This is beyond me. Somebody else needs to come down here and see what is going on here.”

She didn’t have to wait long, a muscle-bound man appearing on one of the balconies. “Do they have gas?” he shouted down.

“Yeah. First thing I checked. They are all fueled up and still won’t start,” she answered.

Before the balcony-watcher could respond, another fellow rushed from the lobby. He was clearly pissed. “Do they have gas?”

She repeated her report to no avail, the new arrival apparently not believing her and unscrewing the cap to see for himself.

He obviously didn’t trust his own eyes either, reaching for a nearby can of fuel and topping off the tank. Yanking the cord several more times with no result, an avalanche of foul language erupted from his throat.

For the next fifteen minutes, Bishop and Nick watched as a small crowd gathered around the fouled generators. Several of the men took turns trying to restart the units, those efforts intermixed with cigarette breaks, advice from bystanders, and strings of creative cursing.

All in all, Bishop counted eleven men and a handful of women. None of them were Ketchum Jones.

Before any of the milling throng could decide on a course of action, the two SUVs Bishop had seen rushing to the exploded lab returned to the garage. Their cargo of men soon poured out and joined the crowd beside the generators.

“I don’t think Ketchum is here,” Nick stated. “We would have seen him by now.”

“They’re going to need access to electricity tonight, and they don’t appear to have a back-up generator on site,” Bishop nodded. “We should try to follow them and find out where they are storing their ill-gotten gains.”

While the two Texans couldn’t hear all of the ensuing conversation from across the street, snippets of some exchanges were crystal clear. Over and again they heard phrases like, “Blackjack is going to be pissed,” and, “I’m glad I don’t have to tell the boss what’s going on.”

Lefty and another man soon began loading the disabled units into the bed of the elevated pickup, shouting over their shoulders, “We’ll be back with replacements. Everybody just chill out.”

“That’s our cue,” Nick announced, standing to his full height.

“We won’t be able to keep up on foot,” Bishop replied.

“I’ve got an idea. Come on. Let’s get a move on,” Nick directed, waving for his friend to hurry.

Exiting the back door of the travel agency’s building, Nick surprised Bishop again. Instead of heading for the street to chase after the bad guys, the big man pointed toward a metal fire escape ladder bolted into the brick exterior of the neighboring building.

Glancing upward, Bishop noticed it was a three-story structure, as tall as any in the area. “We’ll might be able to see them, or at least follow their engine noise and get a general sense of their direction.”

“One hell of an idea,” Bishop nodded, rushing to the rusty ladder.

Climbing as fast as he could, Bishop was only halfway up when he heard Ketchum’s crew backing out of the apartment building’s garage. Nick was right behind him.

Reaching the tar roof, Bishop rolled over the edge and immediately scrambled for the far side, hoping to catch a glimpse of their prey. After scanning the grid of New Orleans streets below, movement drew his eye to the dark blue vehicle three blocks away and accelerating. He easily identified Lefty’s truck, the two uncooperative generators visible in the bed.

Nick crouched beside him, bringing up his optic to follow Ketchum’s men. They were clearly heading toward the downtown area and the skyscrapers rising in the distance.

The duo observed the target take a right, travel through two streets and then hang a left. At that point, they lost sight of the SUV as it passed behind a series of buildings.

“Lost them,” Bishop snorted, lowering his rifle.

“Shhhhh. Listen,” Nick hissed, holding up his hand.

Indeed, Bishop could hear the SUV off in the distance. Pulling up his sleeve to monitor his wristwatch, he began timing the motor’s exhaust as it accelerated again for a short period. After forty-five seconds, the engine noise gradually dissipated and then stopped altogether.

Pulling out his map and a pencil, Bishop began tracing the route taken by Blackjack’s crew. With his gaze shifting back and forth between his chart and the actual streets in the distance, he began turning his mental math into a schematic. “I’m marking out a game trail,” he whispered to Nick.

It was another 20 minutes before the sound of the SUV’s exhaust again reached their ears. With both men studying the New Orleans streets with their optics, it was Bishop who caught a glance of the blue Ford as it passed behind a massive billboard in the distance. That sighting provided a new data point, sending him back to the map and eventually narrowing down where Blackjack’s goodie shack might be secreted.

“Let’s go shopping,” Nick smiled, motioning toward the ladder. “We’ll come back and visit these guys later.”

They scrambled down the rungs, pausing at the bottom only long enough to gather their shopping carts and double-check their gear.

They were a block away by the time the replacement generators were being unloaded at the apartment complex.
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Bishop had narrowed down their search area to a grid measuring three blocks wide and seven blocks long, that feat helped along by good fortune.

A sizeable park edged one of the sections where Ketchum’s men had traveled. Both Bishop and Nick had agreed that it was unlikely any valuable equipment like a generator would be stored amongst the trees, grass, and fountains.

There was also a limited distance their prey could have traveled given the time that the engine noise was still audible. A quick, back-of-the-envelope calculation had limited the geography even further.

“Let’s split up,” Bishop suggested. “We can map out a grid and cover twice as much ground.”

“Works for me,” Nick agreed. “Let’s stay one block apart so we can still help each other in case you
 get in trouble... again.”

After splitting up, they began working their way along a pair of parallel streets. At each intersection, the first to arrive would wait until his partner appeared before continuing. It took time, both men shuffling slowly and playing their thespian roles while also searching for any sign of recent human occupation.

Bishop found himself in what had been an older section of the Big Easy. The buildings here sported mostly brick or limestone facades, were narrow and deep, and had been in various states of disrepair even before the collapse. He passed a hardware store that had been thoroughly looted, a beauty supply company that had seen better days, and a tuxedo rental store that was practically untouched. None of those structures showed any sign of recent human activity.

On the third block, he wandered by an empty lot, whatever structure originally occupying the space having been torn down long ago. Several layers of graffiti adorned the nearest exposed wall, the multi-colored tags appearing to have faded long before the collapse.

Weeds and trash had moved in, Bishop reasonably sure the vacant land would not have been considered a prime commercial location before the downfall. Along the outside wall of a bordering building, the wind had deposited a mounting hill of cardboard, newspapers, soft drink cans, and other assorted garbage.

Bishop was looking for signs of his nemesis, scanning the buildings, vehicles, and windows for any sign of recent activity. It was at the last second that he sensed a presence behind him.

Out of the trash heap, three men emerged like trap-door spiders ambushing a hapless insect. Pivoting just a little too late, Bishop absorbed a savage right cross on his jawbone, the jarring impact blurring his vision and knocking him to one knee. Before he could raise the carbine under his coat, he was surrounded.

The three ambushers were a surly lot, covered in filthy rags, accessorized with mismatched shoes, and crowned with oily mops of unkempt hair. All of them were brawny men, the largest fellow standing with balled fists and leering down at the still-stunned Bishop.

“This is our place!” the leader growled, the spittle of anger spraying with his words. “You can’t be here!”

“We don’t allow trespassers,” snapped the contender to Bishop’s right as he pointed the end of a broken machete directly at the Texan’s throat.

As Bishop’s eyes darted between the two vocal threats, the third man moved to inspect the contents of his cart. “I’m just passing through,” the downed man asserted in as strong a voice as his throbbing mouth could muster. “Stay away from my stuff.”

“Or what?” chuckled the largest aggressor.

“Or I’ll kill all of you,” Bishop responded, his hand now inside of his coat and closing on the grip of his own blade.

The challenge, issued by a dazed man balancing on one knee, elicited a round of laughter from the three tramps. Rather than being insulted, Bishop was glad to buy his head just a little more time to clear.

The imposter understood that he was in trouble. The men surrounding him were obviously at the top of the homeless community’s food chain, apex predators in their own environment. They had survived the mean streets, been smart enough to avoid Ketchum’s wrath, and had stayed under the radar of the bigger, badder fish. They had also managed to get dangerously close to his person and had lived to tell about it. No doubt that wasn’t easy to do.

The man with the machete was the priority. His companions would find it difficult to kill with a fist or kick. A blade, no matter how dull or broken, was another story.

Using his carbine was out of the question in this part of town, as was the pistol on his belt. The echo generated by gunshots might draw unwanted attention if Blackjack’s crew was close. No, this was going to be a knife fight.

“Hey! Look at this!” sounded the man who had been moving toward Bishop’s cart.

All eyes turned in the direction of his voice, the two remaining bums watching as their friend pulled Bishop’s load vest from under a stack of newspapers, his expression that of a gold miner who had just discovered a huge nugget in his pan.

The distraction was all Bishop needed, his cutting edge clearing his coat and slamming into the machete holder’s thigh in a single motion.

A howl of pain roared from the victim’s throat as Bishop launched a ferocious kick at the other ambusher’s knee.

Bishop’s boot landed squarely on the inside of the largest ’s contender’s kneecap, a sickening crack signaling that some critical component in the bum’s limb had surrendered. As the hefty attacker struggled to maintain his balance, Bishop managed to find his feet, springing up and squaring off against that machete.

With his leg burning with the fire of a stab wound, the hobo wielding the broken knife somehow managed to avoid falling. As Bishop reached his full height, the bleeding man’s eyes opened wide and crazy. It was impossible to tell if the mugger’s reaction was indicative of fear, insanity, or a pure lust for combat.

Faster than Bishop would have thought, his enemy slashed violently with his shortened machete, the jagged tip of the broken steel slicing through the old overcoat that covered the thespian’s gut.

As the momentum of the swing took his opponent off balance, Bishop stepped in close and sent his own blade flashing toward the man’s chest.

The thrust found flesh but didn’t sink as deep as Bishop desired to obliterate the threat. His knife, deflected by rib bones and cartilage, sliced through skin and muscle, but didn’t damage any vital organs. Again, a guttural scream of pure agony arose from the vagabond’s throat as his feet instinctively back peddled, his brain demanding that he get away from the instrument responsible for so much pain.

As Bishop stepped closer and coiled for another strike, the cart-looter’s shoulder slammed into the imposter’s back, sending both men sprawling to the sidewalk.

Cursing his stupidity for ignoring the third adversary, Bishop tried to draw air back into his lungs as he rolled across the concrete.

Despite his bad knee being unable to hold any weight, the largest of the trio managed to dive and land on the Texan’s leg as he struggled to stand. The cart-looter soon joined his friend, lunging from his knees in an attempt to pin Bishop’s knife arm to the pavement.

Kicking and punching at the same time, Bishop desperately tried to free his weapon. The two arms clutching his leg felt like steel straps, his oxygen-deprived blows unable to deliver enough punishment to dislodge the man on his arm.

For a brief moment, it was a stalemate, neither of the homeless fighters willing to release his grip on Bishop’s limbs, the Texan unable to free himself.

That all changed in a blink, however, when the man Bishop had cut and stabbed gathered his wits and hobbled back into the fray.

Bishop noticed the glint of the sun flash off the machete’s blade as its wounded, bleeding owner raised the weapon for a downward stroke aimed at his head. Just as the edge began to descend, a streaking, shadowy shape whipped across Bishop’s field of vision, slamming into the only standing man.

Nick’s shoulder splintered the machete holder’s sternum, his massive body at a dead run before launching into a diving tackle that would have impressed even the most ruthless NFL linebacker.

A moment later, the man pinning Bishop’s knife hand to the pavement was literally lifted into the air and thrown aside like a discarded child’s toy.

With his knife arm free, Bishop didn’t waste any time, delivering a brutal strike to the base of the heftier brute’s neck and severing his spinal cord. Death was instantaneous.

Kicking the corpse on his legs aside, Bishop bounded to his feet and spun around to face any remaining challengers.

Nick was sitting on top of the face-down man who’d been searching Bishop’s cart. With one hand on each side of his victim’s jaw, the ex-Green Beret pulled up and twisted with an irresistible amount of strength. A grotesque “pop” announced the attacker’s neck had been snapped.

Moving to the third bushwhacker, Bishop raised his blade for another strike, but then stopped. The man at his feet was already grey in color, blood covering his pants and chest from the stab wounds. He was also coughing up mouthfuls of blood, probably from the damage inflicted by Nick’s bone-crushing tackle.   

As the big man joined Bishop, the third hobo expired at their feet.

“You okay?” Nick asked between deep breaths.

“Yes, I’m good. I had that, you know,” Bishop panted, trying to fill his own lungs with oxygen. “I had it under control.”

“Oh, I know,” Nick played along. “I just didn’t want you to have all the fun. Gotta earn my pay, right?”

“Thanks anyway. Probably saved me some wear and tear on my knife,” Bishop replied, a slight smile forming at the edge of his lips.

“Let’s drag these bodies out of sight. No sense in giving Ketchum’s boys an excuse to get nosey.”

Chapter 12

It took another forty-five minutes before the white hats found the warehouse. At first, Nick wasn’t sure it was the right place. It wasn’t disguised, nor had Ketchum wasted any effort trying to hide his stash.

After critiquing its value as a stronghold, Bishop admired Blackjack’s choice of headquarters. The facility had been a maintenance yard in a previous life, dusty signage hanging from a high, barbwire-topped fence indicated it had belonged to the Louisiana Department of Highways.

A security fence surrounded a large, paved lot that still housed a handful of white dump trucks, each with the state emblem embossed on the door. Two road graders, a half-dozen small white pickup trucks, and one massive machine that Bishop assumed was used to lay blacktop were all part of the state’s stored equipment.

The real prize, however, was a tanker truck.

Gleaming brightly in the sunlight, the shiny, stainless steel tank was attached to a newer semi-tractor, an apparatus that Bishop had seen filling the underground tanks at gas stations before the collapse. “I’ll bet Blackjack is using that beauty to transport fuel from his barge,” the security professional whispered. A line of red, five-gallon cans near one of the valves reinforced his gut feeling.

“The warning sign on the back indicated it was designated to haul diesel. I bet our pal Ketchum found a cache somewhere and is using that tanker to distribute the fuel to his people,” Nick replied, patting the optic on his rifle as he turned to inspect the rear of the facility. “Time for us to part ways, Mr. Homeless Vagrant.”

“Well, make yourself useful, Sir Social Outcast,” Bishop teased, “and keep a look out for any above or below ground tanks on the property. That kind of intel could be very valuable.”

Bishop moved away from his friend with the gait of a man who had taken fire and never recovered. The improvised limp naturally slowed his pace, allowing him longer to take in the sights without raising any suspicions. Every few steps, he paused to have a brief conversation with himself, mumbling gibberish like baseball stats from the Houston Astros. The con proved to be quite ingenious. In addition to closely examining the lot, the extra few seconds of theatrics allowed him to get the entire lay of the land. He spied a long, single-story, block building covered by a flat roof. Several garage bays were visible, as well as what appeared to be a small office complex and a separate, metal structure used for storage.

Blackjack’s military training had obviously served him well in the selection of his fortress. Fallow ground, modest-sized sheds and unimposing outbuildings surrounded the warehouse and the immediate vicinity. Thus, clear fields of visibility and lines of fire spread out unimpeded in all directions. At least a hundred yards of open pavement stretched between the fence and the nearest building… if anyone could ever
 get through the barrier undetected in the first place. Bishop believed that accomplishing that task, even at night, would require someone who could walk on water.

Evidently, the former state agency had experienced issues with looting or vandalism before the downfall, the metal fencing over ten feet high and topped with outward-angled razor wire that was clearly designed to discourage climbers.

The bottom of the barrier was set in concrete, as were all the supporting posts. Unless someone took the time to cut through several of the thick links, the fence was nearly impenetrable. Bishop had little doubt that anyone producing a pair of wire cutters in the general area would receive a ballistic greeting before the first snip had been made.

The hum of a gasoline generator was the first clue that the facility was occupied. A touring sentry, patrolling along the roofline while armed with a high-powered rifle and large scope, was the second. After carefully studying the scene before him, Bishop detected another pair of guards stationed by the heavy main gate. Finally, a row of expensive vehicles and fancy motorcycles adorned the far side of the complex, none of them covered with post-apocalyptic dust, all of them giving the impression of having been recently driven.

Having mastered his bogus limp, Bishop passed by as if he had no interest in the compound in the slightest. Only his eyes were directed toward Ketchum Jones’s post, his parting gaze taking in every detail he could absorb.

During his seemingly awkward trek, Bishop detected the fresh smell of canine waste twice, both instances within a few feet of the fence. “How sweet,” the wanderer cooed, his voice barely audible, “Blackjack’s men have taken in a puppy, probably a cute little thing with jaws like steel, snarling teeth like little red riding hood’s wolf, and a nose like a bloodhound. Together, man and beast have been patrolling the property’s perimeter, probably under the guise of darkness.

At the next intersection, he waited for his roving buddy to catch up. After a few minutes, the big man appeared, motioning for his partner to continue his senseless wandering until they were out of sight.

Finally rejoined behind a partially collapsed building three blocks away, the two men began exchanging notes. Despite Nick having shuffled along the far side of the complex, his impression matched Bishop’s. “That’s going to be a hard nut to crack,” the ex-operator observed. “Ketchum may be an evil bastard, but he’s not stupid.”

“Dogs, snipers, and patrols, oh my. Not good,” Bishop nodded.

“What do you want to bet that there are reinforcements close by?” Nick offered, his eyes now traveling around the neighborhood.

“Probably so. I know I spotted a walkie-talkie on one of the guard’s belts back at the apartment building,” Bishop nodded.

“And yet,” Nick sighed, “there is no one around here for them to worry about. Those survivors out in the suburbs don’t care about what is going on in the city. They only want to grow their gardens, hunt, and fish. I did notice a few other homeless people wandering around, but even those three that jumped you were not enough to cause Blackjack’s crew any serious problems. In fact, I get the sense that Ketchum must have had security issues right after everything went to hell, but now his team has become lax… almost careless. We might be able to use that to our advantage.”

“So far we’ve only initiated what could have been a natural accident or bad luck. Maybe it’s time we got a little more overt. Perhaps we should let Ketchum know somebody is after his ass,” Bishop suggested.

Shaking his head, Nick responded, “Not after him
, but after his organization? My limited experience with the criminal element is that they are a paranoid bunch. Maybe we should be a little more obvious? Make Ketchum wonder if some opponent is trying to elbow his way into his illicit domain? Take over his spot at the top of the criminal food chain? If he thinks we’re after him, he’ll vanish down a rabbit hole. If he thinks his business is the sought-after prize, he might stand and fight.”

Smiling, Bishop offered, “Competition is always a good thing, right? Doesn’t the free enterprise system thrive on that? I bet he shows his ugly mug if he thinks his operation is on the line.”

Nodding, Nick glanced around and announced, “We’d better be heading back. We don’t need to be spotted hanging around here, especially if something happens in this area tomorrow.”

Bishop agreed, pivoting his buggy to head back the way they had come. “Home, James,” the makeshift vagabond commanded, the flourish of his hand that of a man of means.

The two homeless thespians avoided Ketchum’s complex on the way back to their newly acquired loft, traveling three blocks to the east and acting as if they were foraging for food or anything of value. The route also took them far away from the three dead men they’d left at the vacant lot.

They hadn’t traveled more than a half mile when Nick hissed, “We’re being followed.”

“Blackjack?” Bishop answered.

“Can’t tell. Twice I’ve seen a shadow back there. Whoever is behind us is keeping their distance, but I’m sure someone is tailing us.”

Halfway up the next block, Nick motioned toward a small city park. “Cut through there.”

The two-block-long green area was overgrown, out of control shrubs and unkempt grass having run rampant since the downfall. As the Alliance men edged closer, a small width of sidewalk appeared, the paved path cutting through the middle of the densest foliage. Bishop could see the head of a statue in the middle of the park, the green-tarnished bronze figure barely rising above the canopy.

Without warning, the pair cut into the park with a burst of speed that would have surprised any spectator. Suddenly, the two feeble, homeless men had straightened and disappeared in a wisp of movement, their buggies leading the charge.

The park’s sidewalk was close, the dense underbrush cutting their visibility to near zero. “Keep going,” Nick advised as they reached the statue. “Let’s pop out on the other side and find someplace defendable.”

That plan was quickly foiled, however, the hustling imposters overhearing several voices ahead. “In here,” Bishop pointed, noticing a slight opening in the brush.

After pushing their carts several feet into the undergrowth, the two foreigners each took a knee, both men raising their rifles as they waited. They could hear low conversation in the distance but couldn’t make out what was being said. Regardless, it was clear that there were people all around them.

Three minutes passed, Nick and Bishop’s heads on swivels as the men scanned the area to the right and left of them. The park grew quiet, only the occasional rustle or whisper of noise betraying that there were still people combing the area.

A hiss sounded from the brush just as Bishop felt the sting of what he thought was a wasp or perhaps a large hornet. Swiping at the pain, he was stunned to brush away a dart-like projectile from his arm. Before he could warn Nick, the big man was hit in the thigh.

For a couple of seconds, Bishop considered the attack almost child-like. The dart, now lying on the ground next to his boot, was small and definitely not lethal. His opinion changed, however, when two more shots struck the Texan in the back. Nick was swatting away the pesky projectiles as well.

To the right, barely visible through the undergrowth, Bishop spied the small circle of what appeared to be a blowgun. It disappeared before he could work his barrel through the tangle of foliage.

As Bishop bent to pick up one of the little missiles, he spotted a liquid glistening on its needle-like tip. Almost at the same moment, he felt a rush of nausea cut through his gut. “Run. They’re coated with some poison,” he snapped at Nick.

Out of the scrub they burst, each man pushing a cart with one hand and pointing his carbine with the other. The gardens appeared deserted; no targets visible in the overgrowth.

At a full jog, they rushed through the park, both ready to take on any enemy that got in their way. All the while, both were aware of a nagging fear that was building inside. What kind of toxic substance had the darts been dipped in? What kind of poison was now surging through their veins?

Yet, neither man felt any serious physical effects of the attack. By the time they reached the far street, Bishop was feeling optimistic and was having trouble taking the attack seriously. “Probably a bunch of homeless teenagers trying to scare us off,” he offered to Nick.

They crossed the street, cut right at the next intersection, and continued to push their wire buggies for another block. At the next avenue, Nick held up a hand, signaling that he needed a rest. “What are we running for anyway?” the big man panted.

“I don’t know,” Bishop smiled, his face completely free of fear or concern. “Just a bunch of kids, I bet.”

Nick thought the remark was funny, leaning against the wall and letting loose with a deep, belly laugh. “Damn juvenile delinquents. We might have shot one of them by accident,” he snorted between chuckles.

“Why are you so out of breath?” Bishop asked, noticing that Nick was having trouble after what should have been an effortless escape.

“I don’t know? Probably too much time behind a desk, I suppose,” the larger man shrugged. “You’re one to talk by the way. You are sweating like a French whore in church.”

“Are you ready? We should be heading back. I’m in the mood for a nap myself,” Bishop replied, ignoring his friend’s attempt at humor.

They continued walking for another ten minutes before Nick announced that he needed another break. “My legs feel like they’re coated with lead,” the big man complained.

“My arms feel numb,” Bishop countered, trying to shake the circulation back into his limbs.

Each man took a seat, sliding down the storefront window of what had been a shoe shop before the collapse. Nodding toward the sign above, Nick remarked, “Good thing Diana isn’t along for this trip. She’d have us in there digging out all the size 9s.”

After resting for several minutes, Nick tried to stand. “Shit!” he laughed, “I can’t move my legs or my arms. This is funny!”

Peering back the way they’d come, Bishop’s gaze focused on a group of people now approaching their position. “There must be some big clearance sale here at the shoe store,” he mumbled through thick lips. “Looks like everybody is heading this way to do a little bargain hunting.”

The strangers approached cautiously, Bishop and Nick both smiling at the new arrivals. Finally, one of the braver men stepped forward and removed the rifles from their unresponsive hands. “They’re both juiced,” the man announced to his colleagues.

“Quick, let’s get them off the street,” sounded a female voice. “You two, get their carts.”

A moment later, both drugged men were being lifted off the sidewalk, the three men trying to heft Nick’s massive frame complaining about his girth. “This guy weighs a ton!” one of them barked.

Bishop thought the remark was hilariously funny as he was dragged down the street, one man under each arm.

They were taken to a building just a short distance away. Bishop remembered an archway, and then laughed again as his boots bounced down a series of steps and into a dark basement. A few moments later, he was propped against a wall, a lantern burning in the corner. Nick soon joined him.

Some amount of time passed before the face of a woman appeared in Bishop’s blurry field of vision. It was all Bishop could do to will his lips to smile.

She was in her late forties with salt-and-pepper gray hair, and she had the kindest eyes Bishop had ever seen. Around her neck dangled a large cross, its silver surface twinkling in the flickering light of the kerosene flame.

“My name is Sister Rose Marie St. John. I am a nun of the Franciscan order, and I wish you no harm. Who are you?” she asked with a voice that reminded Bishop of flowing water.

“My name is Bishop,” he responded truthfully. “Why can’t I move my arms or legs?”

“My apologies, Bishop, but we couldn’t take any chances. We saw what you and your friend did to the attackers by the trash heap, so we injected you with Rohypnol. It should wear off after a few hours.”

“Rohypnol?” the Texan managed. “The date rape drug?”

A flush of embarrassment crossed Sister Rose’s face. Nodding, she responded, “Yes. I’m sorry, but it's all that we have to subdue individuals who pose a potential threat to us. Now, please tell me what you and your large friend are doing here in New Orleans.”

“We came here to capture or execute Blackjack Jones,” he answered in an almost child-like voice. “He raped my wife and was responsible for a lot of innocent people getting killed. He must pay. He is evil.”

If Sister Rose had any reaction to his words, Bishop couldn’t read it. Finally, after considering his message for a few moments, she said, “Oh, you’re absolutely correct there, young man. He is evil, and so much, much more.”
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Bishop and Nick continued to flex their arms and legs, trying in vain to remove the narcotic influences that numbed their limbs. Both captives had managed to stand an hour ago, and with help from some of Sister Rose’s men, they were now seated in wooden chairs.

The modest space, lit by a single oil lantern was furnished with nothing but a small oak table in the center, surrounded by four chairs. It was so dark around the room’s perimeter that Bishop couldn’t make out the walls or the number of men who stood like statues against them. He could sense, more than see their presence.

However, no one could say that Sister Rose was a woman who was at a loss for words. Sitting across from the still-woozy men from the Alliance, she began her narrative in a soft, but firm, voice. “The economy was so bad right before the downfall,” the nun explained. “My Archdiocese was running a soup kitchen 20 hours a day. The shelters were full. We were seeing more and more children among the displaced… too many homeless families and not enough resources to take care of them all.”

Her eyes bored into Bishop’s, their intensity and passion making him uncomfortable. “When the electricity went out, it reminded me of Katrina, only this time I knew it wouldn’t be coming back on. There would be no government response, no federal troops coming to the rescue. The last news reports showed Houston and Atlanta burning, Washington, DC engulfed in riots, and mass looting occurring up and down the Eastern Seaboard. My sisters and volunteers all had the same look of terror in their eyes, a fear of the unknown. The world around us was convulsing, people reacting out of pure self-preservation and primitive emotions. Greed. Horror. Anger and rage. Without my faith, I’m not sure how I would have survived.”

Sister Rose then stood and began pacing the room, circling the two seated captives while her accompanying figures continued to keep watch silently in the shadows. “At first, I was proud of how humanity rose to the challenge,” she continued. “Charity, benevolence, and mercy ruled the streets. The people of New Orleans tried to help one another, sharing food, medicine, and whatever resources they could spare. We of the faith did what we could, reassuring everyone who would listen, that God would provide… take care of us… that he loved us… that we were his children.”

Pausing, Sister Rose lowered her head and worked the rosary hanging from her neck. Bishop couldn’t be sure, but he thought her lips were whispering a prayer. A moment later, her voice again filled the room.

“It was less than four weeks before I saw the first man shot in the street. I was walking from my quarters to the church when a commotion broke out less than 50 feet away from my path. I spotted one man trying to pull a can of food away from another, the way a purse thief would yank on a lady’s bag. He managed only a few steps with his prize before the owner pulled a pistol and shot him in the back.”

Again, Sister Rose took her seat, her gaze focused now on Nick. “That incident changed me forever. It wasn’t the violence… the murder, or the lack of response from the police. No, what shook me to the core was the casual reaction by everyone on the street. A few stopped and stared as the killer retrieved his can of food from the dead man’s hands, but most just kept on walking as if nothing more had occurred than a pesky insect had been swatted out of the air. No one went to check to see if the thief had a pulse, nor did anyone bother to try to help.”

Nick nodded his understanding, “The penalty for petty theft, it seemed, was now death.”

“Yes,” Sister Rose replied. “And that, in itself, was about the strongest, most enlightening assessment of our society and our future I had ever seen. We had degraded to that point so quickly, and I understood immediately that we still had a long, long way to go before we reached the bottom.”

“How did you survive?” Bishop asked.

The question seemed to frustrate the nun, her initial reaction a dismissive wave of her hand through the air. It was almost as if the memories of those times were too painful, as if she had seen horrors that were beyond her words.

Wishing he could withdraw the question, Bishop decided to stare down at his boots rather than suffer the effects of her fiery gaze. In an instant, her demeanor changed again, returning to the calm, controlled expression that was her norm. “You said Ketchum Jones had raped your wife, young man?”

“Yes, that is true,” Bishop replied.

“I’ll pray for the Lord to help her heal,” the nun replied. “I’ve had to do a lot of that lately.”

“Thank you,” Bishop whispered, not knowing what else to say. Then, as an afterthought he added, “What would really help her is to be certain that Blackjack isn’t ever going to be able to hurt her, or anyone else, ever again. She needs closure.”

Sighing, Sister Rose’s eyes glazed over slightly as her mind drifted to some far-off place, her voice even sounding distant. “I first heard the name Blackjack about two months after the electricity went out for the last time. Those in our parish were starving, afraid, and growing weaker. The younger men would scavenge for any scrap of food to provide for our congregation, sometimes trekking great distances and returning with nothing more than a bag of dog food or the carcass of some fallen bird. The faithful huddled in the church’s basement at night for safety, the streets growing more and more dangerous with each passing day.”

A smile slipped across Sister Rose’s lips, a scant hint of a twinkle entering her eyes. “It was during this time that I realized the miracle of Jesus’s feeding of the five thousand wasn’t something that I could manage. I wasn’t having any luck nourishing the masses with only five loaves and two fish.”

“One day, two of our teenagers approached me. They had heard some wild, tall tales about entire warehouses full of food down by the docks. This apparent urban legend included stories about a man named Blackjack who controlled tons and tons of dry goods, medications, and other essential items. Anyway, based on this unbelievable account, the teens wanted my permission to break into one of these facilities and steal enough to feed us all.” 

“Of course, you said no,” Nick interjected.

Sister Rose sighed. “I asked them to find out where I could talk to this Blackjack fellow, if he existed. And if the tall tales did prove to be true, I trusted that God would give me the words to persuade this man to share his good fortune with his starving neighbors,” the nun responded.

“And did you speak with him?” Bishop prompted.

“Yes. I went to see him alone, and I begged for his help,” she sighed. “He laughed at me. More than that, he taunted me. Asked me why God wasn’t taking care of us. Sarcastically suggested that I should perform a miracle and feed my people.”

“Wow,” Bishop commented. “That’s cold.”

“I begged him. I told him that we could help each other. Offered that some of our stronger men would gladly work for compensation. He dismissed my pleas, spat in my face, and directed his ruffians to drag me from the building and throw me into the street.”

Then, she paused again, her eyes filling with watery tears as the painful memories surfaced. After only a sniffle, she continued, “Two days later, a group of motorcycles rumbled outside our church grounds. All the riders dismounted, barged in with guns drawn, and ordered our people into the street. Even the infirm were forced out into the heat of the sun.”

Now trembling with either hatred or remorse, Sister Rose continued, “Then a van drove up and two of our young men… boys really… the ones who had first asked my permission to take the food were pushed out of the back of the vehicle. They had been badly beaten and could barely stand. Blackjack appeared and announced to the gathering that the two teenagers had been caught trying to rob his warehouse. He was restraining four massive dogs on leashes, the drooling beasts pulling and growling to be set free.”

Sister Rose shuddered just then, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Those hellhounds didn’t have to wait long. Blackjack announced that he was the law in these parts now. And that anyone trying to steal from him would face the same fate as these starving teens. He let the dogs loose just then, and we were all forced to watch as they tore our boys to pieces. Sometimes, late at night, I can still hear their screams.”

No one said anything for several heartbeats, the hissing lantern the only sound in the room. Finally, clearing his throat, Nick continued their narrative, “Like Bishop said, that man is pure evil. We need to bring him to justice… or remove him from the face of this earth.”

“He controls his own private, sinister army,” Sister Rose protested.

“We know,” Nick smiled. “We can deal with that.”

Taking in the big man’s wide shoulders, the nun’s eyes then shifted to the stack of equipment her men had found in the strangers’ carts. It was obvious the visitors were warriors, both well-fed and equipped for fighting. “We saw what you did to the three Touched that you encountered.”

“Touched?” Bishop asked. “You mean those homeless guys who jumped me?”

“Yes,” Sister Rose replied. “We call them the ‘Touched.’ A lot of people lost their sanity, or at least their humanity, during the downfall. It’s like having Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome on steroids. They became wolves amongst the sheep, and they survived as predators. Those three were not part of our congregation and had given us trouble before. God have mercy on their broken souls.”

“We had no choice,” Nick offered. “You know that, don’t you? We’re not just a couple of mass murderers that have come here to just randomly eliminate people in the Big Easy.”

“I know,” the nun replied. “I received a full report on the incident. We are always watching.”

“So, you’ll help us with Blackjack? Or at least let us finish the job?” Bishop asked.

After a bit, she shook her head in the negative. “I can’t let you do that. As much as I want to… as hard as I have prayed for that man to be removed from my beloved city, I can’t let you do this,” the nun declared.

“So, you would turn us over to him?” Bishop asked, his foggy brain trying to follow the conversation.

“No! Of course not! There has been enough blood in these streets,” Sister Rose responded.

Again, silence filled the room as the three of them tried to collect their thoughts. It was Nick who spoke first, “He’ll eventually wipe you out, Sister. You know that don’t you? You serve no purpose to him.”

For the first time, the nun showed anger, “We will survive. I was in Syria as a liaison to Rome when the radical Muslims took over and began to persecute our brothers and sisters. We learned to exist and worship, even in those harsh conditions. No, young man, God will protect us. He will watch over the faithful.”

“To what end?” Bishop countered. “I thought the Lord helped those who helped themselves? How do you know we aren’t the answer to your prayers? Please, let us end this nightmare and give you your community back.”

The Sister rose abruptly, her spine stiff and straight, her habit rustling with her sudden movement. “You don’t know the horrors we have endured here! I have watched Blackjack’s thugs throw down a piece of meat between two starving men and order them to fight while they wagered on which contestant would emerge victorious! I have seen mothers forced to watch the rape of their daughters! Don’t lecture me, young man. You have no idea what we have already endured!”

“Oh, but I do!” Bishop countered. “Do you think that we cruised through the apocalypse in luxury and comfort? We have all seen hell in our backyards, Sister. We are offering you a way out while helping our own cause and securing our own people from this threat. Please… I beg you… please let us finish this.”

For a moment, Bishop thought he was winning over the local leader. More than once during the exchange he had pined for Terri’s presence, her diplomatic skills and perception far superior to his own. Still, he had Sister Rose thinking, and given the circumstances, that was progress.

“If you fail, Blackjack will put the blame on us,” she responded, her voice stern and unwavering. “Right now, we exist under his radar, walking on eggshells, and avoiding contact with his men at all costs. None of my people carry firearms. We never go near any of Ketchum’s facilities or interact with them in any way. You have graced our city with your presence for mere hours, and you have already stirred up considerable trouble by blowing up his lab on Canal Street. You’re fortunate those men you killed today were unknown to Blackjack, otherwise, he would be on the warpath right now. No, I can’t risk the retribution. I can’t take that chance.”

“We won’t fail,” Nick argued. “We know what we’re doing.”

The Sister threw her hands wide, “Even if you do manage to annihilate Ketchum Jones, the two of you can’t possibly destroy his entire organization. One of his lieutenants would just take over, and for all know, he would be even more ruthless and brutal than his mentor. He’ll want to make sure we can’t do the same thing to him, so he will waste no time hunting every one of us down. There are too many innocent lives at stake.”

“Your status quo won’t last forever,” Bishop stated with confidence. “Eventually, something will happen that will bring confrontation to your doorstep, whether you want it or not.”

For a few moments, the nun didn’t reply. “This isn’t the time for this conversation. You’ve been drugged and aren’t thinking clearly. I am exhausted, and I need to pray for guidance. You are safe to sleep here tonight. We can talk more in the morning.”

With that, the nun pivoted and left the room without another word being exchanged.

Several of the men followed her, two of them carrying Bishop and Nick’s weapons with them. “Don’t try to leave this room,” one of them demanded. “I know that you have food and water in your packs. Do you need anything else tonight?”

“No,” Nick grunted.

“Good. Again, please, don’t try to leave the premises. You won’t make it.”

“Thank you for the advice, friend,” Bishop began, trying to establish some level of rapport with the man. “Maybe you can help me. I’m afraid I am still quite disoriented. Tell me, are we in the basement of the church?” the captive asked, still trying to orientate himself.

“No. You’re in a restaurant near the French Quarter, in a building that was originally used to store cotton. Years ago, it was purchased by a man who served all kinds of cheese and pastries. On the ground floor, the specialty was beignets and coffee. You’re in the cellar, where well-to-do folks kept their wine lockers. It flooded during Katrina, and the owners never reopened this section. There’s only one way in or out, and I’ve got a dozen men at the top of the stairs. We won’t use the darts this time, understood?”

“Yeah. I gotcha,” Bishop grumbled.

The two detainees began digging through their packs to prepare for the night. “He said this place flooded during Katrina,” Bishop whispered, glancing around at the stone walls and the low roof above. “Let’s hope there’s not a big storm on the way.”

“About eighty percent of the town flooded. You know that over half of New Orleans is below sea level?” Nick replied.

Pulling out his net to make a mattress on the floor, Bishop replied, “True, but there is a whole series of pump stations to handle flood waters from what I’ve read. Hell, at one point, they could pump over fifteen million gallons per minute, which is more than the flow of the Ohio River.”

Before Nick could respond, Bishop’s face brightened like he was having a eureka moment. “Hey, Nick? I had a thought…. On the one hand, I can understand Sister Rose’s concerns. After all, her people have to live here. But on the other hand, what if we came up with a solution that would force all
 of Ketchum’s henchmen out of town? Chase the rats off the ship… get rid of all of them?”

“How in the hell are you going to do that?” Nick frowned. “We could probably clean this place out with three divisions of Alliance infantry and armor, but something tells me your ex-boss in the White House isn’t going to like having our military invade his territory.”

Laughing, Bishop nodded his agreement. “He probably would use some harsh words, like ‘Act of War,’ or something similar. No, I’ve got a different idea. It’s a long shot, so I need to think it though. In fact, I believe I’ll just sleep on it.”

Chapter 13

The two hunters were already awake and packing their kit when one of Sister Rose’s men rapped loudly on the door. “My name is Charlie, and you are to come with me. I will take you to the nun,” he announced bluntly. “We must travel across the city to another safe house. She never sleeps in the same place more than two nights in a row.”

They were led up a flight of steps and down a narrow passageway. The smell of cooking food teased their nostrils just before they entered a large, smoky, open room. Along the walls were seated dozens and dozens of people, most of them eating small portions of food from a hodgepodge of plates, bowls, and cups.

In the middle, two folding tables were manned by a handful of women. Between them, a cooking fire warmed food in a large, black kettle hanging from a chain. An older man was dipping out ladles of a grey-looking soup that didn’t smell very appetizing to Bishop. No Iron Chef here
, he mused.

Scanning the assembly, Bishop was reminded of the three homeless men who had attacked them. Every face was dirty, every soul looked to be wearing yard sale rags, soiled by months of living on the streets. He counted children among them; some of the huddled clusters were clearly families. It was about the sorriest looking gathering the Texan had seen in years.

“Some of our men had a good day fishing at the river yesterday,” Charlie announced. “Everyone can eat today, although it won’t be much.”

“Is that your primary food source?” Nick asked, surprised at the number of people in Sister Rose’s flock.

“One of them,” the sentry grunted. “We trap pigeons, tend a few rooftop gardens, and occasionally barter with the people out in the suburbs. We’ve scavenged every inch of the city over the years, so now we only eat what we can catch, kill, or grow. Still, if things ever get back to normal, I’ll never put another bite of catfish in my mouth again.”

The two detainees were led across the expansive dining area and then through a series of doors, hallways, and smaller structures. As their journey continued over several blocks, Bishop was amazed at the complex pathways and routes Sister Rose’s people had developed to avoid being visible from the street.

The survivors had created a network of secluded passages and channels through what had been a major urban area. When two buildings weren’t connected, a cleverly disguised bridge or walkway had been created to hide the path. One such example was a school bus that had somehow come to rest on its side in the chaos immediately following the collapse. Sister Rose’s people had pried open the front and rear doors, piled strategic mounds of old tires, broken furniture, and discarded wood at each end and fashioned a hidden bridge between an old bank branch and a neighboring gift shop.

At one point, they approached an open, dirt lot. Pointing to a pile of oddly shaped, carpet scraps, their escort said, “Put one of those shag covers over your boots. We have to trek across this lot, and we don’t want to leave any footprints. We’ve seen Blackjack’s people snooping around this area before and leaving a trail would arouse their suspicions.”

Bending to access the pile, Bishop noted that each square of carpeting had either a bungee cord or some other strap used to secure it over the wearer’s shoe. After their host had verified the two strangers’ feet were adequately covered, they jogged across the open space at a fast clip.

On the far side, after entering a gutted office complex, they approached a similar pile of squares. “You can take them off now,” Charlie advised.

“That’s a neat trick,” Nick stated, the big man’s gaze revisiting the patches of dirt they had just traversed and seeing no sign of human passage. “Where did you come up with that idea?”

“One of our men, before he perished from pneumonia, worked for the United States Border Patrol. He told us that illegals crossing from Mexico used to disguise their footprints by gluing carpeting to the bottom of their shoes.”

“Amazing,” Bishop nodded. “You folks have gone to great lengths to remain invisible. Have Ketchum’s men ever uncovered one of your hidden corridors?”

“Yes, but we’re like a prairie dog town,” their guide stated with pride. “If Blackjack’s people start digging up one of our holes, we have multiple escape routes, crisscrossing paths, and secret exits.”

There were even road signs at some of the intersections.

Pointing to a hand-painted plank of wood, Nick read, “City Pier, I-10 Overpass, Big Kitchen, Little Kitchen, Lake Quarters.” Each of the destinations had an arrow pointing out the proper direction for the confused traveler. It was a testimony to the complexity of the maze the survivors had constructed.

“We’ve burrowed so deeply into the surrounding infrastructure, it can be difficult to use above-ground landmarks. There are sections of our pathways where you don’t see the outside for blocks at a time. People started getting disoriented. Before we made the guideposts, a couple of children got lost,” the guide explained after seeing his charges studying the sign.

“I am amazed at this elaborate subterranean network that you have built. Blackjack’s organization must have hunted you to the extreme,” Nick observed.

“At first, it was every man for himself,” their guide corrected. “There were roving gangs, people who lost their minds due to the stress, and even rogue cops and firemen. The only way to survive was to hide. You were either a wolf… or a sheep, and that status could change from day to day. It was a few months before Blackjack consolidated his control.”

“How did he do that?” Bishop asked.

“From what I’ve heard and seen, he was pretty smart and seemed to have a strategy right from the outset. He negotiated more than conquered, did more talking than fighting. He already had a command structure, and that was his key advantage. That, and the fact that he was the most ruthless wolf in the pack allowed him to eventually control the streets.”

Next, they approached a parking garage, Sister Rose’s man leading them through a series of sharp turns that passed through a canyon of abandoned vehicles. Not once did Bishop catch a glimpse of the outside world. Despite the sun rising high in the sky, there was barely enough light to keep from tripping along the narrow passageway.

After the garage, they entered an office building from a side door where two tarps had been cleverly hung and camouflaged. At the far side of the marble-floored lobby, a hole had been punched in the exterior wall, just large enough for a man to crawl through.

“I was a high school history teacher before the lights went out. I remember lecturing about the end of the Cretaceous period when the dinosaurs became extinct. No land animal larger than a rat survived what most scientists believe was an impact-winter caused by a massive asteroid. The small mammals that did make it all seemed to create underground tunnels for shelter. In a way, we’re doing the exact same thing to survive this extinction event,” the local explained. 

“Rodents, living under the ground? It doesn’t have to be this way, sir,” Bishop offered. “We’re rebuilding in Texas, starting anew. We have electrical energy, organized agriculture, law and order, and even elections. We haven’t been able to restore life back to the way it was before, but the recovery is in full swing. The same could happen here.”

“I’ve heard of the Alliance,” replied their escort. “Rumors mostly. Tidbits here and there. So, you really have electricity?”

“Yes,” Nick nodded. “In some places it is still a bit spotty, but we’ve managed to get solar, wind, and even a nuclear plant back online.”

“Wow, electricity,” the man exhaled. “I sure do miss that little discovery of Benjamin Franklin’s. If the folks in Texas can get their lights turned back on, maybe a time will come when things might improve around here, too.”

“Why don’t you leave?” Bishop asked.

The former educator’s reaction was as if the stranger had asked him to eat his own child. “I could never leave New Orleans. It’s my home… my father’s home, and my grandfather’s. I don’t know any other place. We’ve always stuck it out here, hunkered down and ridden out the storm, or flood, or unrest, or whatever plagued our city. I can’t imagine moving anywhere else. I could never leave.”

That response made Bishop wonder how many sprawling metropolitan areas were in the same situation as the Big Easy. Did cities where the recovery was stalled like Little Rock and Miami have similar power struggles? Did they have populations secreted away from whatever illegitimate authority was in place?

As a member of the SAINT teams, Bishop had brought more than a few towns and small cities into the Alliance’s fold. The larger centers, like Dallas and Houston, had been the military’s responsibility. Had they uncovered similar societies like the one he was being introduced to now?

The travelers approached an elementary school, entering what had been the facility’s gymnasium. There, the duo from the Lone Star Nation observed Sister Rose sitting at a large folding table, surrounded by serious-looking men and women. “She’s having what she calls a ‘staff meeting,’” the escort explained. “They should be finished in a few minutes. Let’s have a seat.”

After they had parked their butts on the bleachers, Nick and Bishop listened intently as a middle-aged man complained about the sewage situation in his section of the city. “Without running water, or some way to flush the pipes, we’re living with a horrific stench that permeates our air, inside and out; and everyone is complaining. I’ve had two more of my strongest and most valuable men leave the Big Easy, disgusted with our lack of progress. They said their plan is to settle in an area that supposedly is recuperating from this disaster.”

“Where were they going?” another attendee queried.

“They said they were heading north to Baton Rouge or beyond,” the local representative replied. “Both of them had lost their last family members several months ago. There was really nothing to hold them here, and like the rest of us, they were sick and tired of being hungry and living in filth.”

“I’ve got the same problem,” a woman at the end of the table announced. “If this keeps up, the only residents in my community will be the elderly, infirm, single women, and children. Anyone who is strong enough to evacuate has already done so, or soon will.”

“This is a problem we all are facing,” Sister Rose advised. “And who can blame the refugees? Blackjack and his thugs get stronger while we become weaker. It is a problem worthy of being included in our prayers.”

The meeting lasted another five minutes, the final topic including a heated debate about food distribution. The disagreement would have gotten hotter if not for Sister Rose inserting herself in the middle and establishing reason.

Both Bishop and Nick had their opinions of the soft-spoken nun reaffirmed. She was an excellent leader, possessing that rare combination of a steel will while at the same time being an excellent listener. “She should have been a Green Beret,” Nick whispered, leaning close to his friend’s ear.

“I wouldn’t want to mess with her,” Bishop replied in a hushed voice. “On top of her natural leadership ability and mental strength, she’s got the Big Guy on her side as well.”

With the conference adjourned, the two visitors waited patiently while Sister Rose spoke with each delegate individually. Smiles, hugs, and handshakes abounded.

Finally, free of her responsibilities, Sister Rose approached her two guests from the west. “Good morning, gentlemen. I trust you slept well?”

“Yes, we did,” Nick replied.

“Good. Now, I’m going to have Charlie and a handful of his men escort you to the edge of the city. There, your weapons and ammunition will be returned to you. At that time, you will be free to go back to Texas, or whatever other destination you might have in mind. Of course, all of this depends on your both giving me your solemn word that you won’t return to New Orleans. Do we have a deal?”

“Before we go there, I have a question or two,” Bishop responded.

“Okay. But please, make it brief. I’m already severely behind schedule this morning, and I must get to our orphanage as soon as possible,” the nun said.

“If we offered you a solution that would drive Blackjack and all of his men from your city with minimal violence, would you consider that option?” Bishop inquired.

After blinking several times in rapid succession, Sister Rose nodded. “Yes, of course, I would. But….”

Without giving the nun time to protest or divert his line of thinking, Bishop continued, “Second question – do any of your people have experience with the pumping system here in New Orleans? The big pumps that were designed to protect the city from hurricanes and stalled tropical storms?”

Nick, just as stunned as their host, stammered, “You’re going to… you want to flood the Big Easy?”

“No,” Bishop smiled. “I just want Ketchum Jones to believe the city is flooding. If we can fool him into thinking all his warehouses and assets are going to be underwater, he’ll bug out of here like a rat fleeing a sinking ship. This insane scheme, of course, all depends on how those pumps work and what condition they’re in.”

Sister Rose was skeptical, “I have already told both of you, we can’t take a chance of kicking the hornet’s nest that is Blackjack and his men. They would slaughter us if such a plan failed.”

“Your people are already leaving,” Nick countered. “We just heard the tail end of your meeting. Conditions cannot improve unless you take some chances… gamble for a better future. The United States government isn’t going to come to your rescue. That should be obvious after the Army’s last little foray here. At least let us investigate this opportunity further. What can it hurt to explore the option?”

Charlie picked that moment to pipe in, “They’re right, sister. We can’t go on like this much longer. We’ve been patient for years. If these two men have an idea that can make things better around here, I think we would be wise to listen.”

Bishop knew they had her a few moments later. After pacing back and forth in front of her two visitors, Sister Rose looked up and nodded. “I’ll have Charlie help you determine what information you need to know. I have one demand, however. I want your promise that you won’t commit any offensive acts against Blackjack without my approval. Do we have an agreement?”

“We will defend ourselves,” Nick responded, the big man’s scowl making it clear that this point wasn’t negotiable. “But other than that, you have our word.”

“Give them their equipment back, Charlie,” the nun instructed before turning to her guests, “Gentlemen, you have two days to conclude your analysis. I expect you to report back to me by then,” the nun replied, her tone all business.

“Yes, ma’am,” Bishop replied. “By the way, you wouldn’t have had a biological sister named Terri, would you?”

“Or Diana?” Nick grinned.

“Why no, I was an only child,” the nun replied with questioning eyes.
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Hunter’s deep and rhythmic breathing told his mother that the lad was still sound asleep. Terri wasn’t surprised, Aunt Diana keeping the youth up way past his normal bedtime with her seemingly endless energy devoted to playing games and exploring with the tot.

“He’s a wonderful child,” the Alliance’s leader whispered over Terri’s shoulder. “You and Bishop are doing a great job as parents; especially given the difficult environment we find ourselves in.”

“Bishop and I both feel guilty about Hunter sometimes. His father is away a lot, and I have my projects as well,” Terri replied, following her friend back toward the large home’s main room.

Two cups of steaming tea were steeping on the coffee table, surrounded by a plush sectional that faced a wall of windows. “He’ll want to go swimming again as soon as he has breakfast,” Terri said, nodding toward the pool beyond the glass. “He thinks he is in paradise. Thanks for inviting us over while the guys are out of town.”

“This is a working vacation,” Diana responded, her eyes traveling to the stack of documents piled near the cups. “We’ve gotten a lot done, but there’s always more to do, it seems.”

“I think we should name the legislation Nathan Hill’s Law,” Terri offered out of the blue. “It was that young man’s death that got this whole thing started.”

Smiling in agreement, Diana reached for a pencil and made a note. “I like it!” she chirped. “It adds a personal touch to what is always a sensitive subject.”

“I remember how big a problem immigration was before the collapse,” Terri added. “It seemed like the headlines were always filled with some story about an illegal alien committing a crime, or the border patrol making arrests. Other newscasters would then retaliate with reports supporting the age-old truth that America was built by immigrants, touting that we always need a fresh influx of ideas. This problem has never been simple or clear cut.”

“It never is when you’re dealing with human life,” Diana agreed. “What we’re working on here is just the beginning; we have a long way to go to get to the finish line. I’m sure my political opponents will find a hundred things wrong with what we’ve managed to outline.”

“Still, it will make things better than they were before. The Alliance will always benefit from fresh perspectives, new ideas, and new workers. On the other hand, we can’t just let anybody in. That is dangerous and disruptive,” Terri commented.

“I agree,” Diana nodded. “I think this regulation will pass the council and be enacted in short order. I want you to help me implement this initiative, at least as much as you can.”

The two women continued to debate the content of Nathan’s Law as they sipped their tea. Just like their previous sessions, both became excited about the opportunity to make things better for Alliance citizens and speed up the recovery efforts.

As the discussion continued, Terri’s face wrinkled with a pained expression. “You know,” she began, “this might be the only positive thing to come out of our crossing paths with Blackjack Jones.”

“Trying to find a silver lining?” Diana asked hopefully, her eyes opening wide as she noticed Terri’s positive change in demeanor. “That would be a good sign that you’re finding a way to deal with what happened…. To feel better.”

Without warning, Terri’s contemplating façade changed, her face suddenly going dark. Rising in a burst of energy, she rushed toward the sliding French doors, a prisoner trying to make her escape from an emotional jail. She then stopped mid-stride and turned, the agony in her eyes tugging at Diana’s heart.

A river of hot tears ran down Terri’s face, the skin on her cheeks red and flushed. The rage, terror, and desperation that had been growing for weeks were threatening to explode. She stood there, panting, her gaze locked only on some point in time and space that was far away from the here and now.

A full minute of silence passed, Diana studying her friend closely, waiting on the dam to burst.

Then, as suddenly as the flare had erupted, she flashed calm and cold, a single sniffle all that remained of the outburst. Wiping her face dry with her sleeve, Terri simply stood in the middle of the room, apparently oblivious to Diana’s presence.  

“He raped me,” Terri finally blurted out. “While I was a hostage, Ketchum Jones raped me!”

Quickly standing, Diana hurried to her friend’s side. After pulling Terri close in a secure embrace, the two women stood holding each other, gently rocking back and forth.

Sobs racked Terri’s body, her confession seemingly having opened an emotional doorway. A minute passed, and then two.

Weakened by the outburst, Terri released her hold on Diana’s shoulders, and darted for the couch. There, after wiping her eyes with a napkin, she made a heroic effort to rein her feelings back under control.

“You can tell me anything,” Diana offered, gently draping her arm around Terri’s shoulder. “We have been through so much together. I am your sister, and I love you more than you know.”

Terri began her story slowly, starting with the firefight at Carlie’s bed and breakfast. “I was knocked silly by what Bishop told me later was a stun grenade. The next thing I know, I was locked in a cold, empty room.”

Her words captivated Diana’s attention, the listener’s eyes sympathetic and comforting. The tea in their cups was warm and soothing, doing its part to melt the walls of apprehension that shrouded Terri’s memories.

For another five minutes, Terri’s voice relayed the horrors she had experienced in the old furniture factory. Then, as abruptly as the emotional release had begun, it suddenly halted.

“Do you need some time to process?” Diana asked, unsure why the flowing words from her wounded friend had stopped. “Do you need a break? Are you okay?”

Diana’s voice seemed to break Terri’s trance. Making eye contact, Terri blurted out, “The rape wasn’t the worst part. I was unconscious… I don’t remember any of it. No, what troubles me more than anything… more than the fear of finding out I contracted some sexually transmitted disease… or worrying about Bishop’s reaction… or the thought of that animal violating my body, is that fact that I gave up. I quit. I threw in the towel… And like a quitter, I refused to face what happened. Instead, I opted for the easy way out. Right there in that old mill, I made the decision to kill myself.”

“You were under duress, sweetie. You had suffered at least two concussions and weren’t thinking straight. And most importantly, despite all that, you didn’t
 commit suicide,” Diana offered, placing her hand on Terri’s lower arm to steady the now trembling limb.

Again, burning tears cascaded down Terri’s cheeks. “I didn’t go through with it because of Hunter,” she confessed. “Well, that, plus I was too scared… I just couldn’t do it,” Terri wiped her eyes before continuing. “And you know what is so ironic about the whole situation? I was too afraid to face the truth and too chicken to end it all. Guess that just makes me a coward, no matter how you look at it.”

“Like I said, it wasn’t you locked up inside that room. It was only a portion of the woman I know, a wounded, hollowed out soul who had already suffered more than most of us could endure. You’re not weak, Terri. You’re not a coward. You are a fighter, a survivor, and a loving, caring human being.”

Ignoring her friend’s words, Terri shook her head vehemently in denial. “I don’t believe that any more, Diana. And I dread the day when Bishop finds out how pathetic I am now. How can he ever love me again when I’m not the same person that I once was? No, I don’t dare tell Bishop,” she blurted out. “I’ve wanted to tell him a dozen times, but I just can’t get the words to come out.”

Again, Diana pulled her friend close into a hug. “He already knows, girlfriend.”

“What?” Terri snapped, the surprise on her face complete. “How does he know?”

“He figured it out weeks ago. He loves you more than anything. He watched you deal with the fallout from your capture, and he knew there had to be more to the whole event. That man of yours is not stupid.”

Springing to her feet, Terri refused to believe the words that had just been uttered. “There’s no way he has figured this out. He’s still treating me just like he always has! If he knew… if he understood… he’d….”

Before the distraught mother could continue, Hunter’s small voice sounded from the doorway. “Mommy? Why are you crying? Do you have an ouchie? Are you okay?”

Rushing to her son, Terri lifted the boy into the air before snuggling him close to her. “I’m just fine, little man. I am just fine.”

“No, you’re not,” Diana whispered to herself. “But come hell or high water, we’re going to get you that way.”
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While the Alliance visitors checked their gear, Charlie gathered some of the runners that were used as a communications network between the various clusters of the survivors spread around the city.

Bishop and Nick watched as their newly-assigned helper made each of the ten to twelve-year-old kids repeat the message back to him. “Sister Rose needs to speak with anyone who has knowledge of the city’s pump system or flood control apparatus. They should report to the elementary school immediately.”

Once he was certain each of the pre-teens could repeat the entire communication correctly, Charlie instructed, “Okay, off with you now. Be safe.”

After watching several pairs of youthful, skinny legs rush into the maze, Bishop peered up and asked, “Are you sure they will they be all right, Charlie? They were all just kids.”

“Those little rats are nearly impossible to catch. They know every nook and cranny of this town. Most importantly, they learned a long time ago that if they were caught, they would be forced into a life of either hard labor or sexual slavery, so they are all heavily motivated to keep those legs moving. Believe me, nobody is going to catch them,” Charlie reassured.

While Bishop and Nick waited in the gym, Charlie left for a few minutes before returning with an old map of New Orleans. After spreading the diagram out on a nearby table, the host began stabbing at the paper with his index finger. “Blackjack controls this area here… and here. We believe most of his warehouses and ill-gotten gains are stored in this series of buildings.”

For almost an hour, Bishop and Nick grilled the liaison on Blackjack’s capabilities, strengths, and mobility. “He selected his strongholds wisely,” Charlie admitted at one point. “He doesn’t have enough men to control every inch of every block, so they took over strategic locations and choke points. They also have a monopoly on what little gasoline and diesel fuel was left behind, so they are the only ones able to use motorized vehicles.”

“That gives them a tremendous advantage in speed and response time,” Nick nodded. “They can reinforce faster than anyone who would dare take them on. He controls more ground with fewer resources. Smart. Very smart.”

Nodding, Charlie expanded the point even more. “Not only that, but they can recharge electrical devices. I’ve seen them talking on walkie-talkies and other radios. They have lookouts in the taller buildings with everything from telescopes to night vision.

“Things couldn’t be more different for us,” Charlie continued. “Batteries are a luxury here. Our scavengers haven’t found any new cells for nearly eight months. Every automobile, household flashlight, and television remote has been looted since the collapse. We are down to a handful of workable lights and other tools that can be used only in emergencies. Yet, Blackjack’s boys throw parties with battery-powered boom boxes.”

“Do you have any weapons?” Bishop asked.

It was obvious Charlie’s next response was a half-truth, Bishop sure that there were some firearms stashed away from the nun’s unapproving eye. “Sister Rose forbids any guns. Even the darts we employed against you required her permission.”

Bishop started to press, but Nick quickly rested a hand on his friend’s shoulder to signal the end of the impromptu interrogation. Now wasn’t the time. They needed Charlie and needed to earn the man’s trust and confidence if their plan was to have any chance of success.

Before the conversation could continue, one of the breathless runners returned and scurried up to the table. “Mr. Rutledge is on his way. He was an engineer for the city, and he said he knows the pumps like the back of his hand.”

“Thank you, Josh,” Charlie replied, patting the young boy on the head. “Now go and get yourself a drink and rest for a bit.”

A good ten minutes passed before a gray-hair gent appeared in the gym. Charlie immediately waved the man over and offered him a cup of water.

“I was the city’s assistant civil engineer for years,” the older man announced after he’d caught his breath. “I retired about five years before everything went to the dogs around here. What is it you want to know?”

For the next twenty minutes, the four men huddled over Charlie’s map. Bishop wanted to know if the huge pumps could be reversed, and what would happen if such an event were to occur.

“I’ve never even considered it,” Mr. Rutledge admitted at one point. “Now that I think about it, there’s no reason why the grates couldn’t be opened and the polarity of the pumps reversed. It should work, but we’ll need a lot of diesel fuel to run the generators to make it happen. Most of the pumps are electric, powered by a huge generator housed in the same building. It would take a few hours to reconfigure, but in principle, doing so would quickly pump a lot of water into the city.”

He then went on to explain, “When the levees were breached during Katrina, the flood waters rose up from the sewers. Folks who weren’t here envision a tidal wave of water rushing through the streets, but that’s not what happened. The water came up through street drains, manhole covers, and other outlets.”

“So, if we could reverse the pumps, the results of that action would be visible to anyone in the area. Ketchum and his men would see the rising water and believe the levees had been breached again?” Bishop asked.

“Yes. If they lived here during Katrina or have ever seen any of the local news footage of that storm, the outcome of the polarity reversal would look much the same as the previous catastrophe.”

“And then after we chased the outlaws out of town, we could flip the pumps back to normal and get rid of the water?” Charlie inquired in a hopeful tone.

“Yes. Again, it would take a lot of diesel fuel and a few hours with to reverse the configuration, but you could pump the water right back out.”

The four men returned to study the map. “The best option is the London Canal pump station,” Mr. Rutledge stated after careful deliberation, his finger tapping on the paper to indicate the location. “I know that particular area well as it was close to one of the biggest breaches during Katrina. The Army Corps of Engineers updated and refurbished the system there, so it has the latest electronic controls.”

Mr. Rutledge then drew a circle on the map, “That station would inundate this entire area if you let it run long enough.”

“That’s most of Blackjack’s satellite headquarters and storage facilities,” Nick nodded to Charlie. “Bishop’s plan is beginning to sound more and more feasible.”

“Sister Rose is going to want to hear and understand every detail. We should start laying this out on paper,” the local nodded. “But I agree. This looks like it could work.”

Rubbing his chin, Bishop offered, “There’s only one problem. To pull this off, there’s going to be some serious gunplay involved. Ketchum isn’t going to just pack up and run. He’ll send people to try and ascertain why the water is suddenly rising. We’ll have to keep them far enough away from the levee so that they can’t see this is a ruse, and I only know one way to do that… use arms to enforce an area of denial. Such a tactic could get bloody.”

“Let me handle that part,” Charlie offered in a low voice. “A lot of the other men and I are tired of living like rats and seeing our little ones go hungry while those outlaws party like they don’t have a care in the world. I think it’s time we adopted the song ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’ as our battle cry. 

Chapter 14

Nick poked his head around the corner slowly, exposing himself little by little. Movement drew the human eye, and discovery could ruin the entire plan.

With Charlie’s guidance, they had traveled through the survivor’s network and were within three blocks of the London Avenue Station. Now they had to travel in the open, and it wasn’t going to be easy.

Their homeless getup might fool Ketchum’s men for a while, but according to Charlie, Blackjack’s boys became aggressive when anyone ventured too close to one of their facilities, no matter how innocent or downtrodden the interloper. Bishop and Nick also had to worry about keeping Charlie and Mr. Rutledge safe, and while neither man looked as if he just stepped out of a Macy’s fitting room, a group of four homeless men were bound to draw more unwanted attention.

Reaching into his repurposed shopping cart, Nick produced a thermal optic. A moment later, the powerful heat-reading device was mounted on his carbine.

He began scanning the street, nearby buildings, the few automobiles in the area, and any other location that might house a lookout, random patrol, or other human activity. Even a fresh pile of dog scat would glow hot in his optic.

“The entire area ahead is cold,” he announced after a detailed sweep. “I’m going to push my buggy up to the next intersection and scout it out. I’ll wave you forward when I’m sure that it is clear.”

Tucking the M4 inside his long coat, Nick began limping toward the next crossing, his eyes constantly scanning right and left.

Halfway to the corner, he stopped and pretended to pick up some small piece of junk, then quickly stuffed the precious find into his cart. There, it joined a burgeoning collection of newspapers, smashed aluminum cans, and the other street treasures.

Arriving at the crosswalk, Nick again stopped pushing his buggy and pretended to be fiddling with his inventory while he looked left and right along the street. He was just about to wave the others forward when the sound of a motor drifted across the concrete expanse.

Motioning for the two locals to stay back, Bishop raised his weapon in preparation, ready to bail his buddy out of a jam, if necessary. No doubt he badly wanted Blackjack Jones’s head on a pike, but not at the cost of losing Nick. Revenge be damned, the big guy was going home – one way or the other.

The SUV roaring up the street was a luxury model, probably pinched from either a new car lot or the valet key board at a fancy hotel. Nick could detect at least two men in the front seat, both sporting long beards and bandanas wrapped around their heads.

The driver spotted what he assumed was a homeless man on the corner nearly two blocks away. Given the lack of traffic on the New Orleans streets, no one was going to give the man any medals for giving pedestrians the right of way.

Ketchum’s soldier, however, did receive an “A” for aggression.

While Nick stood exposed on the corner, the SUV engine roared to life, the driver punching the accelerator, the front wheels turning to aim the heavy, accelerating vehicle directly at the big guy as if he were a bug to be crushed.

Nick, acting confused, held his ground, mumbling, “There’s no way you’re going to ruin the front end of that shiny ride just for the fun of taking out a hobo… is there?”

At the last moment, the SUV swerved, sliding to a stop less than eight feet away from the vagrant imposter. Meanwhile, Bishop centered the red dot of his optic on the driver’s face, his thumb flipping off the safety.

For several seconds, the two men inside the vehicle seemed to be studying the homeless guy next to their ride. Nick, no longer threatened, calmly returned to rearranging the contents of his cart. In reality, his hand had closed around the grip of a .45 caliber automatic pistol hidden amongst the trash.

The driver’s side window then began lowering, both Texans ready to open fire if a barrel appeared. None did.

Instead, a smirking, bearded face thrust through the opening, the driver’s mouth flashing a full grill of gold teeth. “Hey! What’s your name, dude?”

Looking around as if he wasn’t sure who was being addressed, Nick finally pointed to his chest as if to say, “Who? Me?”

“Yes, you. There’s nobody else around here, dipshit. What’s your name?”  the interior voice jeered.

“Nick.”

“Well, Nick, my name is Apollo, and I run this part of New Orleans for Blackjack Jones. You don’t go south, you hear? If I catch you any further south, I’ll kill you where you stand and feed your carcass to my dogs. You understand?”

“Which way is south?” Nick asked, keeping up his innocent act.

“You can go that way as far as you want,” Apollo replied, pointing toward Lake Pontchartrain. “Don’t go that direction, or I’ll stomp your ass into the Louisiana dirt. You hear?”

Nodding vigorously, Nick repeated the warning. “Don’t go that way,” he said, pointing in the direction the SUV had just come.

“Good,” Apollo replied, and then as an afterthought, the passenger reached toward the cup holder and held up a can of beer. “Do you know what this is?”

“Yes. It’s a beer. I’ve not seen one of those in a long, long time,” Nick responded, his eyes opening wide with desire as he licked his dirty lips.

“Well, it’s half a beer. Let’s see how quick you are, Nick,” he harassed the vagrant, tossing the open can over his hood and into the street.

As expected, Nick rushed for the now-foaming container as it landed, skipped and rolled across the blacktop. Keeping in character, his motion was awkward, half-limping and half-skipping for the prize before it spilled into the asphalt.

Just as the imposter’s hand closed around the aluminum can, Apollo revved the engine and took his foot off the brake.

It took Nick’s true speed and agility to roll away from the SUV’s front tires, the big man barely managing to avoid being clipped by the front bumper. As the vehicle sped away, he could hear cackling from the passengers inside.

For thirty seconds, Nick stood motionless on the corner, watching as the automobile sped away. Twice, while he was still visible in the rearview mirror, the big man pretended to sip from the nearly empty can.

When he was certain that Apollo wasn’t coming back, Nick waved Bishop and the two locals forward.

“That was close,” Bishop said once he had rejoined his friend.

“Those guys are out of control,” Nick replied, shaking his head. “For the first time in their lives, there are no authorities, no laws, no enforcement, and no moral judgments. The world has become a jungle, and they are enjoying the life of a hyena. They only have to be concerned about Blackjack the lion, and he probably doesn’t bother to interfere too often.”

“Well, then, let’s give them something else to worry about,” Bishop replied, nodding toward the pump station.    

A few minutes later, the foursome was entering the London Avenue Station, Bishop using a length of iron rebar to twist off a rusted padlock and chain.

It was immediately clear that no one had entered the facility for some time, the dust filling the entrance thick and undisturbed.

Once inside, Charlie and Mr. Rutledge took over, the two Alliance schemers keeping watch over the locals who were now complicit in their plot. The structure’s interior was jammed full of super-sized industrial equipment, including pipes, electrical wiring the size of Bishop’s wrist. An assortment of warning stickers indicating high voltage danger loomed from every corner. 

Using flashlights loaned by the visiting men from the west, Charlie began searching for the three-ring binders that contained the station’s operating procedures and instructions. Mr. Rutledge was busy looking for the main control panel.

Nearly an hour passed before the two men from New Orleans announced that they had located what they needed. “I want to read this manual in detail,” the retired engineer announced, “but I’m certain these pumps can be reversed.”

“Let’s head back to the friendly confines of Sister Rose’s underground railroad,” Nick nodded, happy with the report. “And Bishop, this time, you’re taking point.”
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They called it Operation Noah.

Despite the Biblical reference, Sister Rose sat in silence, listening as Bishop, Nick, and finally, Mr. Rutledge outlined the plan’s concepts and purpose. “Basically, we’re going to fake a flood. Our primary objective is to drive Blackjack and his men out of the city without harming the infrastructure or the remaining residents,” Nick summarized. “There will be violence, shooting, and some number of causalities on both sides. But… in my professional opinion, the end justifies the means. Here is what I mean by that. My years of military experience with both the United States Army and the Alliance tell me that fewer people will die via this operation than if we let things continue on their current trajectory.”

After a deep sigh, the nun finally spoke. “I can see a million things that could go wrong with this strategy. What if you can’t stop the pump and the city actually floods?”

“Eventually, the diesel generators at the pump station will run out of fuel,” Mr. Rutledge countered. “There is a manual override on the canal side of the gates. We can stop the inflow of water.”

For nearly a half an hour, the sister fired one question after another, each of which prompted a reasonable answer. It was her final inquiry that seemed to stump the two conspirators against Blackjack Jones. “I fail to see how this is going to allow you to capture or execute Blackjack Jones, and isn’t that why you’re here? If you do succeed in driving him from the city, how does that justify your risking your lives? And most importantly of all, how does this initiative help your wife heal, Bishop?”

“It has become clear to both of us that we’re not going to be able to root Ketchum out of his hide using our original plan,” Bishop began. “We had no idea that you and your people were living in such close proximity to his gang, or that our efforts would cause him to attack your community. Now, our only option is to try and smoke him out… drive him out of his burrow… and pray we can catch him on the run.”

Nick nodded his agreement, “There are several phases of our plan where Blackjack might deem it necessary to become personally involved, to push back against the effort to topple his empire. If he shows himself, then we’ll have a better opportunity to handle him than we do now. If he doesn’t surface and he runs away instead, then at least we’ve weakened him significantly and will have a far less dangerous animal to hunt. Like Bishop said, it’s really our only option other than putting your people at risk.”

Rising from her chair abruptly, Sister Rose began her normal pacing. The men still seated could almost hear the gears of her powerful mind churning the information laid before her. After a few minutes, she finally stopped and turned to face the four eager faces awaiting her decision.

“While I cannot condone violence of any nature, this scheme of yours wouldn’t be the first time the Good Lord has used a flood to cleanse the earth. We will need a few days to move our people to more secure, hidden facilities before you begin. I wish you Godspeed, gentlemen.”
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Surprised by the level of activity surrounding them, especially given the pre-dawn hour, the two co-conspirators watched as community members hustled and bustled in all directions. True to her word, Sister Rose was evacuating her people.

While Bishop and Nick negotiated the subterranean maze, they encountered hundreds of anxious and apprehensive refugees fleeing the safety of their accommodations, most of the rushing residents carrying small bags of clothing and other personal belongings as the relocation began.

As they continued toward the edge of Sister Rose’s secluded network of paths, the pair encountered an older couple who could manage the move themselves, but were having extreme difficulty with the logistics of bringing along their meager possessions. Bishop noted that while filthy and worn, their clothing was of a higher quality than most of the other natives he’d encountered. The woman’s sizeable, emerald-cut, diamond wedding ring was another indicator of their previous wealth.

“Here, let me help you with that,” Bishop offered, reaching for the golf bag the husband was using to haul their scant belongings. The monogrammed bag had no doubt attended meetings with global movers and shakers and toured some of the most prestigious courses on three continents. Today, that same container rode on a two-wheel cart, pulled by its owner through a devastated city. Instead of irons and woods, it was stuffed with a blackened pot, a metal drinking cup, and miscellaneous clothing.

“Thank you,” the gent uttered as Bishop pulled the carrier’s wheel free of a snag. “Are you the two men from the Alliance who are going to give us our city back?”

“We’re going to try,” Nick replied, holding out a hand to assist the feeble woman with a difficult step.

“God bless both of you,” she stated with a firm voice. “Sister Rose has done so much for us, but to be honest, I’m glad something is finally being done about those vermin who’ve been ruling the roost around here. Both of you should be careful… there are very dangerous men out there in the streets.”

“I was a banker,” the husband announced, and then he paused, a melancholy sensation overtaking him as the memories flooded back. “We lost everything in the collapse.”

Bishop nodded, having gotten accustomed to strangers declaring their former status. It was a common phenomenon since the apocalypse, people often blurting out what their occupation had been early in a conversation. It had taken Bishop a while to realize that the past was the only thing some poor souls had left to hold onto. The man next to him was saying, “I know I don’t look like much right now, but I was successful in a previous life. I accomplished much. I got things done. I was a winner. I know I am not in a position to earn your respect today, young man, but at one point, I had the world by the tail and believed the sky was the limit.”

“With any luck, you’ll get a chance to put your skills and experience back to work again,” Bishop responded, not knowing what else to say. “New Orleans will need people like you when the recovery begins.”

“Well, I had begun to doubt whether the Big Easy would ever know normalcy again. I can thank you for the glimmer of hope I now see. Good luck and take care, young man,” the banker replied as he reached to support his wife along the bumpy path.

After watching the older couple continue on their way, Bishop and Nick hit the trail again. “I wonder if they’ll make it long enough to see things get back to where they were?”

Shrugging as he climbed over the burnt beams of a collapsed building, Bishop replied with a question of his own, “And even if they do, will they ever achieve their former glory? That guy probably had more stocks and bonds than we could count. At his age, and considering the limitations of his health, there is no way he will ever accumulate that kind of wealth again. How in hell do people like him live with that?”

“Maybe they’ll be thankful just to have three a day, clean water to drink, and a flush toilet.” Nick suggested. “Losing everything has a strange effect on a lot of people.”

“I would think the wealthy would take it the hardest. Speaking for the underprivileged masses, we didn’t have anything to speak of before it was all taken away.”

They traveled to the edge of the hidden path not far from the overgrown park where Sister Rose’s men had taken them out with blow guns. Glancing down at the hand-drawn map Nick had made with Charlie’s assistance, the big man commented, “The apartment complex is four blocks west. Time to pretend we’re homeless again.”

A short time later, the two thespians were sneaking into the travel agency’s back door. They could hear the hum of the replacement generators, a few dim lights showing in the darkened windows of the building that housed a portion of Ketchum’s crew.

They scouted the complex, both wanting to make sure their last shenanigans hadn’t resulted in someone posting a sentry. Neither Bishop’s night vision nor Nick’s thermal were able to detect any sign of security.

The sun was about to crest in the east when two bent shadows scurried across the street and into the complex’s garage. A moment later, Nick tested the customized pickup’s rear doors. They were unlocked, which prompted the big man to give Bishop a thumb’s up and then begin hoisting himself up and into the crew cab’s backseat.

In a flash of pre-dawn hustle, Bishop rushed to the generators and repeated his spiking of the fuel supply. After pouring a glass jar of sandy soil into each tank, he replaced the caps and darted back for the garage.

Joining Nick in the backseat, the two hunters stayed low and out of sight. “Remind me never to put a lift kit on my pickup,” Bishop whispered. “You can’t see what is in the backseat until you’ve climbed into the cab. Who knows what kind of ne’er-do-well might be hanging out in there?”

“Or you could just be smart enough to lock your truck,” the big man replied.

Nick was just screwing a cancelation device onto his pistol when the first generator sputtered and quit. Its twin soon bit the dust… literally.

The sun was up by the time the first cursing man stumbled out of the complex and approached the silenced energy makers. Either sleepy or hungover, he apparently didn’t notice that both units had again broken at just the same time. Like before, he ventured immediately to a row of nearby gas cans.

As he began to fill the closest generator’s tank, a second biker-type appeared at the door. “Not again?” the man grunted as he hurried to help his comrade.

The new arrival was more alert, removing a large pistol from his belt. “Did you see anybody loitering out here? No way both of these units stopped running again. This is the second time in three days!”

Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, the first responder realized what his friend was implying. It took the two men only a few minutes to check the area and verify they were alone.

Within a quarter-hour, five more of Ketchum’s gang had arrived outside, including the same woman who’d first discovered Bishop’s handiwork and the man named Lefty who drove the blue pickup.

“We must be getting bad gasoline,” Lefty concluded. “It’s just not possible that four of these fuckers just crash and burn like this. Somebody help me load them up. I’m going to raise hell with the guys down at the warehouse.”

Bishop and Nick heard and felt the two disabled units being loaded in the bed. A minute later, Lefty was climbing in behind the wheel, Crow joining him in the passenger seat.

Out of the shadows, the co-conspirators sprang upright at the same instant, Nick shoving the barrel of his pistol into Lefty’s ear, Bishop dropping a length of paracord over Crow’s head and then pulling it tight around his throat.

“Drive or die right here,” Nick growled in a menacing tone.

It took the terrified henchman a moment to regain control of his key ring, and then the big truck’s diesel engine fired to life. “Head to the warehouse,” Nick ordered, pressing the muzzle even deeper into Lefty’s skull.

“What do you guys want? Food? Let us go, and I’ll get you more grub than you can swallow in a month,” Lefty offered a few blocks later.

“Drive and shut up,” Nick ordered.

Two blocks from the warehouse, Nick ordered their chauffeur to pull over. “This will do. Park next to the curb right here.”

After doing as he was instructed, Lefty tried to negotiate again. “What do you want, dude? You want the truck? Fine. Take it.”

“Where is Blackjack?” Nick asked.

“I don’t know,” Lefty stuttered, suddenly realizing he was facing far more than a couple of desperate homeless men. “Nobody knows.”

“Bullshit!” Nick barked, making the unnecessary, but very effective motion of cocking his pistol.

“Since the Army came for the barge, he’s been in hiding. Nobody knows where’s he’s living… at least none of us
 do!” Lefty insisted. “Crow and I are just nobodies around here. We’re just hired hands!”

“How do you contact him?”

With the pitch of his voice now unnaturally higher, Lefty responded, “The guy I report to… my boss… he uses a special radio frequency. That’s the only way Blackjack talks to anybody.”

“Get out,” Nick then commanded. “Do it real slow. Get cute, and I’ll give you a second mouth in the back of your skull.”

Lefty, after a glance at the now purple-faced Crow, did as he was told. Once he stepped on the pavement, Charlie and three of his men appeared from a doorway.

Bishop gave the paracord some slack, allowing the blood to again flow freely to Crow’s brain. “Your turn,” the Texan commanded as Nick covered the passenger with his weapon. “Nice and slow.”

“What… what are they going to do with us?” Lefty asked in a pleading tone as the homeless men began tying his hands with a length of cord.

“They’re going to eat you,” Bishop responded with a straight face. “You guys should have shared your food with them a long time ago.”

After a quick exchange of a smirk with Charlie, Nick and Bishop climbed into the front of the truck. All the while, Lefty and Crow were begging for their captors to show mercy. “No… please no. Please… I can help you… please!” both prisoners continued to plead.

“Should we use the grill or the deep fryer?” Charlie asked one of his helpers as Nick sped away.

[image: ]


The lone sentry at the warehouse’s heavy, front gate recognized Lefty’s pickup before Nick had slowed to a stop. Reaching for the latch while eyeing the two fouled machines in the bed, he motioned for the driver to roll down his window and said, “What? You guys fucked up two more generators already?”

Instead of his friend’s smiling face, the bored sentry found himself staring at the barrel of Nick’s pistol as the glass lowered.  

Two quick spits of lead sounded from the cab, the sentry slumping against the guard shack as Nick nudged open the barrier with the front bumper of the truck. “Showtime.”

They arrived at the main entrance and parked as close to the building as possible. Somewhere in the distance, Bishop could hear more than one dog barking. Evidently, the canines don’t appreciate the custom paint job on Lefty’s truck,
 Bishop smirked.

“Wait for it… wait… come on… peek over the edge to greet your comrade in arms,” Nick mumbled, his eyes focused on the roofline above.

Sure enough, the outline of a head appeared, the sniper on the roof glancing over the facia to see who had just arrived.

Again, Nick’s weapon issued a slight, “thump, thump, thump,” the heavy bullets slamming into the overwatch sentry’s exposed head and sending him reeling backward. A cloud of red mist hung in the morning sunlight.

“Nice shot,” Bishop snapped, throwing open the truck’s door and bounding to the ground. His carbine was up and sweeping as he headed for the front door.

Evidently, the fence, dogs, and gate were considered sufficient security for the facility, Bishop finding the main entrance unlocked. In a flash, the two attackers darted inside.

They entered a reception area, the foyer containing nothing but a couple of plain, government-issued chairs and a chintzy, painted metal desk.

A single door led to another corridor, a stainless-steel placard indicating “Employees Only,” still dangling on its plain wooden surface. Both hunters, ignoring the restriction, slipped through the threshold and rushed down a long corridor that led to a series of offices and storerooms.

As Bishop twisted open the first knob, a surprised man perched on the edge of a bed inhaled sharply to fill his lungs, readying to shout. Nick’s noise-canceled pistol spat, the shot creating a neat, red hole against the pasty white of the victim’s forehead.

The dogs outside, with their superior hearing, were now going nuts, baying and barking with all the volume they could manage. At the rear of the building, Bishop could hear voices, someone shouting, “What’s going on?”

Two men appeared in the doorway at the end of the hall, one carrying a handgun, the other trying to bring a shotgun’s long barrel into play.

Bishop’s carbine was already up, the M4 sounding like thunder as he snap-fired five rounds into the defenders, sending both to the floor in a crumpled heap.

“Our element of surprise has now passed,” Nick shouted to compensate over their ringing ears. Holstering his sidearm and bringing his rifle up, the big man was already moving for the next doorway.

Being careful not to leave any of Ketchum’s men behind them, the co-conspirators were forced to clear each room as they made their way to the back of the facility. Moving from door to door, their movements flowed like smooth-running water, coordinated, fast, and efficient.

Right to left, forward and backward, there was always a muzzle covering their front and back as the duo leapfrogged down the corridor. Each man knew his role, each motion practiced and correlated. They worked in silence, always advancing on the objective and never providing a stationary target. The only other occupant of the building, mouth open in shock when Nick kicked in the last door, was gunned down as he tried to pull on his pants.

Finally reaching the two dead defenders at the end of the corridor, Nick pulled another hand grenade from his vest and yanked the pin. A second later, the device was tumbling into the space beyond the doorway.

Turning away and squeezing tight against the wall, Bishop waited for the blast.

A massive roar shook the air, followed by a cloud of dust falling from the ceiling panels above. Before the echo of the detonation had faded, he dove through the entrance and rolled to his left. In a blink, his belly was against the floor as his weapon generated an extended burst of automatic fire sweeping across the room.

He kept his aim low, about six above the ground, intended to immobilize anyone who may have gone prone or been knocked over by the grenade’s blast.   

As his bolt locked back on the empty magazine, Nick’s shadow went flying past, the big man’s weapon expelling death as he rushed through the opening.

Slamming home a fresh box of 5.56 NATO, Bishop was up and moving to his right along the wall. The room was dark and full of furniture. The only light shone from the far end, a television’s blue hue illuminating a conversation pit and several chairs configured around the screen. An old black and white John Wayne DVD was still playing.

Bishop noted a pool table, the wooden sideboards splintered by the grenade’s shrapnel. A pinball machine in the corner, as well as a beer keg sitting in a tub of melted ice rounded out the room’s decor. We’ve found the break room
, he thought. Come on out, boys. I’ll be happy to play a game of first-person shooter with you.


A biker burst in through a distant entrance, a rifle in his hands. Both Bishop and Nick reacted at the same instant, a hailstorm of bullets making the newcomer dance and jerk like he was a puppet on strings.

Finding no other tangos in the man cave, Nick motioned for Bishop to join him at the only other door. Again, a tossed fragmentation grenade preceded their entry into the next section of the building.

Nick took the lead, charging into another passageway that ran along the back side of the facility. More doorways opened to the right and left. The air was thick with grit and dust, Bishop’s mask helping to keep his airway clean.

Their ballet of death, the reaper’s stroll, began all over again. Bishop, alternating between covering their front and rear, Nick kicking open each door and sweeping the inside. The first entrance was an unoccupied storage room; the second was a restroom containing only a toilet and a sink. The third, and largest, was full of women, the girls huddled low against the wall and whimpering hysterically. “Get out! Get out now!” Nick barked, his skull mask and oversized frame creating an imposing, demonic image. “Don’t ever come back. Run until your damn feet fall off!”

While Bishop covered the doorway at the far end of the corridor, Nick watched as the women hustled out of the room. Most of them were barely dressed, all of them young and scared out of their minds.

“I think we just chased off Ketchum’s harem,” Nick suggested as the last girl disappeared into the rec room, clutching some article of clothing against her breasts.

“He should show up and complain,” Bishop replied, his eyes never leaving the closed door ahead. “I’d like nothing more than to handle his objections personally.”

Before Nick could reply, a series of holes spread across the opposite wall and doorframe, the incoming fire sending both trespassers to the floor. Wood splinters and drywall dust filled the air as the volume of rounds increased. “I think Ketchum’s boys know we’ve come to party,” Bishop shouted. “They’re worried we’re going to drink all their beer.”

For several seconds, the two invaders stayed low and waited, but the rate of fire never faltered. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel exactly welcomed by whoever is behind that door,” Nick shouted at his friend.

“No shit, Captain Obvious. I think we should find another way in,” Bishop replied.

Crawling backward, the pair retreated toward the pool hall. Once they were protected by several walls, they rose as one and hustled back the way they’d come.

“The front door is too obvious,” Nick warned. “I noticed a window in one of these rooms.”

Sure enough, the big man’s memory was accurate. In the space where he’d shot the man pulling on his pants, there was a small window. Crawling over the sprawled body, Bishop raised his rifle butt to smash the glass.

Nick’s hand on his shoulder stopped Bishop’s butt stroke, his friend flashing a confused expression that asked, “What’s wrong?”

Pointing to the latch, Nick said, “Why are you always so destructive?” as he opened the glass pane and glanced outside.

“Oh, thanks for that, Mr. Hand Grenade,” Bishop spat as his friend scanned the exterior, making sure they weren’t leaping from the frying pan into the fire.

A second later, Nick was wedging his significant frame through the opening. As his boots hit the ground, Bishop hurried to follow.

The duo wasted no time, scurrying toward the back of the building. At the corner, Nick poked his head around but drew no fire.

“There is a series of garage doors along the back. The last one is open. Ready?” the ex-operator asked.

Bishop’s reply was to rush around the building, weapon high, seeking a target. None was presented.

They were approaching the open bay just as the firestorm from inside died down. Bishop could hear multiple voices and shouted commands echoing in the interior. 

“We don’t have time for a protracted firefight,” Nick hissed from behind his colleague. “You can bet the ranch that help is already on the way. We need to take these guys out and do it fast.”

Chancing a peek into the open garage area, Bishop exposed only one side of his head, taking a mental snapshot of the interior and then pulling back.

He spotted at least six men gathering near the door that he and Nick had just left behind. “They’re getting ready to rush inside,” he signaled to Nick. “They must be wondering if we’re dead or have retreated.”

“Take ’em out,” Nick nodded, pointing to the two hand grenades hanging on his buddy’s load vest.

Passing Nick one of the frags, the Texan pulled the pin on the second device. Bishop went first, a low toss rolling across the floor directly at the spot where his mind’s image placed the assembled defenders.

Nick waited until a vibrating “whoop,” and a tell-tale flash of light illuminated the interior. A second later, his grenade was bouncing across the floor in a different arch.

Screaming men who spotted the approaching grenade, darted for cover, but there simply wasn’t time. As Nick’s toss erupted, a burst of dust and smoke accompanied the howls of wounded men, their bone and flesh converted into projectiles flung against the metal door and blowing out the bay.

The two hunters didn’t give their prey a second to recover, both men scampering around the corner in a flash. Bishop went left, Nick sweeping to the right.

Two shots zipped past Bishop’s head as he rushed for a stack of tires in the corner. Before he could bring his weapon back into the fight, Nick’s carbine barked, sending the last upright outlaw pinwheeling to the floor.

A hoodlum limping with a bleeding leg emerged from behind a toolbox, all his remaining concentration directed at steadying his shaking hand so that his pistol could get a clear field of fire on Nick’s hustling frame. Finally satisfied with the bullet’s anticipated trajectory, the thug had just started to squeeze the trigger when three rounds from Bishop’s M4 ripped into his stomach and ended the threat.

Bishop stepped to a pile of bodies near the door, all of them victims of his grenade. Moans and groans sounded from the heap, one man’s legs jerking in uncontrollable, short spasms. The floor was already slick with blood, a smell like copper thick in the air.

In a few seconds, Bishop knew Ketchum’s men were all out of the fight. “Clear!” he shouted across the garage.

“Clear!” came Nick’s reply a moment later, just before appearing alongside his friend.

Bending to collect weapons and ammunition, Bishop happened across a man who was coughing up blood. Several holes in his chest had compromised his lungs’ ability to draw air, and he was languishing in an expanding pool of crimson. Raising his carbine to end the guy’s misery, he felt Nick’s hand on his shoulder. “Don’t. We want Ketchum to know who did this.”

Shrugging, Bishop’s mind returned to the brutal attacks on the people of Forest Mist, the ambush of the marshal there, and Miss Terri’s own unspeakable experience. The man at his feet could have been a participant in any of those cowardly acts. Any sense of mercy quickly evaporated from Bishop’s thoughts.

“I’m going to get the truck. Make a big heap of their weapons by the door,” Nick advised and then pivoted to hurry out of the building.

Careful of his step, Bishop gathered the fallen rifles and pistols from the garage and then deposited them beside the overhead door. He returned to the bay with another armload of weapons just as Nick was backing Lefty’s pickup through the garage opening.

While Bishop loaded the bed with the plundered firearms, Nick took off across the lot toward the tanker. “Let’s hope they left the keys in the ignition,” he shouted over his shoulder.

“Make sure it’s diesel. We don’t need gasoline,” Bishop shouted the friendly reminder.

After climbing into the cab, Nick frowned when he found the ignition empty. A quick pull on the visor resulted in a ring of keys falling into his lap.

The rig’s powerful diesel rumbled to life on the first attempt, and after giving the motor a bit to warm, Nick engaged the clutch and began steering the semi toward the gate. Bishop easily pulled in behind the tanker, seemingly at home in Lefty’s pickup.

As they rounded the old DOT garage, Nick spied two vehicles racing toward the front guard station, both full of men. He’d been right. Ketchum had set up an interlocking series of defenses. The problem was, they were too little, too late.

Pushing down on the accelerator, the big man steered the semi directly at the barricaded main entrance while he attempted to adjust his timing and angle of approach. Blackjack’s reaction force was slowing now, getting ready to turn into the facility and rescue their comrades.

Quickly assessing the situation, Blackjack’s team leader took immediate and decisive action. Reasoning that the simplest and most effective way to thwart the attackers would be to block the exit, he ordered the trucks to stop directly beside the guard shack. The second the engines stopped, Ketchum’s men began pouring out of the trucks’ doors. Unfortunately, the team leader’s lack of experience resulted in a flawed plan that destined the effort for failure.

As the defenders positioned their vehicles, Nick floored the accelerator pedal, the diesel engine roaring with revving horsepower as the heavy truck increased speed. Just as he dropped his head below the windshield, he observed a single man manage to raise his rifle to his shoulder. An instant later, the screeching impact of metal on metal filled the cab.

The semi’s front fender slammed into the first SUV, striking the lighter vehicle with so much force the Mercedes flipped high into the air and sent three men flying like human missiles.

That first automobile-projectile landed on top of the second vehicle, causing spider webbing of both front windshields and an explosion of the remaining tempered glass. The resulting blizzard of fragments shot outward upon impact and then glistened in the morning sunlight as it dropped to the earth. Before the first SUV had stopped rocking, the tanker truck plowed in again, thrusting the stacked wrecks into a pirouette across the pavement and crushing two more men.

Nick’s heavily muscled arms wrestled with the errant steering wheel as he struggled to maintain control of the rig. Even so, the semi jumped the far curb and nearly jackknifed.

Bishop, maintaining a safe distance from the action, now positioned his rifle through the window, a tactic that allowed him to spray automatic bursts at the men scrambling away from the gate. He knew the rounds were unlikely to hit any of the defenders, but the hot lead might convince them to keep their heads down and think twice before they chanced a shot at his friend. Nick needed all of his attention focused on keeping the tanker moving in the right direction. 

Inside the semi’s cab, Nick spun the steering wheel to change the course of his vehicle. After sending a cloud of black tire smoke into the air, he finally regained control. Working the tanker’s shifter, he managed to accelerate away before Blackjack’s boys could regroup.

Bishop followed his friend, driving slower and hanging back, his eyes glued to the rearview mirror, waiting to see if anyone would try and follow. Nothing but a haze of smoke and dust showed on their tail.

They had done it!
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Charlie was waiting, five of his strongest men standing ready.

When the hum of a large diesel motor sounded in his ears, he turned and shouted, “Get moving! They’re coming.”

His command generated a bustle of activity, the team putting their backs into pushing an old delivery van out of the way to reveal an open lane that led to a partially collapsed fire station. One bay was clear of debris, just wide enough for the tanker to fit inside.

After making sure his men were on the cusp of accomplishing the task, Charlie then strolled to the sidewalk and prepared to wave Nick and Bishop in. A few moments later, the semi came into view, the racing vehicle followed by the pickup he’d watched the two Texans highjack just an hour ago.

With his arm creating circles in the air, Charlie indicated where Nick should turn. The semi slowed, and then carefully negotiated the narrow entrance between a pile of cinderblock rubble and the burnt shell of the station’s retired pumper.

Carefully, Nick maneuvered the rig into the bay. As soon as the rear of the tanker-trailer had passed, Charlie’s crew was pushing the van back into place. Less than a minute passed before any sign of the stolen rig had been obscured from view.

From the street, Bishop rolled past slowly, his eyes making sure that no evidence of their raid was visible. Satisfied that not even a tire track could be observed from the road, he then pulled the stolen pickup to the back of the station and waited for Charlie’s men to help unload the rest of the ill-gotten gains.

Two boys appeared next to Bishop’s truck, their eyes wide with excitement. “Let’s get all this gear out of the bed,” the driver said, his thumb indicating the pile of confiscated rifles in the back. “We need to get rid of this truck before Blackjack can mount a search.”

Nodding eagerly, the two lads began hauling armloads of weapons and magazines into the station. Charlie and Nick appeared just then, both men taking a mental inventory of the newly acquired firepower that the locals had promised to put to good use.

“You’re not going to be able to wage a war with what we captured,” Bishop noted. “Ammunition is going to be your biggest problem. Still, it’s a two-for-one transaction. We’ve added to your side of the ledger while taking away from Ketchum’s capabilities.”

“If our plan works, we’re not going to need a lot of ammo, right?” Charlie asked, just a hint of doubt in his throat.

“That’s the idea… but just in case something goes wrong, you might need this firepower to defend yourselves. Sister Rose’s objections aside, that is,” Nick responded.

Chapter 15

It took the rest of the afternoon for Charlie’s men to haul the diesel fuel to the pump station’s tanks. The task, using five-gallon cans being carried two at a time, was only initiated after Mr. Rutledge had thoroughly inspected the generators and fired up the powerful motors in a controlled test.

“These babies will consume hundreds of gallons per hour,” he’d informed Nick and Charlie. “It will take almost two hours before the water is visible in the streets, so we must have plenty of fuel on hand to perpetrate the scam.”

While the diesel was being transported by Charlie’s fire brigade, Nick and Bishop prepared themselves for what the ex-operator labeled “a shopping expedition for party favors.”

“Didn’t you tell me about a beauty supply store you’d come across?” Nick had inquired while they were reviewing Operation Noah’s next steps.

“Yeah. The building looked pretty intact. Why? Are you going to get your nails done?” Bishop had teased.

“Yes… in a way. I need acetone and a few other ingredients to construct some improvised devices,” the big man responded.

An hour later, the two colleagues were stacking boxes by the beauty supply company’s back door. “While I was scouting for Ketchum’s warehouse, I noticed another shop we need to visit. Let’s head over to Paul’s Discount Pool Supplies.”

“Let me guess…. We are going to take a dip after we get our nails buffed?” Bishop teased.

“No. I need chlorine. What better place to find it than at a swimming pool supply store?”

By now, the duo was becoming very adept at their homeless routine. As they made their way across urban New Orleans, Bishop had to admire his friend’s seemingly endless knowledge and skills. “I assume you learned about explosives in the military, but where did you pick up on chlorine and acetone?”

With a sigh, Nick explained, “Everything I ever needed to know about IEDs I learned in Iraq during the insurgency. Those guys could make mother’s milk go boom.”

“I thought they mainly used leftover ordnance from Saddam’s Army? I saw a lot of pictures of artillery shells wired together and buried next to the road.”

“They did that, but we countered with metal detectors and diligence. If any of the drones caught a dissident strolling around with a couple of 155 artillery shells, they’d toast their asses with a Hellfire missile. After a while, the black hats got smart and started using household chemicals and fuel. We learned the hard way what to look for as we hunted for the bombmakers.”

“I bet you never thought you’d be using that knowledge in New Orleans,” Bishop replied, a hint of sadness exposed by his own question.

“Hell, I never thought I’d be a homeless guy carrying around an M4 on Bourbon Street with you! Who knew?”

“You’re also the top of the military food chain for the Alliance, big guy. That’s quite a leap, even for a Green Beret sergeant.”

Shrugging, Nick replied, “Even a blind squirrel gets a nut now and then.”

“You earned it, my friend. Don’t ever let anyone ever tell you anything different,” Bishop said.

“Are you trying to get in my pants?” Nick teased. “I haven’t had anyone blow this much smoke up my skirt since the Alliance Council was considering a pay raise for the military!”
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“There’s no sign of Lefty or Crow, boss. It’s like they disappeared into thin air,” Grinder reported. “And before he died, Butch told me he counted two shooters. They both were wearing masks. He said he’d never seen anybody move like the guys who shot them up.”

Ketchum digested his lieutenant’s words without any comment, his eyes moving to the growing line of bodies being laid out in the warehouse’s garage. “I see wounds that could have been caused by fragmentation grenades and gunshots. Somebody is trying to take over our territory.”

“It was probably those homeless fuckers at the church,” Grinder suggested. “They’ve been getting more and more desperate as time goes by.”

Moving to the open bay, Blackjack’s eyes ventured to the horizon. “Maybe. Maybe not. This isn’t their style. This hit was done with military precision, and I don’t think Sister Rose has the personnel qualified for this kind of work. Nor would she sanction this much bloodshed. If Voodoo wasn’t dead, I’d say this smelled of his type of op. We’re up against somebody new… somebody who wants New Orleans for themselves.”

“I’m thinking the first failure of those generators wasn’t an accident,” Grinder added.

“And the meth lab,” Ketchum agreed. “I think somebody’s been nibbling away at the edges of my domain for a couple of days now. Pieces of the puzzle are beginning to fall into place, little by little.”

For another fifteen minutes, Grinder and Blackjack discussed the possibilities. One by one, the two men eliminated the obvious threats that included everything from a biker gang in Shreveport with an old score to settle, to the suburbanites organizing and using more aggressive campaigns to get what they want. “We’ll find out who is behind this mayhem soon enough,” Jones finally declared. “As of right now, everybody is at DEFCON 4. Spread the word and find that damned tanker.”
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Stifling a yawn, Bishop scanned the last 50-gallon drum and frowned. He was dead tired, both mentally and physically.

They had been moving the heavy containers since before dawn, each of the drums filled with Nick’s special recipe of chemicals and diesel fuel. “They’ll make a hell of a noise and generate enough black smoke to block out the sun,” assured the former Green Beret. “Unless Ketchum is dead, he’s bound to know somebody set off a mighty big firecracker in his backyard.”

The drums were stacked along the back side of the London Avenue Canal, not far from where the old levee had been breached by Hurricane Katrina’s deadly storm surge. Between each of the round containers, Nick was busy connecting a series of electrical wires.

Mr. Rutledge walked up just then, his face glowing with a smile. “We’ve transferred enough diesel to run the generators for six hours. Unless my math is completely off, that should put at least a foot of water in the streets, maybe a bit more.”

“Have you reversed the pumps?” Nick asked, setting down a pair of pliers after twisting another connection.

“Yes, I have managed to complete a partial test, and that is another worry. No one has ever even tried to do this before. This station was designed to pump water out, not in. In theory, this plan should work, but there’s no way to be absolutely positive without a large-scale test,” the retired engineer stated.

Joining the conversation, Charlie’s expression betrayed his strong concern. “We’ve gathered every able-bodied man, but there’s not much military or law enforcement experience among them. We have issued them what weapons and ammunition we’ve been able to scrounge. They’re not going to topple any third-world government, but they’ll fight… at least most of them will.”

“Sounds like some of your troops aren’t exactly gung-ho?” Nick questioned.

Shrugging, the local leader replied, “I’ll be honest. There are doubters among our ranks. I can’t tell if it’s just fear or something deeper like a moral objection to combat. Like I said, most of them will give better than they receive.”

Turning to Bishop, Nick suggested, “Why don’t you go and put our brave allies into the best possible mental and defensive positions while I finish wiring up this mega noise-maker? We’ll get the party started at 6:00 a.m. with the pumps. At 0900, well set off these party favors and make a loud announcement. Hopefully, most of Ketchum’s crew will be awake by then.”

“If not, that’s going to be one hell of an alarm clock,” Bishop replied, nodding at the row of barrels.

With Charlie leading the way, Bishop was taken to the rear lot of a nearby building. There, milling about while sharing edgy words, was about the most ragtag force of defenders the former military man had ever seen.

They were all thin and hollow-eyed, symptoms of years of malnutrition and stress having taken their toll. Yet, despite their poor, physical condition, Bishop detected purpose and will in their body language.

“Blackjack’s men will want to see the breach,” Bishop began as the throng began to gather. “They will hear the explosion and be curious. When the water starts to rise, they’ll want to put eyes on the damage.”

Scanning the front row of eager faces to make sure his words were penetrating past their jitters, Bishop continued, “Of course, we all know that there isn’t any real breach. If you want to rid your city of this scum, they can’t discover the truth. That’s where we come in. That’s why we’re all going to lay it on the line. Any questions so far?”

“They are younger, better fed, and are better armed,” one man commented from the back. “There are hundreds of them. What makes you think we can keep them away long enough for this deception to work?”

“They won’t send everybody at once,” Bishop replied with as much confidence as he could muster. “If this all goes as planned, they’ll send a few scouts at first. We’ll take care of them easily. As the water rises, they’ll get more and more desperate. With any luck, the flooding will cut off some of their reinforcements. Anybody who remembers Katrina will feel the need to flee the city right away. Hopefully, they’ll give up and abandon the city after a half-hearted attempt.”

“But you don’t know that, do you?”  the naysayer from the rear heckled.

“No,” Bishop answered honestly. “I don’t. In fact, there are a hundred things that could go wrong with Operation Noah. But, on the other hand, I’ve been shot at in at least a dozen different countries. Back in Texas, we’ve pulled off crazier stunts than this to save our necks. So, with a little luck and everybody’s best efforts, you’ll have the Big Easy back by tomorrow morning. If not, are any of you really going to be worse off than you are now, spending most of your lives underground?”

“Being dead is worse, if you ask me,” another voice responded.

Before Bishop could answer, another man countered, arguing, “I’ve been dead since the collapse, and so have all of you! When Charlie asked me to take up arms yesterday, it was the first time I’ve felt alive since we tumbled into this hell hole. This rifle feels good in my hands. For the first time in years, I feel like I’ve got some control over my destiny. If you don’t want to fight for your freedom, then get the hell out!”

Several voices chimed in, the vast majority in support of going on the offensive.

Bishop let the group’s internal debate continue for several minutes before raising his hands high in the air to restore order. “There are no guarantees,” he shouted to regain the floor. “I’ve seen enough brave men fall to last five lifetimes, and the odds are that some of you aren’t going to come out of this alive. Still, there comes a time when you have no choice but to stand up and fight for what is right. Our forefathers, when facing the British Empire, probably had the same concerns at Concord and Lexington. The men approaching Fortress Europe on D-Day no doubt had the same fears. Like them, we can do this. We must do this. Working together as a team and watching out for each other is the way to victory. I can also promise you that if we win the day, you’ll feel an accomplishment unlike any other you have known in your lifetime. New Orleans belongs to her good people, not a bunch of bullies and thieves. Now you have the chance to take your city back and improve your families’ lives. Is there any better reason to put it all on the line?”

For a moment, Bishop wondered if his words were resonating with the gaggle of petrified men. After what seemed like an uncomfortably long pause, someone in the crowd shouted, “Damn right! We can do this!”

An inspiring round of cheers erupted, Bishop concerned the bedlam would give away their position to anybody within fifteen city blocks. After the backslapping and celebration had died down, the leader of the rebellion began dividing the men into two teams.

Nick would lead fifteen men to the northwest side of the pumping station, Bishop controlling a similar number to the southwest. With the canal to their backs, their numbers were barely enough to establish a perimeter. The Texan opined for a reserve force, but they had no choice but to play the hand that was dealt to them.

It was almost 6:00 a.m., zero hour, before Bishop had placed his squad and given them their last-minute instructions. The wreckage and destruction of the collapse was finally going to be an asset to the honorable citizens of the Big Easy. The debris allowed excellent, concealed, fighting positions with acceptable fields of fire. “Blackjack’s going to have hell to pay in order to get to the levee,” Bishop whispered as he walked back toward the pumping station. “Maybe he’ll get desperate and show his ugly puss,” then, as an afterthought, he spoke a short prayer. “Please, Lord. I don’t often ask for much. To help Terri… to save my family, please give me one shot at Ketchum Jones. Just one, God. I won’t miss.”
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Nick and Mr. Rutledge were standing next to a jumbo-size control panel as Bishop returned to the pump station. The console was littered with gauges and meters, as well as several rows of indicator lights. The senior engineer was trying to explain all the mechanics to his guest from the west.

Happy that Bishop was rescuing him from the technical lecture, Nick secretly rolled his eyes at his friend. “Ready?” the big man asked.

“As we’ll ever be,” Bishop shrugged.

Nodding to the older engineer, Nick said, “Let’s do it.”

After waving a signal to an assistant, Mr. Rutledge faced the control panel and began manipulating a series of buttons, switches and levers. As he continued, Nick and Bishop stepped closer to admire his work. Once the plan was set in motion, the three men listened as the electric starter whined. A moment later, the deep, throaty roar of a diesel engine rumbled in the distance. The motor, now awakened after its long slumber, was soon joined by another, and then another.

After a few minutes of checking various gauges and indicators, Mr. Rutledge announced, “We’re ready to start the pumps.”

“Okay,” Nick nodded. “Let the show begin.”

Flipping a series of switches, Mr. Rutledge seemed to be holding his breath with each move. One by one, Bishop noted the needles moving across a row of meters. “We’re pumping water,” the engineer said at one point, soon adding, “actually, a lot of water, if these indicators are accurate.”

Glancing around at the complex maze of pipes, valves, and electrical conduits, Nick asked, “That’s it? No big rush of water? No alarm bells or klaxons?”

“This facility was one of the last to be upgraded after Katrina. It has been fully furnished with state-of-the-art equipment, digitally controlled. Good ol’ Uncle Sam sank a lot of money into making sure the city never flooded again.”

“How can we be sure it’s pumping?” Bishop asked.

“I have a man eight blocks away. He’s been charged with listening to the sewer lines. When he hears rushing water, he is to sprint back here and report,” Mr. Rutledge responded. “Until then, we just have to trust all of this fancy technology.”

Bishop’s confirmation that the theory would work came 20 minutes later, a breathless man entering the complex. “There’s water flowing through the sewers. A ton of water!”

Glancing at his watch, Nick asked, “How long before it’s visible in the streets?”

Rutledge’s initial response was a shrug. Seconds later, he delivered a more complete answer, “I would guess an hour, maybe ninety minutes, but there’s no way to be sure.”

“Shit!” the big man cursed. “We may have to move up our timetable. If Ketchum’s people report water in the streets before we set off the explosions, he’ll smell a rat for sure. If we detonate too soon, he’ll have time to rally his people and overrun our positions before the flood occurs.”

“Wait an hour and detonate,” Bishop offered. “He’s not going to have any better information than we have. By the time he gets his people up and organized, the water should be pouring out of the manholes and drains. He’ll figure out what’s going on. Maybe he’ll get his boys to build an ark.”

Rubbing his chin, Nick made the decision quickly. “One hour. Spread the word that we’re altering our timetables. Go!”
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Sixty minutes passed quickly, Bishop taking up a position with his team while keeping a close eye on his watch. With one minute left, he cautioned the recruits to cover their ears and get low. “My friend is damn good, but he’s never done this before. There’s no telling what will happen.”

Right on time, a tremendous explosion ripped through the New Orleans morning, the ground shaking beneath the men gathered to defend the levee. Clouds of dust billowed up from nearby buildings, the sound of broken glass tinkling in the distance.

Birds erupted from the trees, revealing sequestered nests, flocks of crows and pigeons disturbed by the noise and shockwave. Echoes of the blast seemed to resonate across the southern Louisiana landscape for several seconds.

Nick was the first to dart from cover, scurrying toward the tall, earthen works that protected New Orleans. A moment later, he turned and flashed two “thumbs up,” toward the pumphouse, a sign that the devices had performed as designed. The levee was intact. The fraud against Blackjack had been initiated.

After waiting for any substantial debris to fall from the sky, Bishop turned to see an enormous column of blackened air boiling toward the clouds, threatening heaven itself. It reminded him of the effects of a 500-pounder he’d seen the US Air Force drop in Iraq, a churning pillar of smoke at least 200 feet across and several hundred feet high. Nodding, Bishop acknowledged, “If Blackjack’s men don’t see that, they’re blind.”

A loud cheer rose up from the men gathered around the plan’s instigator, everyone realizing they were one step closer to freeing their city. 

“Stay frosty and diligent, guys,” Bishop commanded. “Any of Blackjack’s boys in the neighborhood are going to be curious. Remember, we can’t let them see the levee, no matter what the cost.”

Bishop’s words had a chilling impact, the jovial mood quickly evaporating like the noise from Nick’s bombs. Almost as one, the team returned their attention to the streets and buildings in their respective zones.
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Ketchum had awoken early, the events of the past few days weighing heavily on his mind.

He’d been performing a series of stretching exercises, a necessity given his healing wounds from the skirmish at Forest Mist… when the explosion had rattled the windows of the Royal Hotel’s Presidential Suite.

“What the hell?” he grumbled, plodding toward the floor-to-ceiling glass and pulling back the thick curtain.

The ex-Ranger’s first thought was the same as Bishop’s, wondering if the United States Air Force was so pissed about the stolen barge they had decided to start bombing him into submission. Against the standing advice of his security team, he stepped out onto the balcony to scan the horizon and sky.

The plume of Nick’s IED was clearly visible from his vantage next to the ornate rail, Ketchum’s mind plotting the location instantly. “The London Avenue Canal? There’s nothing of ours over there?”

The next possibility he considered was that a gas explosion had occurred.

In the months following the collapse, such events weren’t uncommon. There had been pockets of natural gas trapped in some buildings after the food riots, and occasionally, a random spark set off the trapped vapors without warning.

Methane had also been an issue at least once when rotting food produced the gas. Blackjack could remember losing two men who were raiding an abandoned restaurant, having opened a freezer while smoking cigarettes. Both had been badly burned.

He quickly dismissed both of those potential causes, however, the size and intensity of this detonation far, far too massive.

Before he could re-enter his suite, an anxious knock shook the door.

“Boss, you okay?” Grinder’s voice demanded from the other side.

“I’m fine,” Ketchum replied, unlocking the deadbolt after tucking a pistol into his waistband.

“Something just blew up,” Grinder reported. “We all heard it.”

“I know,” Blackjack replied, waving his second in command to the balcony. “It looks like ground zero is located at the London Avenue Canal. You better get somebody over there right away. We don’t have anything in that area, but one of our warehouses is situated only about six blocks down. If there’s a fire, we’re either going to have to move our assets, or put out that blaze.”

“Roger that, boss. I’m on it,” Grinder replied, pulling a radio from his belt.

As his subordinate pivoted to leave, Blackjack’s gaze returned to the pillar of smoke still reaching for the morning sky. It was in his nature to be suspicious, probably one of the main attributes that had allowed him to survive combat zones, prison, and his rise to power in the underworld. He’d learned a long time ago to pay attention to his instincts. Heeding the nagging awareness that something was wrong had saved his life more than once.

Now, the paranoid voice in his head was jumping up and down and shouting at the top of its proverbial lungs. Whoever was out there trying to take him down had no doubt caused the explosion at the meth lab. His nemesis was somebody who liked to make things go boom. Two major detonations in less than a week were just too much of a coincidence.

“Lay me out some clothes,” he turned and snapped at one of the blondes still curled up in the king-sized bed. “And get your shit packed up. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. We might be moving again sooner rather than later.”
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By the time Grinder had rushed halfway down the hotel’s passageway, the radio in his hands was squawking like a wounded rooster. “What was that?” thundered one concerned voice.

“Everybody okay?” another compadre broadcast, the anxious voices now talking over each other.

“Get off the damn airwaves,” Grinder shouted into the microphone. “Stop talking!” he tried again.

Still, all of Ketchum Jones’ enforcers were determined to transmit at once, dozens of the police radios having been distributed across Blackjack’s organization.

Frustrated, Grinder burst into the security team’s ready room where he found several of the boss’s bodyguards pulling on their gear and readying for action. “At least you guys are holding your shit together,” he grumbled.

After trying again to clear the channel, Ketchum’s right-hand man finally gave up in frustration. Pointing toward one of his team, he ordered, “Ike, you’re with me. Grab the keys to one of the trucks. The boss wants to know what just got blown to hell.”

Nodding, the tall, thin man pulled the sling of an AR15 over his head and then dangled a key ring in front of Grinder’s face. “Let’s roll.”

A Chevy 4x4 was soon racing out of the Royal Hotel’s parking garage, its engine pointed toward the still-rising column of murky fumes obscuring the horizon. “Whatever it was, it’s still burning,” Ike noted. “I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the surrounding buildings caught on fire.”

Three blocks north of the Royal, Grinder slammed on the brakes. “What the hell?”

Half a block away, water was bubbling up from the center of the street, joining a serious flow from the two drains embedded in the curbs. “What the hell is that and where is it coming from?”

Exchanging looks of horror, Ike spoke first. “Oh my God! Did somebody just bomb the levee? Do you see this shit gurgling up through the storm drains? That’s just what happened with Katrina, man. I know; I was here. The first sign of real trouble was when the flood waters boiled into the streets from the sewers, and it looked just like this. Less than an hour later, I was screaming at the old lady to help me move our shit to the second floor!”

“They blew the damn levee? But how? Where would they get…,” Grinder began, and then abruptly stopped as the pieces all fell into place.

“The diesel tanker!” both men exclaimed at the same moment.

The two sat for silence for a few moments, the neurons inside their brains firing in rapid succession as they struggled to understand the events of the last few days in this context. Ike soon added, “That must be why they stole that truck. They’re trying to flood us out!”

Trying to regather his wits, Blackjack’s best man realized the radio chatter had finally quietened down. Now, he had the opportunity to assert leadership and gain control. “Everybody, this is Grinder. Stay the hell off the airwaves. I only want to hear reports of water in the streets, or armed men moving through our turf.”

“Water in the streets? Is it raining over there?” a static-laced voice asked.

“No, you dumbass, it’s not raining. There’s a chance the explosion was somebody blowing the London Avenue levee. Now get your asses outside and start checking around,” Grinder ordered.

After waiting to see if anybody else wanted to earn his wrath, Grinder then turned to Ike and said, “We’d better get back. Blackjack is going to want to see this for himself.”

A quick turn had the Chevy rolling back toward the Royal Hotel. For the second time that morning, Grinder fretted over the news he was about to deliver. Blackjack was one of the smartest men he’d ever known, but his boss was also prone to violent reactions when things didn’t go his way. It was an interesting mix of fear and respect that kept the entire organization in line.

As he drove, it occurred to Grinder that the post-apocalyptic life he’d come to enjoy might be readying for a drastic turn. Not even Blackjack and his considerable collection of shooters could defeat a foe as mighty as Mother Nature. He remembered Katrina and the horrible devastation caused by the rising water. For the first time in his adult life, he had trouble controlling the terror that was swelling in his core.

“Maybe we should stop by the hotel, get our stuff and keep going,” Ike ventured from the passenger seat. It was as if he could read Grinder’s thoughts.

“What are you saying?” Grinder demanded, trying to keep his own fears in check.

“I’m saying that sometimes you get the bear, and sometimes the bear gets you. If this city floods, we might not be able to get out… and that, my friend, would suck. Do you want to live like all those poor homeless bastards, grilling sewer rats and buzzard wings?”
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“Mount up,” Blackjack ordered. “I need to see this breach in the levee for myself.”

Grinder didn’t like the idea. “But boss, we know there is an armed, hostile party operating in the city. The incident at the DOT garage was proof of that. We know they’re out to ruin our operation. They could have organized an ambush waiting on your approach. I would strongly advise against exposing yourself any more than necessary.”

Blackjack’s eyes indicated he appreciated his lieutenant’s concerns, but his mind was made up. “I know a lot about explosives,” he began as he shoved spare magazines into the pouches on his load vest. “I learned the hard way in Iraq during the insurgency. Blowing that levee would be extremely difficult with an IED; I don’t know that even an entire tanker of diesel fuel could cause substantive damage. I need to see this with my own eyes.”

“But water is flowing through the streets,” Grinder explained, surprising even himself by backtalking Blackjack Jones. “I just don’t want to see you hurt or trapped here without resources, Boss,” he quickly added, hoping to dull the edge of his transgression.

For his part, Ketchum seemed to take the debate in stride. “I believe your report, Grinder. I’m quite certain you saw water in the street. What I want to see is the extent of the damage. If there is just a small hole, maybe we can figure out a way to plug it. I also need to examine the pumping stations. Perhaps we can preserve our treasure troves and everything we’ve managed to salvage by pumping out the water. I’m not just going to run away because there are a few puddles gathering on the sidewalks!”

Realizing he was not going to change his superior’s mind, Grinder turned and began issuing orders to the remainder of the bodyguards. After his team had left to execute his wishes, Blackjack’s second then started broadcasting additional orders over the radio. “Everybody converge on the London Avenue Station,” he broadcasted. “Come ready for a fight.”

Chapter 16

As he stepped toward his team of defenders, the police radio on Nick’s belt squawked with the grumble of a gruff voice. “Everybody converge on the London Avenue Station,” the barked command sounded. “Come ready to fight.”

For a second, the Alliance leader wished he had given Bishop the hand-held unit they had found in Lefty’s pickup. His friend would have known Blackjack’s voice. Still, the recovered piece of equipment afforded a strategic advantage. Just keep on talking, boys,
 Nick mused, monitoring the communication lines to and from Blackjack’s command and control.

Approaching the group of anxious faces assigned to him, Nick instantly selected the youngest man to carry a message, “Go find Bishop and Charlie. Tell them I heard a transmission. Company is on the way… a lot of company.”

“Yes, sir,” the kid nodded, rushing off to find the other team.

Turning back to the rest of the huddled men, Nick introduced himself in a formal voice. “My name is Nick Williams. Before the collapse, I was Master Sergeant Nick Williams, 6th
 Special Forces Group, US Army. I was a Green Beret stationed at Fort Bragg for eighteen years. Now, my official title is Secretary of Defense, Republic of Texas.”

Confident that he now had their attention, the big man continued, “My job in the Army was to recruit and train indigenous forces, drill them until they could fight like Satan’s own stormtroopers, educate them regarding America’s offensive military capability, and most importantly, live to tell their grandchildren about the experience. I was very good at my job.”

Pausing, Nick scanned every face, making sure his words were understood. “We don’t have much time together before all hell is going to break loose, so I am going to teach all of you the most valuable lessons for the type of combat you are about to experience.”

Every man in the group stared intently at the speaker, Nick holding their full attention. This was life and death.

“The first thing you must learn is that there is a rhythm to combat. Every gunfight, every clash, every force on force engagement has a tempo. I’ve learned, after being shot at on four continents, that the force that controls this rhythm holds the field at the end of the battle. Today, I am your band leader. If you follow my lead, we can win this engagement, keep most of you alive, and give you back this city.”

Without waiting for any reaction, Nick marched along the line of men, making eye contact with each one. He continued, his message delivered with the charismatic fervor of a street corner evangelist. “Don’t doubt. Don’t hesitate. Don’t debate or ponder or question. When I tell you what to do, execute my orders without thinking. If we control the tempo of this fight, we will emerge victorious. It’s really that simple.”

Several heads were nodding now, the ragtag band encouraged. Nick was melting the ice that was fear. He was chipping away at their doubts. He was building their confidence.

“Secondly, and almost as equally important, is to get your weapon into the fight. When the time comes, it will be critical that you aim well and pull the trigger. Again, don’t waver, pause, question, vacillate, or try to wait for the perfect shot. Bullets do not have to hit their targets to be effective. We can deny the enemy the terrain he wants without striking a single foe. We can suppress his own lethality by forcing him to keep his head down. When the time comes, I will show you how to do this.”

“And lastly, I want to talk about the men you will be facing today. I have learned over the years that your enemy is never as strong as what you think he is. The men coming at us today are just men. They are not ten feet tall. They are not crack shots or elite troops or fearless warriors. Right now, as I speak, they are wondering if they will see the sunset, just like you are. They are afraid. Their knees are weak, and their hands are shaking, just like ours. Just remember this: anyone, myself included, who enters a battle should be scared. If you’re not, there’s something seriously wrong with you, and you’re probably not going to make it anyway.”

Spreading his hands wide, Nick continued, “What the difference is… what will control the outcome of this bout, is how you control that fear. You must overcome. You must persist. You must force your legs and arms to move, no matter how frightened or terrified you are. If you push through that barrier, the city of New Orleans and your own lives will belong to you once more. How do you accomplish this? How do you push aside the dread that is surging through your core? You must all convince yourselves, right here, right now, that New Orleans is yours, not theirs. You must commit your heart and soul to the belief that this city belongs to you! That our cause is just. That our fight is for the good. That this community is not going to be held hostage by thugs and criminals any longer, and that we are going to take it back!”

An exhilarating cheer rose from the crowd, smiles breaking out among the defenders. Several men stepped forward wanting to shake Nick’s hand. Others exchanged hugs or slapped each other on the back.

Nick let them celebrate for two minutes, then his booming voice reestablished control. “Let’s get moving, gentlemen. We have work to do.”
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Bishop was disappointed when the first SUV rolled into view. He could detect only two men inside.

Slowly, the vehicle approached, the Texan’s optic focusing on the front windscreen, his thumb moving toward the carbine’s safety. At five blocks distance, they stopped, the passenger jumping out and stepping to the curb. There, he craned his neck, trying to gain a perspective on an intersection several blocks away.

Following the fellow’s gaze, Bishop noticed standing water blocking an intersection a few blocks away. The plan was working. Blackjack’s boys were worried.

A radio appeared in the man’s hand, his other arm outstretched and pointing to the location where the water was covering the pavement – as if anyone listening could see his grandiose gestures. “He’s more interested in the flood than us,” the Texan whispered to the anxious Charlie at his side.

“Makes sense,” the local responded. “Hell, I would be. If every member of the United States military joined forces against Blackjack, they could not hold a candle to the damage inflicted by a few rainclouds on this little, low-lying speck of earth we call New Orleans.”

After making his report, Blackjack’s henchman returned to the SUV, and soon the vehicle was moving again. “Everybody, hold your fire,” Bishop turned and ordered. “Spread the word.”

The security professional’s team was sited in a two-story building, six blocks away from the pumping station and levee. Bishop was positioned on the top floor, making sure the barrel of his carbine didn’t extend beyond the window’s opening. The sign out front had indicated the facility had once been Jackson’s Department Store, but from the look of things on the inside, the place had gone out of business years before the collapse.

The windows were all broken, many boarded up with sheets of weathered plywood. The interior was dusty, smelled of mold, and contained little more than a smattering of crumbling display racks, a handful of trashed cardboard boxes, and a healthy number of cobwebs. 

Bishop had chosen the spot for three reasons, location, location, and location. There were excellent fields of fire in all directions while the second story provided a clear view of the surrounding area. The back door allowed for egress to their next fighting position.

It didn’t hurt that the walls fashioned from old, thicker brick and would provide some protection from incoming fire. Bishop realized that he was leading a skittish group of men that would be entering their first skirmish, so hunkering down in a semi-hardened fighting position should help them overcome their anxiety and return fire.

When the SUV approached within three blocks of their bastion, Bishop repeated his order. “Hold your fire,” he announced in a voice loud enough to be heard by the men below and alongside him. Then, without another word, he flicked off the safety and squeezed his own trigger three times.

Three perfectly round holes appeared in the approaching vehicle’s windshield, the five-inch spread exactly where the driver’s head should be. The SUV swerved and then slowed, a sure indication that Bishop had hit his target.

All eyes were fixated on the now-wounded vehicle as it continued to coast along. After a few more feet, it jumped the curb and bumped into a utility pole with just enough force to dent the bumper and crunch some of the grill’s chrome.

“Hold your fire!” Bishop repeated, his eye glued to his optic.

The passenger sprang out, a radio in one hand, a rifle in the other. A moment later, he scurried to the relative safety offered by the rear wheel.

“You let him go!” Charlie barked, a puzzled expression on his face.

“I want him to report that he is taking fire. Don’t worry; he’s got no place to go,” Bishop replied calmly, his eye never leaving the eyepiece of his scope.

While the West Texan couldn’t hear the passenger’s words, it was easy to imagine his broadcast. “We’re being shot at! Help! Somebody is shooting at us, and John is dead!”

After a pause of several seconds, the head of the survivor appeared around the back of the SUV, and he darted for the security of a nearby video store.

Bishop’s weapon spit hot lead again, striking his opponent before he was able to run five steps. As the thug’s body spiraled toward the concrete below him, the team leader barked his next command, “Go! Go get that radio, their weapons, and any ammunition you can find in that SUV! Now! Move!”

Slower than they should have reacted, two of Charlie’s crew darted from the first floor. It took them less than twenty seconds to scoop up the radio, two rifles, and several magazines of ammunition.

“Chalk up one for the white hats,” Bishop casually informed the nearby locals as he began studying the captured radio. “We can relax for a bit. They’re not going to do anything for a while.”
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Three blocks away, Nick heard his friend engage. “The battle is on,” he whispered, listening as the echo of Bishop’s rifle shots rolled across the cityscape. “We’re committed now.”

A few moments later, a panicked voice squawked across Blackjack’s radio frequency. “Shots fired! Somebody just killed Marko! We are taking fire!”

“Where are you? What is your location?” questioned another man.

“We’re… we’re… we’re by that old department store on Havana Road! The shots originated from inside that building!” 

“Get the hell out of there,” replied the man who was obviously issuing the orders. “We’ll send help.”

Just as Nick was wondering if it was Blackjack calling the shots, three more shots rang out.

“Joe? Joe? You there? Report!”

There was, however, no response. “I think Bishop just notched his gun for the second time today,” Nick whispered.

For the next two minutes, that same voice tried to raise Joe on the radio. Finally, after another period of silence, the head honcho returned to the airwaves and ordered, “Everybody meet up at the 610 underpass. Pull into that old ride-share lot and wait on me. I don’t want anybody approaching that levee alone.”

It was another few minutes before a different voice sounded through the radio’s tiny speaker. “We can’t get through Broadway. The water’s too deep.”

“Go around it and cut through the park,” someone offered. “The water isn’t over the curbs yet.”

“Yet,” a skeptical defender replied.

Evidently, the gang’s boss was listening to the exchange, his booming voice sounding angry as he demanded, “Get out and fucking swim through the water if you have to! We need all hands on deck at the underpass!”

Nick’s primary question about the exchange was answered with the next transmission, “Where the hell is Blackjack, Grinder? I sure as shit hope he’s on his way.”

“He’ll be there,” reported the guy who had been giving the orders. “Now shut your pie hole and get where you’re needed. Pronto!”

Turning to his runner, Nick asked, “Which direction is this 610 underpass they keep talking about?”

“South,” the lad stated, pointing just in case Nick didn’t know.

“Run over and let Bishop’s team know they’ll be coming from that direction. Hurry!” the big man instructed.
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Bishop had already heard Blackjack’s name mentioned, the change in his expression noted by Charlie. “You okay?” the local man asked.

“I’m fine,” he growled. “In fact, I’m happy to hear that their lord and master is still in town. Let’s hope he leads from the front, and not from behind.”

“This operation seems like it is personal to you,” Charlie said.

“You have no idea,” Bishop mumbled, his eyes shifting back to scan the street.

A voice from below shouted, “Runner approaching. Hold your fire!”

A minute later, Nick’s breathless messenger stood beside Bishop, relaying Nick’s information.

As the young man explained Blackjack’s likely route, an idea occurred to the security man. Pulling Charlie and the kid close, Bishop pointed at the map of New Orleans. “Is Nick still here?”

Nodding, the runner confirmed the location, “Yes. He’s got his people spread out in two buildings at this intersection.”

Bishop studied the diagram for a second, and then a quick smile spread across his lips. Reaching for the police radio, he adjusted a knob and said, “Tell him to communicate with me on this frequency. Blackjack’s boys probably won’t be listening in, and even if they are, Nick knows to be careful about what he says.”

As the runner pivoted to return to the other unit leader, Bishop’s hand shot out and grabbed the kid by the arm. “Hold on a second. I don’t want to be that stupid. Here, let me write something down.”

Reaching into a pouch on his vest, he withdrew a small notepad and waterproof pen. Scribbling a few lines quickly, Bishop ripped off the page, folded the paper, and said, “Deliver this to Nick. If he agrees, have him transmit an acknowledgment on this channel. Understood?”

Again, the runner nodded his head, blurted out, “Got it,” and scurried away.

“What did that message say?” Charlie asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.

“I told Nick to let Blackjack’s army progress by his position unmolested… and then I offered a few suggestions once they had passed his unit,” Bishop smirked.

“You told him to let them go?” the now surprised local asked.

“Sure did. I want those guys to hit this building with everything they’ve got,” Bishop announced, his voice dripping with a thirst for blood.  
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The ride-share parking lot at the 610 underpass hadn’t seen so much traffic since weeks before the collapse. From every point of the compass Blackjack’s enforcers traveled, most of them navigating the kind of extravagant vehicles that afforded a far, far higher level of luxury than any of the occupants had been able to afford before the apocalypse.

The air vibrated with the rumble of motorcycle engines as dozens of bikers roared into the lot as well.

The first few to arrive were stationed at the gate by Grinder, their job being to make sure no one entered who wasn’t part of Blackjack’s organization. Lefty’s truck, having been employed as a Trojan Horse, was still fresh on everyone’s mind.

Adding the security checkpoint caused a traffic jam at the entrance, but Ketchum and his inner circle were confident the delay was justified.

For his part, Blackjack smelled a rat. While the reports of standing water continued to pour in, it didn’t seem as if the flood levels were rising all that fast. Grinder, who had been in New Orleans during Katrina, agreed.

“I think you’re right,” Ketchum’s lieutenant said. “The breach in the levee must not be very large. After the hurricane had drifted north, I remember thinking we were past the worst of it. Then, all of a sudden, flood waters surrounded us, invading homes and businesses everywhere.”

In the meantime, Blackjack called together his brain trust and began sketching out his battle plan. He would divide his forces into three groups, led by himself, Grinder, and a biker named Spike.

“I think we’re dealing with a couple of guys who have some military skills and combat experience. There are probably less than a dozen guns total, otherwise, we would have noticed them snooping around. They must see we’ve got a good thing going here, and now they are trying to chase us out of New Orleans,” Blackjack emphasized to his men. “We’ll plug the hole in the levee after we kill them.”

Given his training in the Army Rangers, Blackjack formulated a simple assault plan using a map spread out on the tailgate of a pickup. “We’ll hit them from three different vectors. Remember, the goal is for our people to lay eyes on that levee,” Ketchum instructed.

Forty-five minutes passed before Grinder returned to his boss. “We’ve got 120 men gathered right now. More men are still on the way, but who knows how long it will take them to get here.”

“That’s enough,” Blackjack replied. “Have them gather around.”

As word spread that the meeting was about to be called to order, Ketchum strolled with confidence to a jacked-up 4x4 suspended on massive mud tires. Climbing into the bed, he stood and waited until there were over one hundred anxious faces peering up, all of them hanging on his every word.

“I believe we are facing only a small number of men. They are trying to move in on our operation,” Blackjack began in a strong voice. “They might be some of our brothers who have turned traitor, or they could be strangers from out of town. No matter. We will put them down like dogs and then fix the canal.”

Pausing to make sure he was the sole focus of their attention, Ketchum continued, “We are going to walk north… to see where the explosion occurred on the levee. I’m convinced that it isn’t a big enough breach to cause a long-term issue. Once we have control of that section, we will bring in heavy machinery to fill the gap and then work to start the city’s pumps and dispose of the water.”

His speech continued for another three minutes, including strong words of support for Grinder and Spike. In the end, he added, “I know some of you believe we can’t fight a flood. I know many of you remember Katrina and the devastation that occurred when the levees surrendered that last time. To those who are thinking that way, I ask you to consider this – where would you go? What would keep you from becoming like human cockroaches who scurry around this city foraging for scraps of food? How would you fill your bellies? Where would you sleep? We have a good thing here, many of our lives better than before everything went to hell. Good enough to fight and die for. Good enough that others want to take it from us. Good enough that I’m not going to let that happen!”

There was a polite cheer from the gathering, several of the men nodding their approval while others offered vocal support of “Hell, yeah!” and “Let’s go kick some ass!”

Still, Grinder was worried. Blackjack might be one tough, smart, son of a bitch, but he couldn’t defeat water. Nobody, no matter how brave or skilled, could hold back a flood.

As Blackjack’s right-hand man scanned the faces around him, he wondered how many of the others felt the same way. I got a bad feeling about this
, he thought. We’re charging headfirst into a wicked storm, and I’m not sure this is a fight we can ever win.
 

Divided into their three squads, Blackjack signaled it was time, ordering, “Let’s mount up and get this show on the road.”

An impressively long line of men began walking out the gate, weapons on their shoulders, pockets stuffed with magazines, hand grenades, and bottles of water. Few had packs, fewer still believing their current campaign would last more than a couple of hours.

Chapter 17

Nick grinned at Bishop’s note, his head shaking at the audacity of his friend’s thinking. “That’s bold,” he mumbled. “Risky, but bold.”

It then occurred to the big man that Bishop’s suggestion had more to do with killing Ketchum Jones than taking New Orleans away from the hooligans who controlled the city. “I can’t blame you,” he whispered. “I’d do the exact same thing.”

Finally reaching a decision, Nick turned to the runner and directed, “Spread the word, we’re going to let Blackjack’s people march right past us. Everybody is to find a good hiding spot and stay out of sight. Do not fire unless discovered.”

“I got it,” the kid replied, rushing off to deliver Nick’s orders.

After watching his communicator hustle away, Nick picked up his radio and switched frequencies. “Acknowledge the kill sack. Good luck.”

“Roger that,” Bishop agreed. Again, Nick smiled. His friend sounded almost happy.

On the other end of the transmission, Bishop bounded from his perch and began issuing orders. “We’re going to let them take this building. Once they are inside, we’re going to hit them from the north while Nick and his men hit them from the south. The idea is to leverage our resources… trap them in a vise and squeeze. Get moving; they are on the way.”

As his men rushed to vacate the former department store, Bishop spent the next several minutes assigning his people to prime positions. “Blackjack’s men won’t all go inside the building,” he explained to his troops. “They’ll set up around Jackson’s and send in a team. When they do, you pop up and give the guys surrounding the exterior everything you’ve got.”

“What about the men that manage to get inside?” Charlie asked.

“I’ll take care of them,” Bishop nodded. “I’m going to stay inside Jackson’s. I will be the bait.”

“But… but you’ll be killed,” the questioner mumbled.

“I’ll be fine as long as you guys do your part. Remember, when you hear gunfire inside the building, hit them with a full broadside. I want a blizzard of lead shredding every man out here. Nick’s people will be following them from the south and will tear into Blackjack’s ass like a rabid dog.”

After making sure everybody understood, Bishop pulled Charlie aside. “You’re in charge of these men now. You got this? I’m counting on you.”

It took the older gent a second to acknowledge his new responsibilities. “Yes, sir. I’ll do the best I can.”

“These guys trust you,” Bishop added. “And I need you to throw everything you’ve got into this fight… keep these men focused on our initiative.”

“We won’t let you down,” Charlie responded, his eyes now focused with determination.

Bishop mumbled, “Good luck,” and then turned and jogged back to the old building. Once inside, he stopped and removed his last hand grenade from his vest. Palming the heavy device, he then extracted a length of paracord from one of the attached pouches. “Welcome to Jackson’s Department Store,” he whispered. “Shopping here is a blast!”

He set the tripwire near the entrance, picking a spot that was dark and shadowed and not visible from the outside. A few minutes later, the grenade was set where anyone opening the door would engage the booby trap.

Pivoting, Bishop headed for the wide staircase, returning to his previous nest on the second floor. There, he arranged his carbine and sidearm, adding the 12-gauge shotgun salvaged from the ambushed SUV that morning to his arsenal. A box of shells and a stack of magazines were stashed nearby for ease of use.

He had just finished reinforcing his position with bricks and chunks of concrete when Nick’s voice boomed over the radio. “They’re on their way. Count 100 to 120.”
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As they approached London Avenue, Blackjack’s frustration began to build. His makeshift army was moving too slowly to suit the former Ranger, his men undisciplined and sloppy. It then occurred to the gang leader that he shouldn’t have expected anything different. The crème of his crop had been massacred in Forest Mist. These guys were the second string.

His personnel were great intimidators, brawlers, and enforcers. They operated well in small groups against helpless, petrified civilians who were easily intimidated. They would fight, that fact having been proven time and again both before and especially after the downfall. Still, they were irregulars, and none of them had any experience in force on force engagements any larger than a bar brawl.

That point was becoming more and more obvious as they approached the spot where Blackjack was sure the interlopers were hiding. His mercenaries trudged along like they were trying
 to get themselves killed, meandering along the sidewalks, clearly out in the open, their weapons far from ready. Their spacing was horrible, the crew bunching up in groups as they progressed. “Walking straight into the meat grinder,” he hissed. “They’ll learn – the hard way… and the ones that don’t…. It’s survival of the fittest.”

“Use the available cover, you fucking idiots,” he barked to those within earshot. “Use the rubble, doorways, anything that will conceal your carcass or stop a bullet. Do you want to end up like Marko? These people can shoot. Remember that!”

Jackson’s old store came into view a short time later, the building’s second story now in sight. “Any time now,” Ketchum broadcasted to his commanders. “Get ready.”

Finally, his men were on alert, their weapons covering every entranceway and access point as they advanced. Adrenaline surged through their bodies in anticipation of the enemy’s ambush. But no attack came.

“These guys aren’t as good as I thought,” Ketchum mumbled, “I would have set up a blocking force here. Are they all
 holed up in Jackson’s? I don’t get their strategy here. Hiding out in that department store would be an especially dumb move. On the other hand, there are plenty of combat-ready men whose carcasses are pushing up daisies because they weren’t especially smart.”

Still, the ex-Ranger couldn’t help but feel like he was walking into a trap. His instincts, honed through multiple campaigns in Iraq as well as a few other global hotspots, were raising the hairs on the back of his neck. This was too easy… was going to well.

Holding up his hand, Blackjack halted his group and lifted his radio. “Grinder, Spike, proceed with caution. I’m going to hold here just in case. I want your teams to take that building.”

While strategically clever, Ketchum’s change in plans had the opposite effect on his two subordinates. Both Spike and Grinder frowned when the boss’s intent registered. Both wondered if the events at Forest Mist had turned their leader yellow? Blackjack was hanging back to save his own ass
, they both thought. He’s using us as cannon fodder!


“I’ll deal with that shit later,” Grinder growled in a low tone. “I didn’t sign up to be a sacrificial lamb for some cowardly bastard.”

Despite his questioning of Blackjack’s courage, Grinder knew he was committed to this initiative. At two blocks from the department store, a shot rang out, the lead man of his column clutching his chest and dropping to the sidewalk. Bedlam erupted in the street.

Bishop didn’t wait to see if his first shot was on target. Flipping his carbine’s selector switch to spray-and-pray, the ex-contractor unleashed an extended burst of fire, spewing pain pills up and down the approaching line of attackers.

Then he rolled five feet to his left, switched to the shotgun, and unleashed two spreads of buckshot from a different window.

By the time the Texan had moved to a third opening, incoming fire was pelting his previous position. With the 12-gauge pressed firmly against his right shoulder, Bishop fired with one hand, the other sending a string of pistol rounds toward the site where Blackjack’s boys were now scrambling for cover.

His shots weren’t meant to be accurate, his cowboy routine intended as a ruse. He had to convince Ketchum’s men that more than one person was firing from inside Jackson’s building. That would make them rush the door in force.

Returning to slam home a fresh magazine, Bishop scanned the street for a target. He noticed nothing but three men lying on the sidewalk, one of them half-crawling, struggling to maneuver behind a pile of rubble and leaving a slick, red trail behind. “How good are you?” the Texan whispered to no one. “How long before you regroup?”

Just to sell the deception, Bishop faced a narrow column of bricks separating two windows. Again, with a pistol in one hand and his carbine in the other, he aimed with both hands and sent several wild shots toward the street below. He had no idea if his rounds were anywhere close to a target, but that wouldn’t matter to the men he was shooting at. They saw muzzle flashes coming from two different places. That equated to two different shooters.

After wasting another dozen rounds, Bishop scrambled again for a new spot. Now, he waited. “Come on out and play,” he whispered.

Three men rushed out of a doorway, running bent at the waist to help a wounded comrade. Bishop’s carbine barked again, knocking one of the rescuers down. The other two Samaritans changed their minds, reversing course and scurrying back for cover.

Now there were two wounded men in the street, one of them wailing in agony and the other moaning that he needed help. Bishop could have killed them both easily but knew that their pleas and suffering would add another layer of stress for their friends. He had been there before -- had to watch helplessly as an injured buddy pleaded while his life’s blood seeped from his body. He knew the sick feeling that was permeating Blackjack’s ranks. The unsettling emotional response would make them stupid or reluctant. Either option was fine with the Texan.

While Grinder was trying to regain control of his team, Spike was approaching from a different direction. Bishop’s element of surprise had been lost, as Spike’s team now knew what to expect.

Keeping a vigilant watch from above, Bishop spotted the second group’s advance when it was only a block away. They were moving with caution, using cover and leapfrogging their way toward the objective.

Still, a wide street stretched in front of Bishop’s second-story perch, the open pavement providing no place to hide. He held his fire, waiting as this new unit gathered their ranks and courage. He didn’t have to wait long.

After a shouted command, ten men sprang up at once and dashed for Jackson’s main door. Bishop assassinated three of them before the breaching party successfully reached the front wall, their tasked lungs heaving from exertion as they leaned against the brick, panting hard.  After catching their breath, below Bishop’s line of fire, the remaining seven coiled to rush the entrance.

The lead man kicked the door open, raised an AR15, and fired several rounds into the structure’s interior. His battle cry brimming with the fresh rage of his comrades’ death, he dove through the threshold and didn’t even feel Bishop’s paracord tug on his boot.

In the 4.2 seconds it took the fuse to detonate the grenade, five more of Blackjack’s men stormed the building, guns blazing. The final team member had barely reached the doorway when the frag exploded.

Hot shrapnel sizzled through the air, propelled at over 10,000 feet per second. It tore and ripped into flesh and bone, some of the larger fragments entering one body and exiting with enough force to penetrate a second victim.

Wretched screams of misery and suffering arose a moment after the blast, the area filled with a confusing, blinding cloud of dust, smoke, and fumes.

Above the kill zone, Bishop waited by the stairwell. When the telltale whoop and bang vibrated the floor beneath his boots, he leapt down six treads and let loose with a full mag dump into the few stunned, hapless survivors of his booby trap.

Hurrying back to building’s front, Bishop spied Grinder’s men regrouping, taking special note of the man who rushed among the combatants, pointing and shouting to get his people moving. Bishop now had their commander in his sights; he knew who was giving the orders. That was important information.

With a full mag pushed into his carbine, he centered his red dot on Grinder’s chest and squeezed off three shots. A hazy, red cloud billowed behind the stunned target, his eyes staring directly at the man who had taken the kill shot has he crumpled to the ground.

Seeing his first breaching effort fail badly, Spike decided to storm the building with every man he had left. “Charge!” he yelled, popping to his feet while frantically waving his men forward. “Take that building! Get inside and kill them all!”

A maelstrom of bullets slammed into Jackson’s Department Store, driving Bishop to the floor as lead missiles thumped and whizzed through the interior. He knew they were coming in force now. He prayed Charlie’s timing would be good.

Seeing their buddies rush in force across the street, most of Grinder’s remaining force rose up to join their comrades. Shooting as they ran, they intensified the blizzard of lead peppering Bishop’s position.

A few, however, decided that they were done, and didn’t join the headlong charge into what one man deemed, “A slaughterhouse.”

“This is bullshit,” one biker grumbled to another. “No amount of bootleg whiskey is worth dying for.”

Their reasons for remaining out of the fray varied with each man. From fear of the rising water, to remembering their buddies that had never returned from Forest Mist. “Blackjack came back by himself,” one man protested, turning to stomp back toward the overpass. “Now he’s doing the same, fucking thing. I don’t see his ass getting shot at.”

“I was with Grinder; he was like my brother,” another naysayer added. “Look at him, laying over there, cut to pieces like a butchered pig.”

Less than a block away, Charlie was watching Bishop’s fight from under a sheet of corroded metal roofing. When it was clear that Spike’s men had charged Jackson’s in force, he turned to his closest rifleman and barked, “Get ready!”

His entire crew was nearby, hiding in piles of cardboard boxes, behind mounds of burned timbers, and hunkering in the shadows. Waiting until Blackjack’s men were massed along Jackson’s front wall, he bounced up and screamed, “Let’s go! Give them hell!” and then he began shooting.

Spike and Grinder’s people were stunned when a barrage of bullets tore into their ranks from the north. As men fell all around them, the hunters suddenly realized they were the hunted.

Into Jackson’s windows and doors they dove, crawled, and jumped, bobby traps be damned. A few stood their ground, tight against the brick exterior and firing back. They soon became condemned men, lined against the wall as the firing squad’s rounds tore into their flesh.

Bishop understood what was happening from his second-floor perch. In the confusion and bedlam, Blackjack’s troops hesitated. Even though they had scampered into the department store for cover, none of them had yet attempted to mount the stairs. Over the muttered curses of terrified men now under attack from Charlie’s shooters, the voice of one man penetrated the din as he issued orders to compel his men to regroup for a defense. “Shoot back!” he was commanding. “Don’t let them get too close! You and you, get up by that window and cut them down!”

Stepping gingerly, the Texan approached the second-floor landing and listened. After a few seconds, he had a pretty good idea where the man who was issuing the orders was located. “Cut off the head of the snake,” he whispered, drawing a deep breath and springing down several stairs.

Again on full auto, Bishop’s carbine sprayed into the mass of Blackjack’s henchmen. Screams and shouts sounded as round after round spewed from his muzzle, sending the men below into a headlong frenzy to avoid his fire.

Dropping the empty mag, Bishop’s hands were a blur as he jammed in a new box of pain pills. With a motion like a striking cobra, he slapped the bolt release, punched the forward assist, and pulled the trigger.

Another thirty rounds ripped and tore into Spike’s crew, men crawling, jumping, and diving over each other in a panicked attempt to save their flesh from spitting, biting death lunging at them from the staircase. They were between the devil and the deep blue sea, Charlie’s team still peppering them from the outside at the same time.

Then the barrage stopped, Bishop having disappeared before his last spent brass was tinkling down the stairs.

“Get that fucker!” somebody yelled, but any response was slow. Spike’s men were shell-shocked, their brains having difficulty controlling their bodies or understanding what was occurring. That state of confusion was deepened by the constant stream of lead coming from Charlie’s team outside.

Back on the landing and out of sight, Bishop reached down and picked up a baseball-sized piece of brick lying on the floor. After waiting a few seconds, he gently lobbed the debris hard enough that it bounced loudly down the steps. “Grenade!” he screamed with all the volume he could muster.

More warning shouts sounded from Blackjack’s dizzied defenders, the rustle of men scrambling for cover alerting Bishop's ears. With a sly grin, the wily Texan was up and moving toward the rear of the building.

For his part, Bishop thought he had pressed his luck enough. They had pinned down the majority of Blackjack’s men inside of the department store. Nick would be moving in any second now to close the kill sack and annihilate any remaining resistance. He had done his job.

Rushing to a small, side room, Bishop darted toward a narrow window at the back of Jackson’s. Quietly, he pushed up on the frame and created a small opening. A moment later, he dropped down onto a pile of cardboard boxes that Charlie had positioned there to cover the retreat.

Landing with an “oomph,” Bishop rolled hard to absorb the impact. After a quick check to make sure his legs hadn’t been injured, the Texan was up and running away.  
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Nick was just rallying his team to join Charlie’s forces when fate smiled on the Alliance honcho. At that same instant, Blackjack spotted five of his men slinking away from the sounds of the raging battle. “Those cowards,” he instantly assessed. “Those stinking, yellow pieces of shit!”

Bounding from his cover and motioning two of his men to follow, Blackjack headed directly toward the retreating gaggle, his M4 high and ready. “What in the hell are you doing?” he demanded.

One of the five knew he was caught. He also knew what Ketchum would do to any man who violated his orders. His survival instinct now on overdrive, he turned and fired at his former leader.

The miniature skirmish didn’t last long, all five of the runners gunned down in a hailstorm of bullets. The short, but intense exchange also alerted Nick to the presence of Blackjack’s third team.

Only a block away, Nick’s head jerked toward the sound of the shootout, his hand instantly motioning his people to return to their hiding places. Blackjack had divided his people into three
 groups, not two. The local crime lord was holding back a reserve force. If Ketchum hadn’t confronted his own men, Sister Rose would have had a lot of bodies to bury.

Now warned, Nick ducked back inside the old restaurant he’d been using for cover. “That was close,” he whispered while his eyes tried to ascertain where Ketchum’s people might be hiding. “We damn near walked right into them.”

Caught between the proverbial rock and a hard place, Nick listened to the intense battle raging just a few blocks away. He knew Bishop and Charlie couldn’t hold out by themselves. Even if his friend’s plan had gone off without a hitch and Ketchum’s men were pinned inside the old department store, his friends had limited ammunition and numbers. Eventually, the trapped rats would find or shoot their way out and navigate through some escape route. He needed to get his people up there to slam the door closed.

Ketchum’s thorough military training was rearing its ugly head, the ex-operator realized. Bishop had tried to warn him, Nick repeating his friend’s words in his mind. “This guy is smart and has skills. Don’t underestimate him.”

Less than a hundred feet away, Ketchum was fuming. Despite his cool exterior, Blackjack was rattled by the deserters. He knew two of the dead men lying at his feet. He had considered them loyal, competent supporters. Why had they turned? Why were they running away? He was shaken to the core.

Now, all Ketchum wanted was to end this fight. His men weren’t holding up as well as he’d anticipated. He was disappointed, frustrated, and worst of all, worried. He could hear the gunfire still raging at Jackson’s. He wondered why his men hadn’t finished off the turncoats before now. “What the hell is taking them so long?” he spat and cursed.

Throwing caution to the wind, Blackjack turned and waved his men forward. “If you want something done, you have to do it yourself,” he quipped.

After a deep breath to regroup his thoughts, Blackjack turned to his gathering force of riflemen and put on his best face. “Let’s get up there and finish this. We don’t want Grinder and Spike to have all the fun. Let’s move.”
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Bishop carefully worked his way around the raging firefight, his objective being to rejoin Charlie’s fighters. Focusing on the tempo of gunfire blasting from the front of the department store, the West Texan knew he had to hurry. Sister Rose’s Christian soldiers were doing a good job, from the sound of things anyway, but their ammunition wouldn’t hold out forever.

As he rounded a corner, Bishop noticed movement around Jackson’s back door. “They found the escape route,” he realized. “No way Charlie can cover both the front and the back. Where the hell is Nick?”

Not wanting to let the genies out of the department store bottle, Bishop detoured from his intended route. He had to keep Blackjack’s boys pinned up. He had to end this now. They wouldn’t be so cavalier the next time around, and more people would die.

Cutting up an alley, Bishop edged closer to the rear of the store to get a closer look at what was happening. Before they had abandoned the former retail outlet, Charlie’s men had stacked several old clothing racks and other debris to camouflage the rear exit. Now, Bishop was observing three of Ketchum’s henchmen slip out Jackson’s back door, stepping around the crude attempt at camouflage.

Bishop’s rifle came up, several rounds sending the escapees scrambling back inside. “They’ll think the back door is covered,” he grinned. “That will hold them in there for a while.”

Just when he thought he had arrived in time, Bishop spotted a large pair of shoulders rounding the neighboring building. “Shit,” he growled. “One of the pigs got out the barn!”

Hustling, the Texan moved on an intercept course, rushing as fast as his legs would pump. He caught another glimpse just ahead and knew he was gaining ground. Bishop realized at that moment that the guy he was chasing was tall, broad-shouldered, and had a thick mop of dark hair. “Ketchum?” he grunted, drawing deep breaths as he sprinted.


It would be just like that cowardly little bitch to run again
, raced through Bishop’s mind. He abandoned his men in Forest Mist, and now he’s leaving them behind to die… protecting his own sorry ass.


Another block passed, this section of New Orleans having suffered several fires was now littered with the collapsed frames of houses and businesses. The Texan pulled up, no longer sure where his target had gone.

Bishop decided his prey would probably be heading south, back to the parking lot where his bug-out wheels would be waiting. Drawing another chest of air, he took off running again.
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While Bishop chased, Nick watched. Twice, the ex-operator had Ketchum Jones in his sights but didn’t pull the trigger. To do so would have given away his team’s hiding spot and allowed more of Blackjack’s henchmen to escape. That would have put Operation Noah at risk, and at best, would result in the deaths of more of his own men. “I’m sorry, brother,” Nick whispered. “Hang tight. I’ll get him for you and Terri.”

It appeared that Blackjack was having trouble rallying his troops. There was a lot of pointing and shouting by the ex-Ranger, his men shuffling and staring at the dirt as if they had lost confidence in his leadership and didn’t want to execute his orders.

All the while, the sounds of an intense firefight raged in the distance.

Finally, Blackjack seemed to find the right rhetoric. Without any further discussion, a line of men took off jogging toward Jackson’s, many of them checking their weapons as if preparing to engage.

Nick let the entire squad of enemy shooters string out before turning to his men. “Now!” he barked, bringing up his own weapon and letting loose with an extended burst of automatic fire. “Give ’em hell! This is the moment! Everything you’ve got!”

Over a dozen rifles opened up on Ketchum’s column, four of their targets crumbling down in a heap before the echoes of the initial salvo finished resonating through the city.

Initially stunned, many of the victims didn’t grasp that they were taking fire, some of them freezing mid-stride and peering around with puzzled expressions.

Blackjack, his reactions honed on the battlefield, was the first to dive for cover, screaming, “Get down!” as his body flew behind a pile of rebar and concrete. Over and again, Nick’s men reloaded, sending wave after wave of lead into the hapless thugs. It was the classic ambush, the kill zone a landscape of horrors for those trapped inside.

Only a handful of Blackjack’s team made it safely to cover, some scrambling to the nearest mound of debris, others throwing down their weapons and running away from the conflict. After all the movement had stopped and no targets were visible, Nick spotted several of his men rising to give chase. “Let them go!” he ordered. “We have to join Charlie and finish this.”

As his giddy men began regrouping, Nick strolled amongst the dead, hoping to find Blackjack Jones’ worthless carcass among those lying strewn on the pavement. When he finally reached the end of the kill zone, the big man glanced up toward Bishop’s position and said, “Sorry, brother. We missed him again.”
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The roar of Nick’s ambush reached Bishop’s ears, the ex-contractor pulling up short. Was that Nick doing the punching, or was his team the punching bag?


Fighting off his first instinct to abandon his pursuit and assist his friend, Bishop quickly reasoned that there was nothing he could do anyway. Just as quickly as the second firefight had started, it suddenly stopped. Now he was sure rushing to the scene would be a waste of energy, and besides, he was after Ketchum Jones.

Slowing to a jog, Bishop continued south, positive his target would be heading for the underpass and an escape vehicle. Another block passed before he spotted a man walking at a brisk pace, traveling the next street over. “Gotcha,” he whispered, again breaking out in full sprint.

At the next intersection, the Alliance stalker cut toward the path being used by his prey. He was twenty feet from the crossing when he noticed part of a face peer around the corner. “Damn,” Bishop cursed, cutting hard into a doorway and slamming into a wall.

A second later, four shots zipped near his head, a large automatic handgun disappearing after the final blast. “So much for my surprise attack,” he hissed.

Again, the handgun appeared and fired. This time, after three rounds, Bishop heard the pistol lock back empty. Opportunity presented itself, and he charged.

The shooter was just pushing in a full mag when Bishop darted around the corner, his shoulder down. Despite being significantly lighter than his adversary, Bishop’s speed and momentum delivered a punishing blow to the target’s chest. Both men tumbled to the ground in a heap.

The Texan’s carbine was on a sling, thrown behind his back so he could run unimpeded by the barrel. He’d been so desperate to close before his opponent could reload, he’d never repositioned his weapon. Besides, he wanted to take Ketchum Jones with his knife. It would be the most gratifying way to end the monster’s career.

Scrambling to his feet, Bishop pulled his blade while turning to face his attacker. A look of disappointment washed over the Texan’s face when he realized the man he was facing wasn’t Ketchum Jones. Close in physical size and shape, but no Blackjack-cigar.

His opponent didn’t seem to care, storming toward Bishop with a roar of fury, his clenched fists like giant clubs ready to pummel his challenger.

Sidestepping the more muscular man, Bishop narrowly avoided a roundhouse punch that would have dimmed his lights. As he jockeyed to the side, the Texan slashed viciously, his blade finding flesh across a shoulder blade.

Panting to catch his air, the daunting biker loomed in a combat crouch, his weight forward, his dark eyes locked onto Bishop’s knife. “Come on in, little man,” he taunted. “I’ll bite off your head and piss down your throat.”

“How’s the shoulder doing, friend?” Bishop replied. “Burn much?”

Twice the biker attempted a feint, acting as if he were going to charge his opponent, watching to see how Bishop reacted.

Despite having his blade, Bishop didn’t want to get in too close. The man he was facing was heavier, just as fast, and had obviously been in a fight or two. It was a standoff, each man leery of the other’s skill.

As they began to circle each other, Ketchum’s soldier stepped on a hunk of broken concrete and nearly lost his balance. It was the opening Bishop had been waiting for, the biker’s eyes instinctively darting toward the ground in the attempt to see what was underfoot.

Two lightning-fast steps in, Bishop concentrated all his strength into a thrust, his knife flashing upward at his foe’s gut. The tip of the blade found flesh, penetrating almost an inch before the biker’s arms managed to block the thrust.

Nearly losing the grip on his knife, Bishop tried to retreat, but he was too slow. Thwarting the attempt at disembowelment, the biker threw both hands at the Texan’s chest, his two palms striking with significant force and sending the smaller man flying backward.

Bishop hit hard, landing at an awkward angle and absorbing most of the blow on his tailbone. Panic accelerated the beat of his heart, his legs shaking with tingling numbness.

Seeing his enemy drop to the ground and struggle to recover, the biker growled and charged, taking one step and then launching headfirst through the air.

At the last nanosecond, Bishop regained control of his legs and rolled hard to the right, the contender landing badly on empty, hard asphalt, skidding across the pavement.

Dropping to a knee, Bishop spotted his adversary lifting himself off his stomach, determined to regain his feet. The man from the Alliance dove into the ruffian, his slashing knife carving a deep wound across the brawler’s triceps and eliciting a howl of pain from his throat.

Bishop maneuvered his way on top of his enemy, his knees straddling the biker’s barrel-like chest. Raising his arm for a thrust to the throat, he was surprised once again by the brute’s strength and speed.

Four inches from the criminal’s Adam’s apple, Bishop’s blade stopped cold in mid-air. An iron-like hold gripped his wrist, the felon’s eyes intense with hatred.

With both hands now on the hilt, Bishop tried to push down with all his strength and weight. The knife didn’t move down a millimeter, the man threatened by the blade groaning with exertion as he staved off the deadly thrust.

Up and down the deadly tip of the blade traveled, but never more than an inch in either direction. The two combatants’ pupils were locked, both focusing every ounce of muscle and sinew into the struggle. Bishop’s arms and shoulders were on fire, burning with exertion, his entire body torqued against the handle of his knife. 

It was at that moment that he realized that the softball-sized chunk of concrete that had tripped his antagonist was only a few inches away.

With all his mass still bearing down on the hilt, the Texan let go of the knife with his right hand, grasping the heavy lump of debris. In the process, he slightly lessened his concerted force on the blade, a trade-off necessary to bring the new tool into the skirmish. As Bishop’s hand closed on the improvised weapon, the biker began to actually lift the Texan’s upper body into the air, desperately seeking to unseat his attacker.

Seeking to reassert his leverage, Bishop used the hunk of wreckage like a primitive hammer trying to drive a nail, striking the hilt of his knife with a powerful blow. The tip of the Texan’s blank sank downward, cutting the biker’s neck, a small dot of blood oozing from the wound.

Clearly startled, his challenger’s eyes opened wide at the prospect of his enemy’s new tactic. Responding to the obvious endangerment of his life, the biker’s body managed another adrenaline dump, his muscular arms now focused on saving his own life rather than taking Bishop’s. With tremendous force, he pressed upward on the one arm pressing the blade at his neck.

The Texan, sensing a change in the tide of battle, struck harder. Wham! Wham! Wham! The sickening thud echoed in the vacant street as Bishop hammered his blade slightly lower and lower, each strike seeming to weaken the now-desperate man beneath. On the fourth blow, the biker lost his grip, the blade plunging into his throat.

The dying man’s spasms threatened to oust Bishop, the victor’s exhausted muscles unable to maintain his perch. Rolling onto his back, the ex-contractor was covered in dirt, grime, blood, and his own perspiration. He sucked air into his chest, his body shaking from exhaustion.

In the distance, Bishop could hear Charlie’s people battling with the thugs trapped inside Jackson’s Department Store. He knew he should manage his feet and help, but his body simply didn’t have the juice at that moment.

It was the sound of running boots that gave Bishop another burst of energy. Had Blackjack’s men finally broken free of the old retail establishment? Was the crime lord sending in more reinforcements? Shifting his weight to an elbow, Bishop struggled to bring his carbine into play as the sounds of the footfalls grew closer.

The first guy rushing up the street was as large as Blackjack, but in an instant, Bishop realized it was Nick’s ground-eating stride rushing toward him at break-neck speed. Relaxing again, Bishop laid his head back on the concrete.

“You okay?” Nick asked as his eyes took in the dead man sprawled nearby.

“Yup, I’m as fine as frog hair,” Bishop croaked.

“Is that Ketchum?”

“No, damn it. You don’t know how much energy I wasted on that guy. He had some impressive moves and was as strong as an overgrown ox on steroids.”

Offering to help his friend up, Nick stated, “I caught a glimpse of Blackjack just up the street, but we missed him.”

“We need to get back and help Charlie,” Bishop replied, glancing in the direction of the dwindling gunfire.

Waving his people forward, Nick hung back until his buddy had gathered his wits. “We’ve hurt them bad,” the big man reported. “Real bad.”

All that Bishop could manage was a curt nod, and then the two of them began jogging toward the ruckus of the distant battle. The carbine in Bishop’s hand felt like it weighed a hundred pounds, almost as much as his boots and vest.

By the time they arrived at the party, Charlie’s men were gathering to rush Jackson’s. Smiling at the arrival of serious reinforcements, the local leader reported, “I think we’ve taken most of them down, and quite a few have turned tail and run. They’re not putting up as much of a fight as I expected.”

“Time to mop up. You need to go in the back and the front of Jackson’s at the same time,” Bishop proposed. “Just don’t shoot each other.”

“Good idea,” Charlie nodded. “Which one do you want to lead?”

“I got this one,” Nick replied, evaluating the level of exhaustion indicated by Bishop’s sweat-stained clothing and soaked hair. “You’ve earned your pay for today.”

It was twenty minutes later when the final shot was fired, and that discharge was an accident. Bishop, leaning against a wall and sucking water from his Camelbak, heard a cheer of victory swell from dozens of the victorious throats once the last holdout in Jackson’s had finally fallen. Sister Rose’s followers not only had triumphed but had delivered Blackjack Jones a resounding, total defeat.

“New Orleans is ours again!” the men shouted, hopping up and down in jubilant celebration. Hugs and smiles abounded throughout the ranks of the conquerors.

Even Mr. Rutledge joined in the victory dance, the old engineer acknowledged by everyone for his valuable contribution. “The pumps have been reversed, and they are draining out the water. We did it!” he told all who would listen.

While Bishop felt a sense of accomplishment and pride, he didn’t join the revelers. He’d failed in his primary mission, to kill or capture Blackjack Jones. He was already rehearsing the words he would use to break the disconcerting news to his wife.

Nick stepped to his side, motioning for his fellow Texan to stand. “We found a wounded man with a radio. I recognize his voice as one of Blackjack’s commanders. He’s dying, and he knows it. Maybe we can convince him to talk. He might know where his boss’s bug-out location is hidden.”

His muscles loosened with renewed energy, Bishop sprang up and jogged alongside his friend. Entering a shot-to-hell Jackson’s, the big man pointed toward the far corner. “He’s over there.”

Bishop found one of Charlie’s troops standing guard over the fallen criminal, the nervous sentry happy to see the arrival of friendly faces. Taking a knee as he assessed the amount of bloody froth around the wounded man’s mouth, Bishop stated bluntly, “You’re not going to make it, friend. What’s your name?”

“Spike,” the injured biker answered in a hoarse whisper, following by deep coughs that originated in his belly and then spread out to violently shake his entire chest. “I know it’s over.”

Motioning for the bottle of water in the guard’s pocket, Bishop held the cool liquid to Spike’s lips. “Here, take a sip. I can’t do much else for you.”

Managing one mouthful, Spike then smiled after a difficult swallow. “Thanks.”

“Where can I find Blackjack?” Bishop asked straightaway. “I have unfinished business with him.”

Spike’s initial thought was to keep his mouth shut, but then a series of sputtering coughs changed his mind. “So, he got away?”

“He ran
 away.” Bishop clarified the fading man’s inquiry, intent on disgracing the biker’s leader and destroying any loyalty the drug lord’s foot soldier may have felt. Maintaining full eye contact with the fellow on the floor, Bishop made another verbal jab at the opposition’s top dog. “That’s the second time Ketchum Jones proved that he is a coward.”

Spike blinked at the man above him, his mind trying to determine what Bishop was talking about. To prompt failing man’s memory, Bishop added, “I was at Forest Mist. I led the people who stopped Ketchum from taking over the town. He got away from me then. He abandoned your friends… the men who trusted him… and left them to die. He slipped away in the middle of a fight. Now, he’s running again. Where can I find him?”

Instead of answering, Spike’s fading gaze shifted to the bottle of water in Bishop’s hand. The Texan was happy to accommodate, again pressing the container to the wounded man’s mouth and letting him drink.

That effort produced another round of deep, wet coughing, a stream of blood and spittle running down Spike’s chin.

For a moment, Bishop thought the light was going to fade from the man’s eyes before he could get an answer. He repeated, “Blackjack left you here to die. I’ll settle that score for you. Tell me where he is.”

“The Royal Hotel. Near the French Quarter,” the faint whisper weakly revealed.

Spike managed three more breaths, the distance between each longer and longer. Bishop, however, wasn’t there for the end.

Chapter 18

Lefty’s pickup nearly careened on two wheels as Bishop took the final corner, his foot making the big V8 work hard. “We’ve only got six mags left between us,” Nick commented from the passenger seat after regaining his balance from the high-speed turn. “And if you kill us on the way, we won’t need any of them!”

Slamming on the brakes in front of the luxury hotel, Bishop grabbed his half of the ammunition and darted out of the cab in a heartbeat. “I’ll kill him with my bare hands if need be,” he grumbled.

The two men rushed to the front doors. As Bishop prepared to “go in hot,” Nick held up a hand. “Hold on a second, Mr. Pants-on-fire. Slow down. Take a breath. We’ve been through too much the last few days to get our asses shot off on the last leg of this marathon. Let’s do this the right way. Slow is smooth; smooth is fast.”

Sighing, Bishop started to protest, but then he stopped. Nodding his acceptance of his friend’s advice, he muttered, “You’re right, as usual. Sorry. I just want this guy so very, very badly.”

“I know. Me, too. I’ll take the lead,” Nick smiled, happy to see his buddy was still able to function on a professional level.

They went in, weapons high, sweeping right and left.

The lobby, once a welcoming haven of relaxing opulence, had been thoroughly looted and was in complete disarray. “How are we going to find Blackjack’s lair?” Nick asked after clearing the room. “This place is pretty big.”

“He’ll be in the penthouse,” Bishop offered, “If I know that guy from Adam, he’ll take the best.”

Nick agreed, pointing toward a sign that read, “Stairs.”

The two men began their climb, taking each landing one at a time, weapons ready to engage. The entire hotel was absolutely quiet, not even a fly buzzed through the humid air.

“At least there are only three floors,” Nick whispered once they’d reached the top.

Throwing open the door, Bishop rolled into the passageway, covering left. Nick was right behind him, his weapon pointing right. Nothing but silence met the attackers’ ears.

Motioning toward a brass plaque mounted on the wall, Bishop read, “Suites 301-319 to the right. Suites 320-339 to the left. The Presidential Suite is left, too. That has got to be it! That bastard’s been living high on the hog in the Presidential Suite.”

They were moving again, choreographed motions covering every opening and doorway as the large wooden doors at the end of the corridor loomed ahead.

“Should we fill a bucket with ice before we drop in?” Nick asked as they passed a closet-like space filled with vending machines and the ice maker.

“No, but Terri would kiss us both if we brought her home a chocolate bar.”

Finally at the end of the corridor, each took one side of the entrance. “I’ll let you do the honors,” Nick whispered. “After you,” he stated, his head tilting politely. His free hand swept in a grandiose gesture to offer his friend dibs on the drug kingpin. 

Taking a deep breath and flipping off his safety, Bishop mustered all his weight and strength into a powerful kick, his boot landing just below the fancy, brass knob.

The door flew open, the attackers bursting into a large, elaborate suite fitted with windows along one wall. The bed was lavishly furnished and unmade. The carpeting was thick, as was the cigarette smoke drifting from an ashtray resting near a plush chair.

A woman was huddled there, her eyes wide with terror as the two intruders rushed into the room. She was seated on the floor, her knees drawn tight against her chin. After making sure she wasn’t armed, Bishop continued further into the suite, finding the sitting room, a second bedroom, and huge master bath. All were void of human occupants. “Clear!” he barked so Nick would know.

“Clear!” the big man responded a moment later. “No one in the closets or on the balcony. I think we missed him.”

“What is she doing here?” Bishop asked, motioning toward the freaked girl.

The woman hid her face in her hands, her entire body trembling in overwhelming fear. As Bishop knelt beside her, he gently lifted her head by placing two fingers under her chin. She couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. “Tell me, where is Blackjack?”

“Please don’t sell me on the black market!” she blurted, eyes full of water, blood trickling from her nose and lips.

“Sell you?” an incredulous Bishop exclaimed, throwing Nick a what-the-hell look.

“Ketchum said the homeless people were organizing to take over. He said they were desperate… that if I got lucky they would sell me… and if I didn’t they would pass me around like a joint until I burned out!” she shouted. “He wouldn’t take me with him. He said he only had room for Candy and Piper. He said I ran my mouth too much and couldn’t go away with him.”

“Did he hit you?” Nick asked, noticing the swollen tissue on what was otherwise a very pretty face accented by delicate features.

“I really wouldn’t make a good slave anyway,” she babbled as she backed even further away from Nick and Bishop. “I begged him to let me go with them. I pleaded with him to not leave me here to be auctioned off to the highest bidder,” she explained between hysterical sobs. “When they started to leave, I jumped on his back to stop him. He got mad, shook me off and then punched me in the face. Please, I will do whatever you want. Please don’t hurt me.”

“Miss, we don’t know anything about a black market,” Bishop reassured. “Now, where did Blackjack go?”

“They had cars and trucks downstairs. I heard them drive off,” she cried. “He ran out with some bags and the other two girls, and they left me here alone!”

“How long ago?” Bishop barked.

“About ten minutes, give or take,” she responded, cringing in fear at Bishop’s angry tone.

“Damn it!” Bishop snapped, sharply standing and throwing the chair across the room in the same motion.

[image: ]


The celebration at Sister Rose’s church was a grand affair. Two dozen folding tables, all heaped with food, were the centerpiece of the merry party. The nun’s followers had wasted no time scavenging Blackjack’s warehouses. They had even breached and raided one of Ketchum’s secret wine cellars.

A single, dark cloud dimmed the opulence of the festivities. Charlie’s team had suffered four casualties in the Battle for the Big Easy. The bodies of another sixty-three men, all former employees of Ketchum Jones, had been recovered, stacked unceremoniously in an empty lot, and burned.

Bishop, for his part, stayed on the sidelines, nursing a melancholy mood while trying to be polite. Nick, mostly hovering by his friend, offered, “We’ll head out tomorrow, brother. Just don’t forget that we did a good thing here. I know we didn’t get our hands on Ketchum, but that little plan of yours crippled the fiend’s organization and tipped the scales of justice toward the good guys.”

“We broke his back,” Bishop acknowledged with a single nod. “It was like one of our SAINT missions. We brought another community into civilization’s fold.”

“And now Ketchum is on the run,” Nick added. “He’ll get desperate and stupid, and somebody will put a bullet in his head. That’s what always happens to those clowns.”

“Maybe,” Bishop replied. “Somehow, that guy always seems to be one step ahead of me. Every time I think I’ve got his hide nailed to the barn door, he manages to escape.”

The other New Orleans thugs had all fled or surrendered. Their fate was to be decided during the coming weeks by Sister Rose and her people.

As the celebration was winding down, the nun approached Nick and Bishop with a smile on her face. “You have both done God’s will here,” she offered. “You are angels sent by my Lord. I can’t thank you enough.”

“We had the Big Man on our shoulders looking out for us,” Bishop replied, looking towards the heavens. “Plus, your people stood up for themselves and earned the victory. We only offered guidance and support.”

“I know you’re disappointed you didn’t catch Blackjack. I can only remind you that God works in mysterious ways. I’m sure resolution will come… that it will bring peace to your soul.”

With that, Sister Rose drifted off, a group of her supporters motioning her over to join their conversation. Glancing up at Nick, Bishop said, “It’s not my
 soul that needs peace to move on. It’s Terri’s.”
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On their way home across Texas, Bishop and Nick stopped by Pete’s beach house to bathe, shave, and enjoy a hearty, hot meal.

Normally, Terri made her husband shuck off his clothes on the back porch when he came home from an op. More than once, given the lack of hygiene available in the field, she had threatened to hose him off before letting him into the house. “If I had a dollar for every ring of dirt I have left in the tub, I’d be a wealthy man,” Bishop informed his friend. “Given the report I have to make when we get back, I think it would be best if I smelled a little less like a goat before delivering the disappointing news.”

After a few hours’ sleep, the two colleagues continued west, most of their journey passing in the silence of contemplation. Bishop’s mind was engaged with alternative universes – each offering a different scenario for making his dismal report to his soulmate. Nick was worried about the mountain of paperwork that had been collecting on his desk.

They arrived in Alpha late in the afternoon, rolling into the estate that was Diana’s official residence after successfully passing through two rings of security. The remote mountainside home had belonged to a wealthy retiree before the collapse, and it had the distinction of having been designed to keep the occupants safe in addition to providing the amenities commonly expected in an upscale retreat. The former banker who had once owned it had a bad heart that required medication and a strict diet. He didn’t survive very long after the apocalypse.

Carrying his kit inside, Nick entered the expansive foyer. Setting down his duffel, he nodded to Bishop and announced, “I’m going to find Diana. Good luck, my friend.”

One of the security men informed Bishop that his wife and son were on the back veranda. “Did she shoot anybody while I was gone?” the Texan nervously teased the stoic bodyguard.

“No, sir, not that I’m aware of,” was the man’s stone-faced reply.

“Dang. I had hoped she would run out of ammo before I got back,” Bishop joked.

His frazzled attempt at humor falling flat, Bishop headed for the back of the home. There, through the glass door, he spied Hunter playing with a plastic dump truck while his mother reclined in a chaise lounge, a stack of papers in her hand.

Both wife and son peered up as he stepped through the doorway onto the outdoor patio, both instantly moving to greet him. “Daddy!” Hunter yelled, forgetting the toy and rushing to wrap his arms around his father’s legs. He never got the chance, Bishop scooping the boy up and squeezing him tight.

Terri, just a bit slower, embraced her husband in a strong hug accompanied by a deep kiss. “I’m glad you’re home,” she said, burying her head into his shoulder. “I missed you terribly.”

For several minutes, Bishop and his family were content simply holding each other. It was a reunion born not only from separation but also the knowledge that a loved one had been in harm’s way while absent.

Finally, after everyone had gotten their share of hugs and kisses, Hunter returned to playing with his truck while mom and dad retired to the nearby lounge chairs.

“You didn’t get him,” Terri began, her expression as blank as a piece of paper.

“No, we didn’t. About the only good news is that we crippled his organization and substantially reduced his resources,” Bishop replied, watching her reaction closely.

For the next thirty minutes, Bishop recounted the story of New Orleans, Sister Rose’s underground, and the fake flood. “He’s on the run, doesn’t have any assets to speak of, and is probably headed for the hills.”

Terri’s reaction wasn’t what Bishop expected. Instead of anger, or fear, or frustration, she seemed curious. “So, what’s the next step?” she asked, her voice even, unmarked by emotion.

“I don’t know just yet. I’m not going to give up, that much I can tell you for certain.”

Pointing to the project she’d been working on, Terri said, “Diana wants me to go back to Forest Mist with her. She’s planning a huge political event to announce the Alliance’s new immigration policy and programs. She thinks because I have done the research and helped her draft the legislation that I should be there,” Terri chanced a glance at Bishop to gauge his reaction before continuing. “Diana believes a trip to East Texas could be quite therapeutic for me. She is convinced that returning there will help me face my fears… a step that is critical to overcoming this emotional turmoil that is eating me alive.”

“What do you think?” Bishop asked, unsure if he liked Diana’s plan.

“I don’t know,” Terri shrugged. “The only thing I can say for certain is that I can’t continue the way things are right now.  I need to heal. I rarely sleep at night, and my days are not much better. About the only thing that kept me going while you were away was burying my head in this project and working myself to the brink of absolute exhaustion every day.”

“You two ladies haven’t dreamed up some scheme that involves you being bait, have you?” Bishop asked with a wary eye.

“No, not at all. Diana is convinced that I need to confront my demons,” Terri explained. “I’m inclined to believe her. Nothing else seems to be working, Bishop. Worse yet… before this project… I was spinning out of control, my condition getting worse and worse.”

“I tried,” Bishop stated, his words heavy in his throat. “I really, really tried. We did a great thing in New Orleans, but Ketchum got lucky again. I think that guy should go and buy a lottery ticket.”

“I know you gave it your best, my love,” Terri cooed as she brushed her husband’s cheek. “And giving all those suffering people their city back… that was a wonderful outcome.”

“How soon do you have to make a decision on Forest Mist?”

“A few days… maybe a week.”

“Let’s think about this. Whatever decision you make, I’ll back you one hundred percent,” he announced with conviction. “Only you can know what you need to get better.”

Chapter 19

Five days had passed since they had returned from the Big Easy, Bishop busy with his job at Pete’s, Terri’s attention doubly divided between her oversight of the new house construction and adding the finishing touches to Diana’s project.

Even given the flurry of activity, Terri, for her part, was barely holding it together. Her nightmares were intense and disruptive, her mood withdrawn. Bishop knew she couldn’t last much longer without some sort of intervention. Otherwise, she would be facing the possibility of a complete breakdown or incident.

Terri still hadn’t reached a decision about returning to Forest Mist, nor was she in the frame of mind to discuss her thoughts. Bishop let it go, plodding through one day at a time, all the while aware of the ever-present, dark cloud shadowing their every conversation, darkening the mood of every family dinner, diminishing the joy they had always shared in their lives together.

Throughout this entire ordeal, anger had been building inside him. Terri had done so much for so many. Why weren’t there more people trying to help his wife? Nick had chipped in, risking his career, position, and life. Pete had done everything he could think of, but the trip to Beaumont had backfired badly. Diana’s suggestion seemed just as dangerous.

In an act of desperation, he’d reached out for another kind of help. He had sent the message almost three days ago. It was a longshot, born of frustration and concern for his wife’s mental wellbeing. So far, there had been no response.

The roar of several motors heading through town shook the liquor bottles behind the bar, the ruckus interrupting Bishop’s self-induced funk. It was late in Meraton, a workday, and the tavern had closed an hour before. Stepping to the threshold and peeking outside, he observed nothing but his pickup and Harry’s old Chevy.

Ten minutes later, the bartender announced that he was ready to lock up for the night.

After the two men had secured the door, Bishop watched his co-worker start his engine and drive home. He studied the star field for a moment, but he didn’t receive any divine guidance from above. Inserting his key into the truck’s door, he froze at the sound of a footfall on gravel. The VP of Security pivoted, his hand reaching for the .45 automatic inside his belt. 

Beside the bar’s outer wall, stood two strangers. His first impression was that they were military types, their high and tight haircuts and squared shoulders undeniable clues.

Moments later, an older, clean-cut gent sauntered around the corner. He was wearing a suit and tie, his dress shoes spit shined. As Bishop started to pull his sidearm, a voice behind said, “I wouldn’t do that.” That warning was followed by the distinctive click of a weapon’s safety being disengaged.

“Hello, Bishop. My name is John Brando,” the senior man started. “We only want to have a word with you. No need to be concerned.”

Surrounded, Bishop was
 both concerned, as well as supremely pissed at himself. He’d let his guard down, and these guys were clearly pros. “You better hurry, Mr. Brando. The deputies patrol Main Street about this time every night,” he offered, hoping to buy some time.

The man in charge held up his hands, signaling he didn’t want trouble. “Seriously, we mean you no harm.”

“Well, that’s a little hard to believe, Mr. Brando. After all, you could have just walked up to me in the pub and offer to buy me a drink. I’m not a big fan of this cloak and dagger bullshit,” Bishop replied.

“Too many prying ears, and besides, we’re not the ones who are going to do the talking. My boss wants to have a word with you.”

Bishop sensed they were capable, dangerous, and skilled, but not on the offensive. The men surrounding him were spread perfectly, and just out of reach. Besides, if they were intent on doing him bodily harm, they could have taken him down from the shadows.

“US Special Forces?” the Texan inquired, scanning the three no-necks that had him pinned.

“No, US Secret Service,” Brando answered, seemingly insulted by Bishop’s apparent indiscretion. “I was sent here to deliver a message. ‘The Colonel’ would like a confidential meeting with you. That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?”

Bishop nodded, happy that he’d finally received an answer, of sorts, to his communication. “You mean the president? Of those United States?”

Brando nodded, almost as if he didn’t want to say those words out loud. Bishop had always thought the Service overplayed operational security. Then again, it was the little things that got presidents killed, he supposed.

It was a fact that Bishop didn’t care much for the Secret Service, his run-ins with a certain agent fresh enough that the memory still carried its sting. “How is my old buddy Agent Powell doing these days?” he sarcastically inquired, rubbing the shoulder that the hard-headed agent had nearly dislocated.

“How’s the new house coming?” Brando countered, avoiding Bishop’s question. “I hear your son is growing like a weed.”

The mention of his home and son, in this context, caused Bishop to tense, a hard stare boring into the agent. “If you’re trying to fuck with me by mentioning my family, I would advise you to reconsider, Agent Brando. Your timing sucks, and I am not intimidated by the Secret Service. I should probably advise you that you have no jurisdiction here in Alliance territory…. And besides, I’ve whipped your asses before.”

Not accustomed to being challenged, Brando was taken aback for a split second. He’d read various reports about Bishop and was uncomfortable bringing such an individual to the man he was charged with protecting. Now, having met the Texan, he didn’t doubt the accuracy of the man’s dossier.

“I’m not threatening you,” the bodyguard stated, shaking his head as if amused. “You’re reading way too much into what I said. We are only following orders. You should relax.”

Rumors had been circulating, hushed innuendo about Diana and the Alliance Council having a secret conference with the Lone Star Nation’s neighbor to the north. Bishop wished now he’d paid more attention to the scuttlebutt.

Whispers speculating about the president coming to Texas had been one of the reasons why Bishop had sent a shortwave message to the White House. He had requested a meeting or some other form of private conversation with the commander-in-chief.

“And where might The Col… err… the president be?”

“Undisclosed location,” Brando answered curtly. “We would be thrilled
 to escort you to him,” the agent added with sarcasm.

“I’ll bet,” the Texan replied, reaching slowly for his pistol, and then offering it to the closest agent, butt first.

Brando pulled a small radio from his jacket, and a minute later, two large, black SUVs appeared in the street. Bishop was escorted to the backseat of the first vehicle.

“I worked with your boss for a long time,” Bishop said. “He managed to damn-near get me killed on four different continents. You’ll pardon me for being a little annoyed with all of this clandestine bullshit. I wouldn’t be surprised if this little pleasure trip came with a mandatory black hood,” he grumbled, only halfway jesting.

“Given the late hour, that precaution is unnecessary,” the lead agent stated. Brando immediately grew silent, and after a bit, Bishop returned his attention to the desert landscape passing outside of his window. Given the darkness, he couldn’t see much, but he didn’t care. His mind was sorting through the conversation he needed to have with his old boss.

Twenty minutes outside of Meraton, Bishop’s chauffeur turned off the highway and onto a bumpy, unpaved ranch road. Bishop had never been in this area, unsure where he was being taken.

Their two-vehicle convoy crested a small rise, and then Bishop noticed the blinking lights of an aircraft. The plane was sitting on a private airstrip, a feature common with the larger ranches in the area.

While he’d expected Air Force One or at least one of those fancy Air Force VIP planes, an outdated C130 transport sat on the desert landing strip. “Did the president lose Air Force One in a poker game?”

The driver grunted but didn’t laugh. Brando tried hard to pretend he hadn’t heard the joke. Soon enough, Bishop was being escorted toward the lowered, rear ramp of the large plane.

The Colonel met Bishop at the base of the ramp, his hand extended, a fat cigar in his mouth. “Bishop, how the hell are you, son?”

“Good, sir. It’s nice to see you back in Texas, sir.”

The Colonel’s initial reaction was a blunt wave of dismissal, followed by a gruff explanation. “Diana wanted to keep our summit a secret, and I can understand why. Damn politics and the free press. In a way, I think we were better off when the newspapers couldn’t print their bullshit.”

Bishop nodded his agreement, the press on a rampage since the civil war, whipped into a higher frenzy given all the dirty deeds and skullduggery during the recent election. Anti-American sentiments were running high at the moment, and no matter how mundane Diana’s business with the president, the press was sure to spin it against her.

“Come with me, Bishop,” the Colonel said, indicating his former employee should follow him up and into the bowels of the aircraft.

The interior of the plane wasn’t much different than the one Bishop and Grim had just used to parachute onto the furniture factory. At the front of this specific aircraft was installed an impressive, leather lounge, the area behind it retrofitted with a couple of office chairs bolted to the floor and one of those ass-ugly green, government-issued, metal desks. The president offered Bishop a chair and a drink. “Bourbon?”

“No, thank you, sir.”

“Suit yourself, Bishop,” the president replied, pouring himself at least three fingers. “Before I begin, I need your word as an officer and a gentleman that what we discuss goes no further than this aircraft. Agreed?”

“Yes, sir, with one exception. I don’t keep anything from Miss Terri, sir.”

Bishop was surprised at the Colonel’s response. “Oh, besides that lovely lady of yours, I meant to add. I expect you to fill her in on every word.”

“Speaking of my wife, she is the reason why I requested a private meeting with you, sir.”

“I was briefed on your latest hijinks. Nice work, I might add,” the Colonel grinned, raising his glass as if to toast his old worker. “I assume you know I personally approved sending assets into New Orleans, but they were only partially successful.”

The president’s statement caught Bishop off-guard. POTUS didn’t know about the more recent activities he and Nick had just accomplished. That meant the United States government didn’t have very good assets in the area. Could he use that to his advantage?

“Yes, sir, I was informed of that operation. In fact, I recently took a little vacation in the Big Easy myself, and while I didn’t have any luck bringing Ketchum Jones to justice, I can confirm that the fugitive is alive, well, and still running his criminal organization… or at least what’s left of it. That’s why I need your help, sir.”

Anger flashed white hot in the Colonel’s eyes as he realized that it had been Bishop who had been raising hell on Uncle Sam’s territory. The sensation passed quickly, however, their friendship overriding the trespass. “You didn’t have any luck either, eh?”

“No, sir. Oh, I hurt them… badly… and I’m ninety-nine percent positive that I chased Blackjack out of his realm. That’s why I’m here, sir. I need your help locating the man. I have to end this, and I have to do so quickly. Miss Terri’s sanity… her very life is at stake.”

“What? What do you mean by her life is at stake?” The Colonel snapped, his bushy eyebrows raised toward the sky.

Bishop spent the next five minutes explaining his wife’s condition and how he feared for her mental wellbeing. “While she has not admitted it to me, I’m convinced that Terri was raped during her captivity, and she’s not dealing with it well at all. That monster visits her in her dreams every night. I need Blackjack’s head on a pike, sir. She needs to know that man can’t hurt her anymore.”

Whether it was politics, responsibility, age, or a genuine lack of resources, Bishop was disappointed in the Colonel’s reaction. “I don’t know how I can help. We only have regained rule of law in the fringe areas of Louisiana. My resources are stretched thin as it is….”

Interrupting his former mentor, Bishop held up a hand to halt the excuses. “Just remember those days at my ranch, sir. Don’t forget who stayed by your side, nursed you night and day, and wouldn’t let you give up while you were laying there skewered by a piece your own aircraft. That was my Terri… the same woman who now needs your help more than anything else in the world.”

When the president didn’t respond, Bishop then pointed to the sole photograph bolted to the plane’s fuselage. The image was of The Colonel and his two grandchildren. “Just remember who saved those precious kids after your plane went down in the desert, sir. I’m calling in that favor. I desperately need your help.”

“What is it you want from me?” the president sighed after studying the framed image. 

Bishop’s face remained emotionless. “I requested this meeting to ask you to find him, sir. All that I need is his location. Ketchum Jones must be brought to justice. I am begging you, sir, to adjust your priorities and commit the resources necessary to find this criminal. I’ll take care of everything else.”

The commander-in-chief eyed his former subordinate for several moments, then stood and paced a few steps on the metal plate of the deck. Bishop knew the man well enough to know all options were being weighed. “Ketchum Jones is a citizen of the United States of America. He hasn’t been convicted of any new crime and has served his sentence for previous acts. Do you see my dilemma? Here I am, standing on my soapbox, every minute preaching how important the rule of law is in our land. Now, more than ever. If I give you my blessing to enter our nation and execute this individual, it will go against everything I have worked for since the fall of this mighty land. It will taint the most valuable accomplishments of my lifetime and could destroy my legacy.”

Bishop smiled at the misunderstanding by America’s leader and was quick to clarify exactly what he needed. “Oh, I’m not asking you to let me do anything inside Louisiana, Mr. President. I just need to know where that scoundrel is. I give you my word, sir, that I won’t step a foot inside of the United States border, nor will any Alliance personnel.”

The president’s eyebrows arched high on his forehead, but that was the extent of his overt reaction. He let Bishop’s words marinate for a minute, slowly pacing as he considered his options. Committing to a course of action, the Colonel perched on the edge of his desk. Leaning in close as if to share a secret, he disclosed his thoughts, “I’ll be honest with you. Men like Ketchum Jones have been running roughshod over much of that territory since all good society went to hell, and I don’t like it one bit. You would be doing the world a favor if you took him out. I’ll find Ketchum Jones for you and Miss Terri, but that’s as far as I’m willing to go. Agreed?”

Bishop nodded, unable to contain his delight, the huge smile on his face stretching from ear to ear.

Without waiting for any further discussion, the president waved to the security types mulling around the bottom of the plane’s ramp. “We’re finished here,” he called out. “Somebody give this man a ride back to Meraton.”

Bishop stood, the president reaching to shake his hand. “Good luck, son. I hope all of this gives you what you seem to need so badly. I have my doubts about your strategy, but I cannot deny how much I owe to you and your wife. I never forget my debts, oval office or not.”

The chief executive released his iron grip on the Texan’s hand and then immediately headed for the cockpit without a backward glance. “Let’s get this bird in the air, gentlemen. I want to see my grandchildren.”
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Harry fingered the mysterious communication before passing it to Bishop, even holding the envelope up to the light as if he hoped to discern its contents. He couldn’t help but notice the paper’s fine finish, but the bartender seemed especially intrigued by the letter’s handwritten heading. It read, “Bishop. Eyes only. Personal and confidential.”

The back of the envelope was cinched with a very ornate-looking seal imprinted in hot wax.

“You can tell me, Bishop. Are you having an affair?” the barkeep joked, his voice just above a whisper, pressing the message into the vice-president of security’s palm.

Initially bristling at the suggestion, Bishop quickly realized that any display of anger would only make things worse. He and Terri were having enough issues without some stupid rumor of infidelity going around. “Nope. I’m pretty sure this is from the president of the United States,” he replied honestly.

Laughing, Harry just shook his head and then headed to the other end of the bar. “And I’m the new premier of China,” he grumbled. “You could have just told me it was none of my business.”

Taking a deep breath, Bishop opened the envelope and withdrew the single sheet of paper. “The man you’re looking for is in Morganville, LA. Good Luck. Col.”

Smiling, Bishop folded the message and stuffed it in a pocket. “Gotcha,” he whispered.

By lunchtime, Harry had noticed the change in his co-worker’s attitude. “Are you sure you don’t have a lady on the side? Ever since you got that mysterious letter this morning, you haven’t been able to wipe that shit-eating grin off your face.”

“I’ve been trying to purchase a new rifle off a guy over in Fort Davidson,” Bishop lied. “He’s a little weird about who can buy his guns, but we’ve finally arrived at a fair price.”

Skeptical, Harry merely nodded. “Whatever you say, boss.”

“I’m heading out to the ranch for lunch,” Bishop announced a few minutes later. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

“Tell her
 I said hello,” Harry kidded, dismissing his friend with a wave of his bar towel.

Bishop left Pete’s, driving west toward his ranch. He had been straight up about his destination, his only deception being a stop he planned along the way.

Two blocks off Main Street, Bishop parked in front of Phil’s house. As he exited the truck, Bishop noted the tall antennas still towering above the modest home.

In the first months after the downfall, Phil had been one of the most important assets in all of the Alliance. Inside the modest, single-story ranch style home, was the town’s only shortwave radio.

Now, with the recovery gaining momentum, a variety of communication options were available within the territory. Sheriff Watts had installed a police radio system that was a salvaged digital model. Nick and his people had managed to acquire satellite phones from the military. Some of the larger cities and towns even offered limited landline calling. While Phil’s service was no longer as critical in the post-apocalyptic world, he was still was an important asset to many of Meraton's residents. More than a few critical messages would have never been delivered without his assistance.

If you wanted to tell your sister in Houston about a family emergency, you went to see Phil. Worried about your son stationed at Fort Hood? Phil could get a short message there and back. What had been a hobby for the retired gent soon became a critical component in the initial stages of the recovery. Since the collapse of America’s traditional infrastructure, folks good-naturedly called him “Western Union.”

Strolling up to the front porch, Bishop knocked lightly to announce his presence. Sensing he was being studied through the peephole, the Texan smiled and waved.

“Bishop!” the old gent grinned as he opened the door. “I’ve not seen you in months, young man. Please tell me everything is well with you and yours.”

“We’re doing great,” Bishop fibbed. “I hate to bother you, but I need to get a message through to East Texas, and I don’t have another handy option.”

“Sure, sure, come on in. Who are we contacting, and what is the message?”

“I’m trying to get through to Allison Plummer, the acting marshal of Forest Mist, Texas,” Bishop replied, taking a seat next to the bank of radio equipment that dominated Phil’s dining room.

Nodding his understanding, the old-timer turned to a three-ring binder residing on his desk. “Forest Mist, you say?”

“Yes, sir. As I said, that’s in East Texas.”

“Got it,” the HAM operator nodded, tapping a page with his index finger.

Bishop watched as his friend manipulated a dial, flicked a switch, and then pressed the talk button of the large microphone perched on the table. He listened as Phil paged his colleague in Forest Mist.

A few seconds later, a man’s voice responded. “I have an important message for Marshal Allison Plummer,” Phil stated into the mic. “Would she be available?”

“Hold five minutes, please,” the voice on the other end requested. “I’ll walk downstairs and see if she’s at the jail.”

Nodding, Bishop said, “Their shortwave operator has an office in the courthouse. Maybe we’ll get to speak with Allison first hand.”

In reality, it was almost ten minutes before the East Texas operator returned. “I have Marshal Plummer with me,” he transmitted.

Without interruption, a female voice declared, “This is Allison Plummer. How can I help you?”

Phil motioned for Bishop to take over the microphone. “Hello, Allison. It’s Bishop. Can I speak to you in private?

Her chuckle was audible through the radio’s tiny speaker. “Our voices are being broadcast all over the planet, Bishop. Not sure how you intend on having a private conversation.”

“I’m not worried about any ears between here and there. This is regarding a police matter in your town. I want to make sure you are alone when we talk.”

A few seconds passed before Allison responded. “Go ahead.”

“Here’s what I’d like for you to do,” he began, taking the next five minutes to outline his request.

When he had finished, she laughed again. “I understand. I think you’re crazy, but it’s worth a try.”

“Let me know via this station,” Bishop responded. “I will reimburse the county for its expenses. I hope to hear from you soon.”

“If this works, Bishop, I’ll reimburse your
 expenses.”
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Allison drove the police car toward Highland Hardwoods, a trip that just a few weeks ago would have never been made alone.

The Smokers living near Mr. Yarborough’s mill hadn’t trusted the police at that time, most law enforcement visits due to reported theft or other complaints about criminal activity. The uneasiness before Ketchum’s attack had been mutual.

Things had definitely changed in the weeks following Blackjack’s attempted invasion. As word of the heroic efforts by Forest Mist’s previously unwanted visitors had spread, the town's attitude had drastically improved.

Today, Allison’s biggest fear was that the person she was seeking no longer lived in the shrinking shantytown.

Many of the camp’s former residents had already been relocated to vacant homes in Forest Mist, now welcomed by a town that was trying hard to integrate their gypsy heroes into the community. Jobs had been offered, as well as support programs and other unified efforts. Even the local church had become involved, offering training classes for the unskilled workers trying to make a fresh start.

Pulling off the road, Allison exited her patrol car and began walking toward the community of cardboard shacks, discarded tarps and tents, and other makeshift structures. She had just managed the middle of the camp when a man caught her attention. “Is Pearl here?” she asked.

“Yes, I’ll go get her, Marshal. Is everything okay?”

“Oh, yes, no problem. In fact, I have a job for her.”

“Wonderful,” the man nodded, pivoting to reenter the woods.

It was a few minutes before Pearl appeared, the Smokers’ leader smiling as she approached. “How can I help you, Officer?”

“If I remember correctly, you said you were from Morganville, Louisiana. Is that right?”

Now suspicious, Pearl nodded. “Yes, that’s true. Why? Something wrong?”

“Oh, nothing is wrong, ma’am. I was wondering if you would be willing to do a job for me? It pays pretty well,” Allison offered.

“What’s the job?”

Allison began explaining the task at hand, Pearl nodding occasionally but never interrupting.

“That’s all?” the Smokers’ matriarch asked. “That’s all you want?”

“Yes, and I’ve been authorized to pay you $200 cash, Alliance. And provide enough gasoline for the trip.”

“Okay. I’ll do it,” Pearl agreed. “I wouldn’t mind a little visit back home and getting to see how some old friends are doing.”
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Pearl smiled as her nephew piloted the old Ford into Morganville. Pointing to a building barely visible through a thick grove of cypress trees, she announced, “That was your Great Uncle Bill’s hardware store back in the day.”

“Did the apocalypse cause him to close up shop?” the young man asked.

“Oh, no, sweetie. It was the Internet that drove him out of business. Everybody started ordering their goods online, and he couldn’t compete with the price and assortment. That, and the fact that he drank all his profits spelled the end. He died a few years before everything fell apart.”

After a few more blocks, Pearl commented, “Nothing much has changed. Still a bunch of downtrodden souls either too frightened or too stupid to leave.”

They approached the only business still operating in the declining community, the Quick Stop corner store.

Originally a combination gas station and convenience store carrying essential grocery items, The Q, as the locals called it, had been the social hub of Morganville. People had been gathering there for years, loading up on cigarettes, lottery tickets, beer, and most importantly, the town’s gossip. It was the only place with free wireless, the satellite TV over the slushy machine the main source of cable news for many of the poorer residents.

Even after the shelves had been stripped bare and the fuel pumps no longer offered gas or diesel, the enterprise had remained the epicenter of the struggling community. When a fisherman caught a few extra catfish, he took them to the Q. If one of the farmers slaughtered a cow, he would drive to the Q and sell some of the beef from the back of his truck. It was Morganville’s equivalent to the Meraton Market, only on a smaller scale.

The awning, once providing shade to the fuel islands as motorists filled their vehicles, had been covered to create an open-air meeting place. Where gas-guzzlers had once topped off their tanks, the concrete pads were now covered with old lawn chairs, picnic tables, and even a dilapidated, leather couch. This was where the townsfolk gathered late in the afternoon to share stories as well any extra food that couldn’t be easily stored, and to catch up on any news about the world beyond the county line.

The people of Morganville weren’t starving, the surrounding bayous and nearby river providing a bounty of fish, shrimp, and the local specialty, crawfish. As Pearl and her nephew drew closer to the Q, they began to notice several roadside vendors offering their wares.

A hand-painted advertisement offered “Fresh gator,” the rudimentary sign hung from the back of a faded blue Chevy truck, its neighbor competing with “Squash, Melons, Corn. Will barter.” Pearl noted four bushel baskets, all of them brimming with produce.

“It looks like there is plenty to eat here, Auntie. Why did you leave?” the driver asked.

“Because I didn’t have any way to make money to buy the food. The people here are stuck in a loop. They might be eating, but that’s about it. There are no other jobs, no improvements, and no chance for any sort of a future other than death. If you come down with a cold here, your life is in danger. A dirty cut, a deep cough, or even an insect bite can kill you. No doctors, no medicine, and no hope.”

The busiest vendor was selling his wares from the bay of a tiny, red hatchback. “Dried Tobacco,” his homemade sign read in a bold scrawl. “Will barter.”

They parked beside the store, Pearl smiling as she recognized an old friend. After a hug accompanied by a friendly greeting, she was assaulted with a hundred questions. “What’s it like? Did you find work? Is everything in Texas as good as what they say?”

Within minutes, a dozen people had gathered around, all of them rapid firing questions about what was happening beyond their little town.

“I knew you all would be as curious as old cats,” she smiled. “I even remembered to bring you a local newspaper. It’s from a town in Texas called Forest Mist. It’s not much, but it does have a lot of information about the Alliance and what’s happening there.”

Reaching into the car’s backseat, Pearl produced several copies of the Forest Mist Gazette
. What she didn’t mention was that one of the stories was pure fiction, planted there by Marshal Allison Plummer.

“Alliance Authorities Seeking Whipsaw Jones’ Lost Gold,” the headline read.

The article went on to read:

“Local authorities are keeping quiet about a sizeable payment of gold received by the late local businessman, Whipsaw Jones. According to multiple sources, the Alliance government delivered over one hundred pounds of the precious metal to Jones as a prepayment for a significant order of lumber that was to be shipped to various recovery efforts throughout Texas over the next six months.

Now that the local lumber mill is no longer operational, the Alliance officials are seeking the return of their funds. At issue is the location of Jones’ payment. According to our source, law enforcement is actively seeking the cache of the precious metal.

Deputy Allison Plummer, acting town marshal of Forest Mist, refused to confirm or deny the report. When interviewed, she stated, ‘This is an ongoing investigation. I can’t comment further.’

Other sources, however, have provided additional details. One official, who wished to remain anonymous, told this reporter that a team of auditors will be arriving in Forest Mist next week. They are expected to be armed with search dogs and bench warrants. ‘We’re convinced that the gold is somewhere on the mill’s property. We’ll find and return it to the Alliance taxpayers in short order.’”

As Pearl passed out the short stack of newsprint, another friend appeared at her side. “This sounds amazing! But if living there offers so much more opportunity, why in the world did you come back?” she asked.

“I got word that my mother has fallen ill,” Pearl lied. “I’m on my way to Baton Rouge to visit her. I just couldn’t help but stop by and say hello to all of my old friends.”

“So, everything we have heard about Texas is really true?” the lady asked. Then pulling her friend aside and speaking in a hushed voice she added, “Because I’m thinking about leaving Morganville. A seedy element has been moving in over the last few weeks, and they are scaring the wits out of me.”

“Oh?” Pearl responded, acting surprised. “What kind of seedy element?”

“Motorcycle riders in leather jackets. Rough looking men. Marianne said that all the tattoos they have are from prison. Anyway, they are staying at one of the fish camps off Red Bayou, but they come into town almost every day.”

“Have they caused any trouble?” Pearl asked, acting genuinely concerned.

“No, not yet. But I know their kind, and you can see it coming like a train rolling down the tracks. Some say they got chased out of New Orleans by the government. Other people claim that they are from Texas. It don’t matter. They are bad news, and I’m thinking of pulling up stakes just like you did.”

Pearl wanted to tell her friend that things weren’t so grand on the other side of the border, but she held her tongue. She had been hired to do a job, and she was going to earn her pay. “I’d wait a while. Give it a couple of weeks. Maybe they’re just passing through.”

“You just hang around here for a day or two, and you’ll see…. Things have really changed,” the old neighbor fussed. “They come to the Q about every day,” she added, shaking her head in dread.

Chapter 20

Blackjack sat listening to the bullfrogs croaking, the constant stream of reptilian racket fouling his already dark mood. “Somebody should go out and shoot those noisy bastards,” he suggested. “We can fry them up for dinner.”

The two women sitting in the porch swing ignored his complaint, their attention focused on an old fashion magazine discovered at the bottom of a dusty, cardboard box. It was the only entertainment available since arriving at this godforsaken fish camp… Ketchum’s bitching was so incessant it now just blended into the background noise of the swamp.

Since the revolt in New Orleans, Ketchum had been holed up just outside of Morganville, finding refuge in a remote cabin. In reality, the fish camp was a 3,000-square foot country lodge situated on its own miniature, private island. Previously, it had been owned by a prominent New Orleans businessman whose taste in call girls and nose candy had exceeded his ability to pay. After running up a significant tab with Blackjack, he had offered up his secluded resort in lieu of receiving a shave with a blowtorch.

The water surrounding the estate was more akin to a swamp. While technically an island, the bridge leading to the mainland was only twenty-eight feet long.

Still, it was an isolated location, complete with its own generator and guarded by alligators, swarms of mosquitos, and thousands of nutria rats.

After his defeat in the Big Easy, Ketchum didn’t have any place else to go. His empire destroyed, the former King of New Orleans was in exile. He had his emergency stash of cash and a dwindling supply of pilfered gold, but those assets would only buy him so much. Candy, Piper, four bodyguards, and the island estate were now the extent of his realm.  

They had escaped that fateful afternoon, hopping into an SUV, escorted by four bikers as they raced out of the city. Ketchum still didn’t know exactly who had attacked him or why. His military experience, however, had prompted him to recognize that his men were deserting in droves. Some, no doubt, due to the rising waters. Others, he reasoned, were swayed by the number of their comrades bleeding out in the street. For whatever the reason, he had decided to withdraw and survive. It had been the only alternative that he’d seriously considered. In his mind, no cause was worth dying for.

After recovering his bug-out bags from the Royal, they had quickly loaded up their emergency vehicles and raced out of town.

During the ride north in the late afternoon, the crime lord tried to think of the most secluded location he knew. The fish camp, a spot he had only visited a few times, was the perfect hideout for a man on the dodge. If didn’t matter if the attack in New Orleans had been mounted by the United States government, a traitor on the inside, or a bold competitor, he would hide out in the swamp until it was safe to resurface and then reclaim his domain.

The failed operation at Forest Mist had annihilated Blackjack’s mercenaries, that first fiasco followed by the botched attempt to overrun the Brazilian freighter. Now, he had suffered an even more serious blow in New Orleans.

The two bags of gold and cash weren’t nearly enough to recruit the manpower he would need to reestablish himself. An army took money… lots of money… and at the moment, Ketchum was at a loss regarding how to even begin raising the funds that would be required. All of his eggs had been in the Big Easy basket.

The only advantage to his current residence was its proximity to Forest Mist. He knew his father had been killed, which brought up a whole host of questions regarding the old man’s mill. More importantly, dear, old dad had accumulated land leases and timber options which were worth millions. He spent his days plotting, wondering how he could take control of the family’s assets without the Alliance stepping in and foiling his plan.

With only a tiny entourage and limited resources, Blackjack felt imprisoned at the fishing lodge. Now, less than ten days after leaving New Orleans, the monotony of the place was about to drive him insane.

He couldn’t seem to think clearly. He was depressed at best, downright mean at worst. He was bored, pissed, and had no outlet for his stress. And it was no wonder. Back in the day of 24-hour, non-stop, streaming television, Ketchum had scoffed at the idea of a half hour show where a couple of guys cast their lines and waited for a nibble. Damn! I should have realized hiding out in this entertainment wasteland would drive me crazy
, Ketchum grumbled. Nothing better to do here than watch the grass grow.


His people stayed away most of the day, only approaching him when summoned. They had all taken to making the occasional trip to Morganville, just to see other faces, hear other voices, and occasionally supplement their diet with locally grown vegetables and beef. The backwater town held nothing else of interest.

After a bit, his men had started asking permission to travel there on an almost daily basis. Ketchum had granted them leave, knowing that they were all just as disenchanted with the new blasé existence as he was. “Don’t cause any trouble and stay under the radar. In a few more weeks, it will be time for us to make our move. Right now, I need time to think this through.”

Late in the morning of the eleventh day, the sound of rumbling Harley engines drowned out the croaking frogs, signaling that two of Ketchum’s boys had just returned from Morganville. Standing up to stretch, Blackjack yawned and then sauntered toward the front entrance to see what had been purchased for the evening meal.

“Hey, boss,” one of the bikers greeted. “We’ve got news!”

“Oh?” Blackjack replied, his interest only mildly piqued.

Hustling toward his leader, the rider handed over a copy of the bogus Forest Mist Gazette
. “You should check the headline,” he added.

Taking in every printed word of the article, Ketchum’s eyes grew wide. Looking up toward the heavens, he smirked, “Why, you old bastard. You never said a word about any gold or big contract with the Alliance. Keeping your cards close to your vest, eh?”

After rereading the piece, Ketchum sprang from his perch with more energy than he’d displayed since being chased out of the city.

Pacing back and forth on the creaky, cedar planks of the porch, Ketchum examined the article two more times, his mind racing with the possibilities. He could think of at least three places his dad would have stashed that much gold. All of them were at the mill.

“Pack up, gentlemen, we’re going back to Forest Mist. I believe our ship has docked at Jones Lumber, Incorporated.”

His small contingency was flabbergasted at his demand but were more than ready for a change of venue. Swatting at a pesky mosquito, one of the women asked, “Can we go, too?”

Blackjack nodded, “But of course. It wouldn’t be a party without you lovely ladies. You see, we’re not going there to fight this time, just to collect my inheritance. We’ll get a new start while at the same time giving the Alliance one up the ass.”
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Harry looked like the cat that had just swallowed the canary. He strolled over to the juke box and slipped in some change, selecting some background music to start the day. He was soon humming the chorus, “You’ve lost that lovin’ feelin’…” his wadded bar towel his microphone.

Holding up the second envelope received in the last three days, the bartender announced, “Hey, Boss, it’s another letter from your lady love, and it doesn’t look very good if I say so myself. The outside is very formal… no warmth in the way she addresses you at all,” Harry teased, “… and no fancy, wax seal this time, either.”

Shaking his head as he accepted the communiqué, Bishop examined the front of the envelope. “Bishop. Confidential.”

He tore open the thin, paper cover and extracted a single sheet. The note was from Allison, its content quite simple, “Message delivered. Seed planted. Suggest you return to Forest Mist ASAP.”

The bartender swirled the towel across the wooden counter, keeping an eye on Bishop through the corner of his eye as he pretended to clean. The VP of Security maintained his best poker face, allowing no emotion to temper his facial expression. With a nonchalant gesture, he folded the message, stuffed it back inside the envelope, and tucked it in his shirt pocket. Glancing up at the waiting, nosey bartender, he announced, “I’m going to take a few days off, Harry. I’ll have another man cover for me. I will be back by the weekend. Be safe.”

“Okay… must be good news there, eh? I haven’t seen you smiling like that in a month,” the barkeep replied with a wink.

“Oh, yes, it’s very good news. I’ll see you soon.”

With that, he slid off the barstool and left the bar without looking back. He had work to do in Alpha.

Late that afternoon, Bishop returned home to his family, his mood conspicuously upbeat. After hugging his wife and snuggling Hunter, he announced, “I think we should go to Forest Mist, sooner rather than later.”

“What? What is going on, Bishop?” she snapped, unsure of how to gauge this new twist.

Terri’s husband came clean, disclosing his covert activities of the last few days. His account was relatively complete, explaining the planted newspaper article and his meeting with the president. His only omissions were the much-earlier conversations he had initiated first with Sheriff Watts and later with Pete in his pursuit of the truth about what had happened to his soul mate.

Terri had trouble assimilating Bishop’s data dump. “Why?” she asked, “Why have you gone to all this trouble?”

“For you,” he replied honestly. “I love you with every fiber of my being. I can sense your pain, can feel your trauma every second of every day. You need closure. You need that more than anything else I can give you. We both need to know that Blackjack is dead, or locked away, and will never come back to haunt you again.”

She tried to dismiss his words, but she couldn’t. “I have got to put an end to this, Terri,” he added, moving to her and offering a gentle embrace. “This is the fastest road to recovery. I’m not saying that it takes Blackjack’s demise for you to heal, but nothing will give you relief like taking charge of your own life and putting that bastard out of your mind. The best possible outcome would be putting that monster away and making sure he never hurts anyone else. The sooner, the better.”

They hadn’t spoken of Forest Mist, or Ketchum Jones for the last few days. Now, with the elephant charging into the room, her delicate, thin façade of normalcy suddenly shattered. Terri’s reaction was swift and strong, her breathing now labored, shoulders slumping in despair.

Bishop had never seen his wife so fragile-looking. “Are you sure about this?” she asked, her voice shaking as she spoke.

“I’ve arranged with Nick to have the best possible security for you while we’re back east,” he reassured. “I know the last place you’d ever want to visit again is Forest Mist, but I believe Diana might be right. I think you need to see this with your own eyes, Terri. It won’t be easy, but in the end, the discomfort will be worth it if we catch Blackjack Jones.”

She turned away from him, almost as if she was afraid he could read her thoughts. With her heart pounding, she tried to reconcile the terror that sought to overwhelm her.

Staying alone here, there, or anywhere, was out of the question. She was barely functioning the way things stood… jittery, jumping at every noise in the night, and eating only enough to keep from passing out. She hated it when her husband left for work in the morning. Yesterday, she’d locked herself and Hunter in the bedroom for hours, sitting beside the door, pistol in her lap.

No, staying anywhere without Bishop was out of the question.

Yet, the thought of going back to East Texas right now brought on an avalanche of the kind of memories that nightmares are made of. Fair or not, the community of Forest Mist didn’t leave a good taste in her mouth. She had refused to visit any of the sawmills in the Great Piney Woods after what happened to poor Nathan Hill, sending her general contractor instead. There had been a time when she might have enjoyed a cup of tea with Carly at her B&B were it not for the fact that the old Victorian home had been splintered by Ketchum’s henchmen. No, there was nothing good for her in Forest Mist anymore; she was sure of it.

As her mind raced with the possibilities the trip afforded, the one thing that surprised her was a lack of dread of Blackjack Jones himself. She realized she did indeed want to watch the life drain out of his body, wanted to stand over his carcass and stomp on his grave. Were Bishop and Diana right? Was closure what she really needed to feel better? To recover? To get back to the way things used to be?

“All right,” she conceded, “I’m going with you. Do I need to pack for another cross-country car trip?”

“No,” Bishop responded, shocked that his wife agreed to return to what had to be, her own personal hell. “We are flying. We can even take Hunter on his second airplane ride.”

“No,” she responded with a firm tone. “I don’t want to be distracted. I’ll leave him with Mrs. Ramirez. He seemed happy and content when we went to select our timber. In fact, he didn’t want to leave her house after we got back.”

“She’s feeding him ice cream every day,” Bishop grinned. “Poor kid. How does he stand it?”

“No,” the mother replied, tapping Bishop on the sternum with her finger. “It’s that cute, little granddaughter of hers. Hunter is just like his father, swayed by a pretty face.”

Bishop smiled broadly. It was the first time Terri had even tried to joke with him for days. What was even more important to him was the fact that his wife still had that fire in her belly. She wasn’t going to crawl in a hole or bury her head in the sand. She was going back in the fight, shoulders straight, head held high. “That why I love her so much,” Bishop whispered. “That spunk of hers… no doubt that’s why we’re both still alive.”
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If Terri was surprised to see Grim, Kevin, and Butter strolling across the Alpha airport’s tarmac, she didn’t show it. Each man dropped his stuffed duffel bag of gear on the concrete, before waiting his turn to give Miss Terri a hug.

The flight to Verne’s airport outside of Forest Mist was only four hours, Nick having provided the nimble, twin-prop government plane that he insisted was heading east anyway.

After touching down, Verne stepped toward the airplane to meet them, both his Caddy and the Jeep parked next to the office. “I didn’t know if you would need more than one method of transportation again,” the former professor stated, pointing at his two personal vehicles.

“I can’t offer you another plane ride, sir,” Bishop apologized. “This aircraft has to be on its way to another mission. Are you sure you want to let us use your cars?”

“The last ride you delivered was the thrill of a lifetime, young man. You have a permanent invitation to drive my old cars anytime you need,” Verne explained.

Soon afterward, the entourage exited the airport, the Jeep and Caddy in a two-car parade. Instead of taking the turn into the town, Bishop spun the wheel toward Jones Lumber, Incorporated. “You’re not going to check in with Allison?” Terri asked.

“Nope. She already knows we’re here.”

“Okay. And more importantly, you’re not going to torture me with fifty bad lumber jokes while we are on this trip?”

“No,” he shrugged in pure innocence, “Why wood
 I?”

Thankful Bishop was putting on his game face and didn’t offer any more quips, she rode in silence as they approached the sawmill. Her mind was trying to prepare for the emotional torrent that was sure to release sometime in the next few hours. If
 Blackjack showed up. If
 he came to his father’s business. It took all her effort to keep her racing thoughts in check, to maintain her composure and equilibrium.

The drive that day was almost serene as the Cadillac cruised through the Great Piney Woods among massive trees reaching for the sky, their canopies wide enough to shade the two-lane asphalt ribbon. A mile before the mill’s driveway split off, Bishop turned into the same lane he and Terri had used to hide their pickup their first day in Forest Mist. Terri recognized the road immediately. Her muscles tensed, and her heart began to beat wildly. Settle down
, she told herself. It’s just a forest.


Just then, Bishop’s voice broke through her mental fog. “Déjà vu all over again,” he said, switching off the engine of the oversized car.

Seeing the sawmill again gave Terri the heebie-jeebies. An icy shiver originated at her crown and spread all the way to her toes, her body now shaking to warm itself. “Let’s hope that this lovely drive through the woods is the only thing that repeats tonight,” Terri grunted, the image of Nathan Hill swinging from a rope still fresh in her mind.

The Jeep pulled up behind the Caddy, all riders spilling into the parking lot. The team formed up quickly and then set off through the woods. Kevin, with his thermal optic, took point.

They had arrived at the mill just before dusk, Bishop positive that if Blackjack were going to take the bait, he would arrive soon. “He will be here,” he reassured Grim. “And it will be tonight. I walked the timeline backward. I plotted his drive time and accounted for how long it would take him to pack and gather his men. He can’t risk the Alliance finding the gold before he does, so he will search for it as soon as possible. That should be today. He’ll wait until it’s dark and then come in.”

Bishop had no way of knowing that on the opposite side of the mill’s substantial grounds, Ketchum and his people were already waiting for the sun to slip below the horizon. They had come in from the east in two large-capacity SUVs, utilizing a little-known logging trail to enter the property.

Blackjack knew there were only three places his father would have hidden that much gold. One location was so obvious, Ketchum had already eliminated it.

The mill’s safe, carved out of the concrete slab in his dad’s office, had already been crossed off the list of prospective stockpiles. While it had been years since he’d taken a peek inside, Ketchum was reasonably sure the unit wasn’t big enough to contain that much precious metal. Besides, the vault would have been the first place anybody would have looked, so Whipsaw would never have stashed something so valuable there.

The second possible hiding place he discounted as a contender was his father’s residence. Blackjack knew that since his mother had left, Whipsaw rarely spent time there. It had become nothing more than a place to take a shower and then plop down after a long day’s work. Ketchum knew his father was not a trusting man and would want to keep any treasure close by, so the house didn’t qualify for a cache. 

No, Whip Jones’s life had been the mill, and that was where he would hide his gold; his son was sure of that. So, Blackjack was chomping at the bit, anxious to get inside and search for what he believed was rightfully his. The cover of night couldn’t get there fast enough for him.

On the west side of the grounds, Bishop and his team advanced to the edge of the forest, keeping back far enough so as not to be detected. Pointing at Grim and Kevin, he signaled those two men to take up flanking positions.

Once his teammates had moved off, Bishop pulled Butter close and whispered in the big man’s ear. “You stick to Terri like glue. She’s on edge and might do anything. If something happens to her, you and I will have a very, very uncomfortable discussion. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Butter nodded.

For an hour they waited, resting against tree trunks while they swatted bugs and observed the mill. Every few minutes, Bishop would scan the facility’s multiple outbuildings and equipment sheds with his night vision. He knew Grim was doing the same, as was Kevin with his even more prying thermal. A mouse could not have gotten by them.

It was just over one hundred minutes after sunset when Kevin’s hushed voice crackled over the radio. “Movement. Thirty meters north of the office.”

Inhaling deeply, Bishop whispered, “Showtime,” and began scanning with his optic.

“I have five males, four armed with long weapons. Two females. I’m ninety percent sure it is Ketchum Jones,” Kevin reported a moment later.

Realizing Terri didn’t have a radio, Bishop leaned close and whispered, “He took the bait. Blackjack is here.”

She didn’t react, at least not externally. The only thing Bishop noticed in the darkness was her grip tightening on her rifle. That, all things considered, was to be expected.

The first surprise of the evening came a minute later. Bishop would have predicted that Ketchum was going to break into the mill’s main office and start ransacking the place in his search for the precious metal. He didn’t.

“Movement toward the first small outbuilding on the left,” came Kevin’s report. “I’m sure now. It is Blackjack. Four security types. The females, as far as I can tell, are unarmed.”

At that point, Ketchum’s party appeared in Bishop’s view. The moonlight was already bright enough to cast a shadow on the East Texas dirt. He was sure Terri could see them now, even without night vision. His hand reached for her, a signal that she wasn’t alone. She gladly accepted his grasp, a quick squeeze announcing that she was okay.

Bishop watched as Blackjack headed toward the shed that covered the truck scale. He had spotted the feature on their first visit there to buy timber, a line of log haulers lined up, waiting to be weighed.

Ketchum strolled to one corner of the platform and bent low. Bishop noted the screech of rusty metal parts being rubbed together and then smiled as Blackjack raised what appeared to be a maintenance access panel, probably used to calibrate or repair the scales. A flashlight beam appeared, and then the upper half of Whipsaw’s boy disappeared below ground.

Using his best leprechaun-approved, Irish accent, Bishop whispered, “No pot of gold there, my friend.”

Ketchum emerged a moment later. He and his search party were close enough now that Bishop’s men could hear voices talking, but they couldn’t make out the conversation. However, it was obvious from the harsh tones wafting over the property that Blackjack was more than a little disappointed not to have discovered his prize.

Only momentarily deterred, Ketchum made a beeline for the main equipment barn, his cohorts in tow.  A long, stainless steel structure, it was designed with eight, large overhead doors facing the main compound, all of them were closed. It was the sort of place that housed front-end loaders, bulldozers, and other substantial machinery. At the near end was a single “people” entrance, obviously Blackjack’s objective. Bishop made the decision to deny admittance to his archenemy.

“Take out the security team,” the West Texan transmitted to his team. “S1 through S4, clockwise order.”

“Acquired,” Kevin responded a moment later. “Guard in the jean jacket.”

“Acquired,” Grim announced next. “Man without sleeves.”

“Acquired,” Butter transmitted, “Point man.”

That left Bishop with security guy number four wearing a white shirt, the red dot of his holographic optic already centered on the back of the man’s head. “Go!” he ordered.

Four spitting noises joined the nighttime chorus of chirping crickets, the 78-grain lead bullets traveling at just under 1,100 feet per second. Their subsonic speed was much slower than normal, yet still substantial enough to deliver a deadly dose of kinetic energy to the targets. Each SAINT member fired a second round, just to be sure, but none were necessary. Ketchum’s men crumpled on the ground after the first shots, the impact of their bodies making more noise than the weapons that had killed them.

Before his last man hit the ground, Blackjack was darting toward the doorway. Bishop’s nemesis might have been big… and was most definitely evil, but Ketchum was not slow. The former Ranger had served in a combat zone and had realized instantly that he was under attack.

Wanting to prevent his quarry from taking shelter, Bishop launched a stream of lead Ketchum’s way. Unfortunately, one of the drawbacks to subsonic ammunition is that you can’t fire rounds on full automatic. That restriction saved Blackjack’s life as he dove through the equipment garage’s entrance.

Stunned, the two women in the party chirped with surprise, one of them having the wherewithal to scream out a warning, and then both of them began to run. They instinctively followed Blackjack through the threshold of the now-open barn.

Bishop was helping his wife up as Grim and Kevin rushed out of the woods. Butter, as ordered, was right beside Terri.

Grim let Kevin take the doorway while he hustled to the back side of the oversized structure, just to make sure there wasn’t another exit.

As the Alliance team took up positions to cover the entrance, Grim returned and motioned that this was the only door.

“Bangers!” Bishop ordered, pulling a metallic cylinder off his vest. After Grim and Kevin both produced similar devices, the team leader pointed to himself and said, “Long,” then his finger indicated Grim while grunting, “Short.”

Rolling his eyes at the implied insult to his manhood, Grim nodded his understanding. Bishop gave a countdown using hand motions, and then all three of the flashbang grenades flew through the doorway. Bishop threw like a Major League Baseball pitcher, or long, Kevin tossed his with medium force, Grim’s barely making it inside the threshold.

“Whoop! Whoop! Whoop!” rocked the inside the building, all three devices generating blinding light and deafening thunder. They were nonlethal, designed to overload human sensory input and temporarily scramble motor functions.

Before the roaring report had stopped echoing through the Great Piney Woods, Grim and Kevin had entered the door, weapons high, sweeping right and left. Bishop followed a second later, followed by Terri and Butter.

The two girls were thrashing on the floor less than ten feet from the entrance, rolling left and right, holding their ringing ears, completely disorientated. Turning to Butter, Bishop hissed, “Tie them up and stay here with Terri.”

Reaching for the nylon zip ties on his belt, the big man bent to secure the clueless women while Terri stood nearby watching her protector work.

Bishop motioned for Grim to go left, Kevin right. “I’m high diddle-diddle, straight up the middle,” he whispered.

No surprise, the interior was filled with machinery. Bishop saw a tractor with a plow blade first, that machine next to a pair of log trailers that were obviously under repair. Peering down the line, he spotted a bulldozer, a truck, and a couple of machines he couldn’t identify. The place reeked of diesel, grease, and “past its prime” engine oil.

Ketchum knew the layout of the land, this familiar building offering a thousand nooks and crannies for him to hide in, but Bishop wasn’t concerned about that. With their night vision devices and thermal capability, they would see him or his body heat, long before their adversary could identify their position.

Slowly, methodically, the trio of hunters progressed, ready to pounce on their prey. Each piece of equipment was carefully pied, searched, and scanned as they advanced, leaving no wrench, toolbox, or cab unchecked.

Behind the bulldozer, Ketchum was trying to regain control of his thoughts. Just like he’d been trained in Ranger school, he knew that cool, calm, collected thinking was the only thing that was going to save his ass. He was sure it was Bishop who was stalking him, and that prompted a mixed bag of emotions. Had the demon from West Texas heard about the gold?

Blackjack couldn’t fathom any other reason for Bishop to have returned. The man had extracted his revenge in the battle with Forest Mist. He had his wife back. Whipsaw was dead, and the funeral pyres for Ketchum’s men lite up the night for days. What more could that bastard want?

For a brief moment, Ketchum considered offering Bishop a bribe. He would make him an offer, promising half of the booty in exchange for his life.

That idea was quickly dismissed, however, when Blackjack considered that there was no reason why the Alliance gunmen would settle for just half. Why would they? Once they found out the treasure’s location, they could just kill him and take it all for themselves.

Holding his breath, he listened intently. He could hear them as they cleared the building… a footfall that grazed the wall, the scrape of cloth passing too close to a muddy tire. He counted at least three men. He assumed they maneuvered using night vision.

Given the odds, he reasoned that while armed only with the pistol in his belt, he wasn’t going to win any gunfight. His only option was to hide until they gave up their search. He would sneak away into the forest and live to fight another day.

But where to hide?

A eureka moment then flashed through Blackjack’s brain. The reason why he had fallen into this trap was going to save him. There was a way out of this mess.

Crouching low, he skirted around the dozer and headed for the middle of the enormous shed. His secret weapon was there, a structural feature known only to Whipsaw and his son.

Near the back wall, Blackjack paused, scanning behind him to make sure no one was close. A machining bench stretched between him and the opposite wall, tools, air hoses, and a series of welding tanks blocking any view.

Reaching down, Ketchum pulled away a sheet of plywood from the dirt floor. Working with his hands, he carefully scraped away three inches of loose, sandy soil. Sure enough, the root cellar was still there.

Whipsaw’s words came back to Ketchum as he cleared away the film of dirt covering the rustic opening. “There was an old house here when your grandfather bought this property. Years later, when we tore it down to build on this spot, we found this root cellar.”

“Why would anybody build such a thing?” the young Ketchum had asked.

“Tornados? Nuclear fallout? An underground storage area for crops? A secret place to hide valuables? Who knows. When I was a kid, building a bomb shelter was a common thing. Maybe that’s why it was constructed. Anyway, I’m going to cover up the door and leave it here, but I don’t want you playing in there. It’s old and dangerous, and with all of the heavy equipment moving around, it might cave in.”

Ketchum was sure the gold he sought was hidden inside. He would duck in that pit and wait for Bishop and his hired guns to give up and go home. Then he could retrieve his treasure.

It took all of his significant strength to pull the planked wood door open, its rusted hinges making enough noise that Ketchum cringed. Keeping his flashlight low, he scanned the small interior before going in.

With only the top half of his body now above ground, he began smoothing out the small piles of dirt with his hand, hoping to eliminate evidence of his excavation. Then straining from the weight, he aligned the plywood cover with the edge of the trap door, and gently lowered both pieces to close the entrance. He prayed that it would be difficult to detect in the darkness.

While he waited, Ketchum chanced his flashlight and scanned the interior of the small room. Disappointment came quickly, only cobwebs and rotting timbers illuminated by his beam. “Where in the hell did the old man hide the gold?” he hissed.

His vexation was quickly set aside, however, as the wooden doorway above his head groaned under the weight of a boot. They were right above him now. In a flash, Ketchum’s pistol was in his hand, his anxious eyes staring up at the opening, ready to blast away despite knowing it would be his last act.

Then it was quiet again, Blackjack finally chancing a breath a few moments later.

The underground closet didn’t harbor any precious metals, and now it was beginning to feel more like a tomb. How long would it take Bishop and his men to leave? How many minutes would pass before he looked elsewhere on the property or gave up altogether? Blackjack could feel the timber walls starting to close in on him. He wanted to get out of there.

In the end, he easily justified his decision. The men above had passed right over his hide. Why not crawl out of this hole and sneak out behind them? If they had left someone behind to guard the door, so be it. He had a much better chance of dealing with a single sentry than being discovered down in this pre-dug grave.

Up he climbed, pushing gently on the door, opening it less than an inch. With limited vision, his other senses went on high alert, straining for a telling sound or smell. He held his position for about a minute before he was convinced that Bishop’s team had indeed bypassed his position.

Boldly, quickly, Ketchum pushed on the door until he could crawl through the opening. Then, bent at the waist, he hustled for the building’s entrance.

Bishop’s team had searched the entire garage except the last bay, and his frustration was beginning to build. Where in the hell was Ketchum? There was no way they could have missed such a large pile of shit, even in the darkness.

Spinning on his heels, Bishop heard something behind them. Again, a faint noise sounded inside the garage. It had to be human. Or did it? Surely there were chipmunks or raccoons or other wildlife nesting here.

Waving to Grim and Kevin, he pointed back toward Terri and Butter. “I think we missed him somehow. Let’s head back,” was the mimed message.

At that same moment, Ketchum spotted a human form by the door, backlit by the full moon. Raising his pistol, he took aim, but then stopped short. This shape outlined against the inky blackness… this silhouette had quite a shapely figure. Stunned, he just stood for a moment, observing the stranger bend, walk, move… finally realizing he had been watching Terri, his former captive. “What a fucking idiot, bringing his wife,” he hissed.

Suddenly, his mind began to whir with activity. She was his ticket to freedom, Blackjack realized. With a gun to his wife’s head, Bishop wouldn’t have any choice but to back down. “My, my, my… the possibilities are… intriguing
,” he whispered, a sinister smile turning up the corners of his lips.

Ketchum charged, now unconcerned about the noise his footfalls were making. He had to get the woman. She meant his deliverance.

Terri was waiting by the door, drinking in the fresh, country air. Between the smell of the place and Bishop taking his own sweet time finding Blackjack, she had developed a headache and wanted nothing more than to get this night over with.

Terri recognized the rhythmic swish of a runner, realizing a second later that the sound was streaming toward her. She whirled around, pivoting to get eyes on the source. Her entire body froze, her brain paralyzed with shock, having realized Blackjack’s leering face was boring in on her.

Overwhelming panic gripped Terri’s mind, the man who had raped and tortured her just feet away from her position. A dozen horrific images flashed through her brain, her pulse skyrocketing.

That moment of hesitation cost her, the single nanosecond of disorientation having to be processed before her body could respond to the threat. She wasn’t going to make it. The barrel was rising too slowly. She squinted, sure Ketchum’s massive girth was about to bowl her over.

Out of nowhere, Butter’s oversized frame appeared, the big man slamming into Ketchum’s charge like a missile intercepting its target.

Striking low, Butter’s shoulder collided with Ketchum just above the waist, knocking the crime lord to the ground in a brutal, bone-crushing tackle.

Rolling across the floor, the two behemoths separated. Butter had the element of surprise but was weighted down with a heavy pack and rifle. Both men scrambled to reach their feet. Blackjack was the first man standing.

A vicious kick shot out toward Butter’s head, the blow glancing off his temple but transferring enough energy to make the big kid stagger backward.

His adversary dazed and wobbling, Ketchum saw his opportunity and went in for the kill shot. Intent to permanently put down the challenger, he charged at Butter with a primeval growl fueled by resolve and grit. He was bigger, stronger, faster, and more skilled than anyone he had ever met. He was Blackjack Jones… and had beaten or killed bikers, crooks, pimps, and thieves.

Throwing a powerful punch, Ketchum was surprised when his blow met nothing but thin air. His eyes spread wide in bewilderment, as his arm seemed to be caught in some sort of vise, unable to move.

Ducking under the strike, Butter had stepped into the man and caught his flaying wrist as it tried to recover from the miss. With both of his thick arms, the former wrestler pulled down and twisted on Ketchum’s elbow.

A howl of agony and surprise came from Ketchum’s throat, his arm feeling as if it were being torn from his body. Before he could recover, Butter pivoted his hips, threw his thigh into his victim’s leg, and flipped the 300-pound criminal over his back.

After doing a complete summersault in the air, Ketchum landed hard, a whoosh of air escaping from his lungs. He sensed, more than saw, Butter above him, and in a last, desperate effort, kicked with both legs.

One of his boots caught Butter in the stomach, the big kid thrown backward by the blow. As he staggered to regain his balance, a shadow appeared above the still-prone Blackjack.

Terri swooped in, her weapon high in the air. With a strength born of terror, she struck down at Blackjack’s head, butt-stroking her nemesis with all her might.

Her stock slammed into Ketchum so hard that his head bounced on the ground when it hit the earth. In a blur, Terri raised the rifle and prepared for another blow with a fury that seemed determined to turn his head into mush.

As she released on a downward thrust, Bishop’s hand caught the weapon and stopped her cold. “We’ve got him,” he whispered. “He’s done.”

“No!” she growled, her eyes brimming with rage. She tried again to strike the unconscious man at her feet but couldn’t overcome Bishop’s grip.

“It’s over,” her husband whispered. It took several seconds before Terri began breathing, even more time passing before she let loose of her carbine. She started crying, hot tears running down her cheeks as Bishop drew her close to him.

For several minutes, the couple just stood there, sobs racking Terri’s frame as the floodgate of emotion in her core opened.

“He raped me,” she finally said in Bishop’s ear. “I… I… couldn’t bring myself to tell you before.”

“I know,” Bishop replied softly, his mouth less than an inch from her ear. “I’ve known for a long time, and I love you just the same.”

She tried to push away, both hands on his chest, wanting to see his eyes. “You really knew? Diana tried to tell me that you did, but I just couldn’t believe her.”

“I figured it out. That’s why I set this all up… why Nick and I headed to New Orleans. This bag of human waste needed to go down… to be out of your life forever.”

As if on cue, Blackjack moaned at their feet, his movement causing Terri to jump back. Horror filled her eyes as she leapt away, her chest heaving up and down as she drew in the air. She turned and ran out the doorway, holding her midsection as if she was going to wretch.

Bishop nodded to Butter, “Follow her… but don’t get too close. Give her time and space.”

His beloved wife’s reaction caused Bishop’s wrath to boil over, a savage kick lashing out at Ketchum’s ribs. “Tie him up,” Bishop ordered Grim, his anger straining the limits of his control. “Secure both his hands and legs.”
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The device was called an engine hoist, a configuration of steel bars, hydraulic cylinders, and thick straps. It looked a little like a miniature crane and served the same basic purpose. Its intended use was to allow mechanics to lift heavy motors out of any vehicle. Bishop had noticed the contraption during their search for Blackjack. Now, the bound man was hanging in midair, his 300-pound frame barely testing the stout mechanism.   

A second barnyard find was nearby, Bishop smiling when Grim’s flashlight had crossed this specific piece of equipment.

Reaching into his blow-out bag, Bishop produced a capsule of smelling salts. Snapping the glass tube, he waved the stimulant under Blackjack’s nose.

With a snort and moan, the prisoner shook his head. “What the hell,” he croaked, trying to move his limbs. Bishop was patient, standing next to Ketchum, letting the cobwebs clear.

When sure that his captive’s vision and mind were finally realigned, Bishop began to speak to the dangling man. “This is a Vermeer model 935 commercial wood chipper, complete with a Perkins 50-horsepower diesel engine,” he began, pointing toward the same machine Ketchum had used to shred Terri’s shirt while parked outside Angel’s Porch, and repeating the criminal’s exact words. “Have you ever seen one of these babies in action?”

Blackjack’s eyes opened wide, his throat emitting a pitiful groan.

Smiling widely, Bishop continued to quote Ketchum’s next words from the day that now seemed like a lifetime ago. “This is used this to clean up unwanted branches and timber as trees are harvested from the forest. It’s cheaper to shred all the scraps to tiny bits, and they eventually fertilize the soil. This particular model can handle branches up to eighteen inches in diameter. Here, let me show you.”

Moving to the control panel, Bishop started the diesel engine and then watched Blackjack’s face as the cutting blades began to whirl just inches from his head. “Noooooo!” Ketchum screamed. “Please… no… please… I’ll do anything!”

Bishop marched back to stand beside his adversary and said, “I’m not sure what to do about you, Mr. Blackjack. I can’t decide whether to put you in feet first… or head first. What was it you said about my wife? How were you going to make that decision when you fed her to this very wood chipper?”

Bishop then leaned close, wanting to make sure Ketchum could hear his voice clearly over the noisy machine. “I know what my wife would say, you low-life piece of filth. She would tell me to feed you to that machine nice and slow. She would want you to feel it eating every inch of your body. She would clap and cheer with joy as your manhood, the weapon you used against her, was sliced and shredded into scraps of bloody meat.”

Without waiting for a response, Bishop moved to the hoist, pushing Ketchum closer to the mouth of the chipper. “Nooooo!” he screamed again.

Moving back to the straps securing Blackjack’s carcass, Bishop spun the man around so that his boots were just above the gaping mouth of the chipper.

A puddle formed under Ketchum’s dangling body, a stream of yellow urine dripping from his pants.

Returning to stand next to the condemned man, Bishop pushed down on Blackjack’s legs so that his boots touched the lip of the machine.

Feeling the vibrations through his feet, Ketchum tried desperately to pull his legs away from the churning blades. White froth spewed from his lips, his eyeballs rolling wildly in his head. A series of short, jerking spasms shook the man’s body. Then, after arching his back, he screeched in pain, a most unnatural sound, followed by a his torso stiffening into an odd position. Afterward, Ketchum’s body went ragdoll limp.

Bishop stood and studied his captive for several seconds. Odd, animal sounds were coming from the prisoner’s throat, his eyes unable to focus, his tongue hanging from the corner of his lips. There was bloody spittle drooling from his mouth. Yet, Blackjack still breathed. A seizure? A stroke? The Texan’s shoulders slumped as he exhaled a full chest of air.

Walking calmly to the chipper, Bishop hit a red button and waited motionlessly as the machine whined to a stop.

As he stood there studying Blackjack’s face, Terri appeared at his side, her pistol drawn and pointing at the man who had caused her so much pain.

“Terri… stop,” Bishop said calmly. “We’re not judge and jury. We’re not executioners. Trust me, blowing his brains out isn’t going to make you feel any better.”

“I think it will make me feel pretty damn good,” she hissed, moving the barrel of her pistol against Ketchum’s temple and cocking the hammer.

“Don’t do it,” Bishop replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “This is over. Ketchum is going to dangle from the end of a rope, after
 a trial by a jury of his peers. I will stand beside you and cheer on his last breath if you want. I’ll uncork a bottle of champagne to celebrate if it will make you happy, but that’s the way this must go down. The woman I love, deep down inside, knows what I’m saying is true. End this the right way. Honor what we stand for.”

“Are you going to stop me?” she asked, her eyes never leaving Ketchum’s empty gaze, her grip so tight on the pistol the barrel vibrated from her exertion.

“No,” he sighed, then confessed, “I hate him almost as much as you do. It was all I could do not to kill him myself.”

“Will you still love me if I blow him away, right here, right now?”

“Yes, of course… always. Unconditionally,” he replied.

For nearly a minute, Bishop wasn’t sure what his wife was going to do. She didn’t breathe, blink, or show any outward emotion. Only her eyes gave away the rage and pain that boiled inside of her soul. That, and the white knuckled grip on the unwavering 9-millimeter pistol in her hand.

Then, in a flash, she raised her weapon and exhaled. “You’re right.”

Without another word, she pivoted and made for the door. Bishop was pretty sure she was going to find a quiet place to wretch.

With purpose, he strolled outside where Grim and Kevin were waiting. “Get him down,” the Texan said, turning to face his friends. “This is over. Let’s take what’s left of him to Marshal Plummer, and let justice be served.”

Kevin seemed relieved, Grim showing disappointment. “Are you sure?” the old contractor asked. “I found a water hose… we could spray all the gore off that chipping machine to hide the evidence and be done with this. The rats would surely enjoy a feast of Blackjack sausage.”

Grunting, Bishop said, “While I like the visual, it’s not going to happen. Get him down, tie him up, and we’ll drop his worthless carcass off at the marshal’s office on the way through Forest Mist.”

Bishop watched them move to execute his wishes for a moment and then continued to the main office building. He was only mildly surprised to find his wife waiting there. Terri was sitting on a step, Butter standing a diligent watch beside her.

Turning to the Butter, Bishop said, “Go cut Blackjack’s two bimbos loose. Tell them to get the hell out of Texas and never come back.”

“You got it, boss,” the big man responded, turning to enter the office building where they were holding Ketchum’s female accomplices.

Reaching down to comfort his wife, Bishop said, “You did the right thing back there. I know that more than anything in this world, you wanted to destroy him.”

Looking up with sad eyes, Terri said, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what he did to me, Bishop. I… I just couldn’t. It’s the only time in our lives together that I haven’t been completely open and honest with you.”

He sat down beside her and gently took her hand. “It’s okay. We’re okay. It’s all over. I love you now more than ever, and I always will.”

“I want you to know that I couldn’t be sure,” she sniffed, somehow needing to confess. “He knocked me out cold, and I guess I desperately wanted to believe it didn’t happen. That’s also the reason why I didn’t blow a hole in his skull back there… I just couldn’t be sure.”

He squeezed her hand and tried to look for a silver lining, “At least you didn’t have to suffer through the physical act of his violation. I suppose that’s a positive, even if a small one.”

“When I woke up, naked on the floor, I wanted to die, Bishop,” she continued, telling him what happened with her boot laces and how close she had come to committing suicide. “I was such a coward,” she cried. “I couldn’t face you or the rest of my life knowing he had violated me.”

“But you didn’t do it,” he said softly. “You are strong. You didn’t kill yourself. You walked out of that cell with your head high. Hunter and I are glad. Now, we can spend the rest of our lives knowing your love.”

The door behind them opened, Ketchum’s two companions stepping onto the porch, Butter’s towering frame behind them. Both seemed relieved that they weren’t going to be slaughtered.

“Take whatever vehicles you used to get here and leave,” Bishop directed in an emotionless monotone. “Let all of Ketchum’s friends know that he’s bound for the hangman’s noose. If I ever see you again, you’ll join him in hell. Is that clear?”

Both women nodded vigorously and then started to walk away.

After only a few steps, one of them turned and came back toward Bishop and his wife. With a trembling voice, she said, “I want you to know something,” looking directly at Terri. “I overheard someone say that you thought Ketch raped you. I wanted you to know that he didn’t.”

“What?” she snapped, standing to her feet in a rush. “What are you talking about?”

“That day at the old furniture factory… when he knocked you out. He ordered me to go into your room and remove your clothing. Ketchum was like that, always fucking with people’s heads. It was wrong that he hit you. I felt terrible because you were bleeding, and I know firsthand how bad that hurts. But he never raped you.”

Terri, dazed and confused, wanted so desperately to believe what the woman was saying, but couldn’t. “You’re lying. I could smell him all over me… You’re making this up!”

Shrugging, the woman remained unphased by Terri’s outburst. “You have a birthmark right here,” she said, pointing to her own thigh. “It’s shaped like a heart. When I was pulling off your jeans, I noticed it and thought it was pretty… a natural little tattoo. Anyway, I thought you would want to know.”

Without another word, she pivoted and hustled off to catch up with her friend.

Terri flopped back down on the step, her legs unable to support her weight. As Bishop wrapped his arm around her, her body began shaking with uncontrollable sobs.

“You okay?” Bishop asked, confused by her reaction, yet trying to be sympathetic.

She didn’t answer for several minutes, her head buried in her hands as the tears flowed.

Eventually, the tears slowed, and she regained control. After a bit, Terri sniffed and looked at Bishop. “I don’t know what to believe,” she whispered. “Everything in my head is a jumbled, muddy mess.”

“I believe her,” he smiled, watching the two gals walk away under Butter’s watchful eye. “Let’s go home.”

“You think she’s telling the truth? Really?” Terri asked, hope returning to her eyes.

“I think that beauty mark is pretty too,” he grinned. “And it does look like a precious, little heart. How would she have known about it if she was lying?”

Terri could think of a hundred reasons why Ketchum’s whore would know about her birthmark. That sick bastard could have been bragging about his conquest. She could have come in after he had finished. Hell, Blackjack could have even made her watch his dastardly act.

Sensing exactly what was going through his wife’s mind, Bishop repeated his statement of faith. “I believe her. She had no reason to lie. If you want, I can have Butter bring her back, and we can put her under a bright light and make her confess?” he teased.

“But… but…” Terri stammered, and then stopped. Grim and Kevin were approaching.

“Ready when you are, boss. The prisoner didn’t give us any trouble.”

Flashing a genuine smile for the first time in weeks, a hint of the old Terri, the woman Bishop had always known and loved, appeared in her eyes. “Then it’s finally over,” she sighed. “This chapter is done. Let’s get out of here.”

Epilogue

Bishop shaded his eyes from the sun, jealous of his wife’s wide-brimmed hat. It was hot and humid, without even a hint of a breeze. Worse yet, the button-down collar on the dress shirt Terri had demanded that he wear was driving him nuts.

As he scanned the courthouse lawn, Bishop noticed that many of the attendees were fanning themselves. He yearned for a piece of paper to move the stagnant air.

Row after row of folding chairs had been erected, most of them with complete with black, stenciled letters that said, “Forest Mist First Baptist Church,” across the back. Every seat was taken, occupied by men in their best suits and women wearing bright spring colors and Easter hats. It was an important day, and no one in the East Texas town wanted to miss the ceremony.

The brass band wasn’t half bad, Bishop acknowledged, although he would have probably enjoyed the music a bit more if he had been sitting in the shade. The cup of lemonade he had purchased earlier from a makeshift stand had been perfect, cold and refreshing, and just the right combination of sweet and bitter.

Diana finally appeared on the stage, which was really a repurposed semi-trailer with wooden steps and the podium from the same church that had supplied the chairs. Someone had done a nice job painting the red and blue banners that worked like a skirt around the platform. The Alliance flag, with its proud single star, hung from everything that stood still, complemented by dozens of red and blue streamers and bundles of multi-colored balloons.

Seated on the stage were two rows of dignitaries, Bishop noting both Allison and Carlie in attendance. He was happy the B&B’s owner was making a full recovery. Diana had tried to get Bishop and Terri to join the special guests, but the couple from West Texas had declined, both uncomfortable with the limelight these days.

They watched as Diana gave her speech, a rousing oration touting the first steps of the Alliance’s new immigration law, named after Nathan Hill. She described the policy, a new enforcement department, and a series of programs to help new arrivals to the Lone Star Nation become oriented while at the same time keeping criminal and other undesirable elements from flooding the recovering territory.

Bishop was especially impressed by how the council proposed to pay for the new plan. Critical public works projects and infrastructure repairs would be performed by those entering Texas as part of their orientation. In turn, the funds that would have been spent on bridges, dams, schools, and other critical resources would be repurposed to pay for border enforcement, job training, and other necessary, bureaucratic overhead.

“Forest Mist and the issues endured by this community were the catalysts for this new legislation,” Diana had stated. “The experiences here, as well as several other border areas, served as a blueprint to the council’s solution to the difficult problems we all face.”

She went on to say that Texas had been founded by immigrants, and that the very fabric of the Lone Star Nation had been strengthened by the diversity of culture, race, and religion that they all enjoyed. “We want immigration. We need immigration, but it must be controlled, policed, and performed in such a way that the lives of our citizens are enhanced and improved. Our borders cannot be open any longer. We must control who we invite into our homes, businesses, and communities.”

All in all, Bishop thought hers was a good speech, and that the new regulations and programs offered potential. Diana, as with all good politicians, had done a commendable job walking the middle of a controversial road and still had created a fair answer to a problem that had existed long before the fall of society. The people of Forest Mist, including their newly assimilated citizens, seemed thrilled with the direction the Alliance was taking.

After the speech was over, the couple meandered their way backstage. After exchanging hugs and kisses with the Alliance’s highest elected official, Diana leaned in close to Terri and prodded, “Have you told him yet?”

Flushing red with embarrassment, Terri’s face answered the question before she mumbled, “No… I was waiting… but I guess now is as good a time as any.”

“Told me what?” Bishop smiled, hoping his wife had something special planned for later in the evening.

The two women exchanged knowing glances, happy to be in on an exclusive a secret.

Finally, peering up at her soulmate with adoring eyes, Terri announced, “I’m pregnant.”

THE END
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