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Chapter 1

Jackson Michigan

Friday Afternoon

The sound of gunfire was sparse and echoed in the distance as smoke billowed from multiple fires burning throughout the town of Jackson.  The battle had ended several hours ago, and the invaders wore the gleeful appearance of the victor of a hard-fought battle.  Now it was time to take the spoils of war, and by spoils of war, this meant only one thing to these invaders: females.  

Virgil had been watching them from a hidden perch as the invaders rounded up prisoners of all ages.  There was nothing he could do but watch them.  He was eighty-three years old, too old to do much of anything and too stubborn to leave when he had the chance.  The electronics geek had been monitoring the radio traffic from the Shadow Patriots throughout the battle.  

His friend, Nick Nordell, had even reached out to him knowing the old man was listening in, but he refused the offer to leave.  Nordell didn’t push it because the old man was well prepared to take care of himself, despite his age. 

The white-haired old man with scruffy whiskers had been Nordell’s industrial arts teacher in high school and had suggested he join the Marines.  Just as he had done as a young man.  He was proud of Nordell’s career and had loved it when he came back home to Jackson.  Nordell had always made time to go visit with him.  This meant a lot to him because he had been pretty much a loner for the last ten years since his wife died.  He didn’t have a lot of visitors, so it was always a treat to spend time with Nordell whom he considered to be like a son.

The scruffy old man watched while a few of the invaders took turns raping a girl probably not older than eighteen.  His blood boiled as the bastards stripped away her clothes and held her to the ground.  The scene reminded him of the atrocities of war he had experienced while serving with the Marines in Korea.  

He’d witness a similar scene when his squad entered a village that was being pillaged.  Only then, he was able to do something about it and they shot the bastards dead.  The poor peasant girl was too shocked even to be grateful and ran off thinking they were going to do the same thing.  The weak and innocent were always the victims of war, and there wasn’t much you could do to change it.  

Virgil couldn’t take it anymore and turned his head from the scene.  He had the will but no longer the ability.  His body too decrepit to do anything for the girl in the street, but wanted to help at least someone.  

He’d been observing the activities of the invaders for the past few hours after sneaking into the former energy building.  He had been waiting across the street and watched them clear the building.  After they left, he had driven his golf cart into the parking garage and climbed the stairs to the top floor, which had taken every ounce of strength he had left.  The struggle was worth it though, because he had a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the town.

Across the street, the building Nordell had been shooting from was still burning, but barely.  The flames had jumped across the alley and torched the adjoining building, but it had ended there.  

On the other side of the street, the invaders had brought buses into the parking lot and began loading them with the prisoners they had rounded up.  

Virgil was surprised at how many they had captured.  Looking through his binoculars, he was able to recognize some of them.  He swallowed hard when children came into view knowing what their fate was going to be.  It didn't matter if they were girls or boys, they'd all be used over and over. 

Virgil turned and left the elaborate office he’d been holing up in to go check out the east side of town. He was interested in getting over to the hospital.  The battle there had been fierce, and he wanted to check for survivors.  

The trek down the long, carpeted hallway seemed to take forever for the old man.  He finally reached an office he had been using earlier.  He peered through the binoculars toward the hospital.  He scanned the area finding no invaders.  They had moved all the vehicles that had been brought to the downtown area.  

He checked the back streets he would use to get to the hospital and found them clear.  He kept looking around thinking it was a stupid move to leave the safety of the building, but he was growing anxious.  His mind wouldn’t allow him to do nothing.  Hopefully, his body would comply with the mind’s wishes or at least some of them. 

After twenty minutes of descending the staircase, Virgil finally made it to the parking garage.  The golf cart was still there and hadn’t been disturbed.  He hopped on and fought to control his excitement.  The last thing he needed was to overexert himself and bring on the big heart attack.  He wasn't in the greatest of shape and had experienced a minor heart attack a few years ago.  The last thing he needed was to overdo himself and bring on the big one.

He wound down the three levels and came around the corner.  Up ahead were a couple of dead bodies.  He turned the steering wheel and headed over to them.  They were both local guys who had been fighting with Nordell.  He recognized one but not the other.  He reached down and grabbed the two Colt M4 carbine rifles.  He had already picked one up but figured a couple more wouldn’t hurt to have and threw them in the back.

Leaving the parking garage, he floored the pedal to make a mad dash across the Grand River and up Washington Street.  He didn’t bother to inspect the dead behind the barrier that had been blown up with a rocket-propelled grenade.  The poor bastards hadn't stood a chance against such a weapon.  

He did get to sneer as he passed by the dead invaders that were lying in pools of their own blood.  Quite a few of them had perished from Nordell’s attack with the SAW. 

Virgil scooted across Michigan Avenue to the hospital.  The building was pockmarked with bullet holes.  Most of the windows were blown out or riddled with holes.  The dead were strewn throughout the parking lot and would soon be stinking to high heaven.  

He headed over to the Emergency Room and found the entrance had been blown out, which allowed him to drive his cart right inside.  He came upon the bodies of  Michael and Edith Williamson.  The old couple had been shot where they sat embracing each other while accepting their fate.  Virgil clenched his fist.  He had known them both since childhood and had gone to school with them. 

He let his foot off the pedal and stared at them for a few moments.  He then turned to the nursing station where Sandy laid dead in her seat.  She had been an excellent nurse and had taken care of him on more than one occasion.  

He took a deep breath and moved down the wide hallway, which not only smelled like death but also looked like it with the number of bodies lying around.  The dead consisted of friend and foe.  

He moved through all the hallways searching for survivors.  He parked the cart by the stairwell and grabbed his flashlight.  He turned it on and started up the steps.  The steps had a shorter rise which allowed for an easier climb than the energy building.  Reaching the second floor, he opened the door and started down the hallway noticing this floor hadn’t escaped significant damage either.  

A piece of the wall had been blown out into the hall which made it difficult to pass through.  He peered into the room and spotted a couple of mangled bodies.  One was in bed while the other still held onto his weapon.  A layer of gray dust covered them and most of the room.  With all the bullet holes it must have been a hell of a gunfight, so much so, that the enemy had blown it all to hell with a grenade.  He stood still and stared at them.  He didn’t recognize them, but knew they were Shadow Patriots.  The one must have been trying to help his wounded friend to evacuate.  

A slight movement in the hall made his heart skip a beat.  His hand shook as he pulled out his Ruger SR1911 from its holster and pointed it down the hall.


 


Chapter 2

Another sound made Virgil jerk his head around.  His chin trembled as he stood petrified straining his ears.  A soft groan broke the stillness and then another movement.  It was coming from underneath the blown-out wall.  Someone was under it.  Virgil scooted over with his pistol leading the way.  He tried to look under but couldn’t see anything.  He climbed over the debris to the other end and found a pair of brown laced boots sticking out from underneath the downed slab of wall.

Whoever it was, wasn’t a threat, so he holstered his Ruger and fell to his knees. He started to pull away some of the broken pieces of drywall uncovering blue jeans.  His excitement rose knowing someone survived the battle. Tearing apart the larger pieces of the wall was a challenge for the old man and the going was slow.  The more broken pieces he pulled, the more he eyed the wounded man.  It was like peeling the wrapping off a present.  The more you pulled away, the more you were able to determine what the gift was.  The man had a backpack on and wore a dark jacket.  Virgil looked under and found a wheelchair resting on its side.  The guy must have been coming with the wheelchair to move the other guy out of there.  He stood up and leaned against the wall to brace himself as he lifted the last broken piece.  He pushed from underneath it and heaved with every ounce of strength he had left.  A section broke apart throwing drywall dust in the air.  Virgil threw it to the side.  

A shot of energy raced through him as he stared at long dirty-blonde hair.  This was no man.  It was Reese.  The girl who fought.  He had wanted to meet her and the other one, but never got a chance.  He’d heard the stories of their exploits and was enthralled by them.  He was old school and didn’t think women should fight but was changing his mind when he heard about the two girls.

She was covered in a thin layer of drywall dust making her dirty-blonde hair appear white.  Virgil knelt down and started to undo the straps from the backpack.  She moaned in response.

“It’s okay, honey.  I’m here to help you.  Okay?  Let me get your backpack off ya.”

She made a slight nodding movement.

Virgil reached across her and undid the strap.  He slid the bag off but then noticed another strap.  

“Her damn weapon.  She’s been laying on it this whole time,” he thought.

The long hair covered her face, so he reached down to brush it away but found it matted together with dried blood.  He pulled it away, and Reese coughed a couple of times.  

Virgil wasn’t sure what the extent of her injuries were, but it appeared she had only a head injury.  

“Are you hurt anywhere?” he asked her.

“I’m…I’m…thirsty.”

“I’ll bet you are,” Virgil replied as he rummaged through her backpack to find a full bottle of water.  “Can you move?”

Reese moved her hands and legs trying to roll over. 

Virgil grabbed her waist and pulled as she struggled to roll over on her back.  Her face was dirty and had dried blood on the right side. Her hair was a mess and had strands sticking out in all directions.

“Let’s get this thing off of you, honey,” Virgil said as he undid the sling on her M4 and pulled the weapon away.  “Can you sit up?”

She held out her left hand.  Virgil grabbed it and pulled her into an upright position. 

She blinked a few times while trying to focus. “Do I…do I…know you?” 

“No.  We’ve never met, honey, but I know who you are.”

“You do?” 

“Yes.”

“So, we’re not…uhm…we’re not…like, friends?”

“No, but I know your friends.  Here, take a sip of water,” said Virgil holding a water bottle to her lips.  He tilted it slightly to help her take a few sips. 

Reese looked around the hallway. “Was there…uhm…a...ah...accident?”

“Sort of,” said Virgil not wanting to get her agitated.  

“Do…do I know you?” Reese asked again forgetting she had already asked him.

Not only was she slurring her speech, but also she was also repeating herself, which is common with anyone who has experienced a traumatic head injury.  They lose short-term memory and ask the same questions, over and over.  She has a concussion, but how severe, Virgil couldn’t tell.  

“No, you don’t know me but I’m a friend, and I’m here to help you.”

“Was there some kind of accident?”

“Yes, there was.  Now can you tell me your name?”

Reese scoffed thinking it was a stupid question until she couldn’t come up with an answer.  Besides the ringing in her ears, a fog swirled around her mind.  Her face grimaced in frustration.  It was right on the tip of her tongue, but for some reason, she couldn’t form the word.  She gripped her wrist and squeezed it while taking a deep breath.  She held it for a few seconds before exhaling, which finally released the answer.  

“I’m Reese…I’m Reese Saxby.”

“That’s right, Reese.  Good girl.  Here, take another sip of water,” said Virgil holding the bottle to her mouth again.  She drank in more water than before and stopped when it started dribbling out of the sides of her mouth.  

“Atta girl,” said Virgil still unsure how alert she was.  “Do you know who the Shadow Patriots are?”

Reese’s eyes were blank, so Virgil decided on a better question.  He heard about her love interest with Cole Winters and hoped this would help her.

“Do you know who Cole Winters is?”

Reese’s eyes lit up.  A warm, comforting sensation ran through her that she didn’t understand, but assumed it was because he was important to her.  Was he her father?  It made sense and felt right.  He must be my father.  She was about to answer when Cole’s face appeared to her.  His unassuming manner always affected her, and the sensation grew warmer the more she thought about him.  His bright eyes were smiling at her, and it began to clear the fog from her mind.  Cole Winters wasn’t her father.  She hated her father ever since he had abandoned her.  No, Cole was more than that. Then it hit her.

She looked up at Virgil with a determined look.  “He’s my boyfriend.”

Virgil smiled.  “Good.  That’s good.”  

“Do you know what town you’re in?”

Reese struggled to come up with an answer, but couldn’t, and grew frustrated.  

Virgil recognized the agitation.  “Don’t worry.  It’ll come back to you.  Just take it easy.”

She looked at him blankly.  “Do I know you?”

“No, you don't, but I'm here to help you.”

He put a hand on her right shoulder intending to give her a reassuring pat.  She winced at his touch.  Concerned about additional injuries, he suggested she remove her jacket.  He helped her slide the dusty black nylon jacket off her shoulders.  As it came off her right shoulder, it exposed a purplish yellow bruise, which matched the yellow spaghetti-strapped cami she was wearing.  

Once they had the jacket off, the size of the bruise became apparent.  It covered most of the shoulder and came down the upper part of the chest.  No wonder she winced at his touch.  

Virgil surmised the blown-out wall must have thrown her against the opposite one.  The wall absorbed most of the concussion before blowing into the hallway.  She was lucky in a way, certainly, more fortunate than the two inside the room. 

Thankfully, the wheelchair, even though it was folded, propped the wall up just enough to keep most of the weight off her while keeping her hidden underneath it.  She must have been there the whole time the hospital was under attack.  Good thing too, otherwise, she’d be a prisoner like all the other females who didn’t or couldn’t leave.

Reese's eyes grew wide at the sight of the bruise.  She then pulled on the top of her cami.  “Oh, my…it goes down my boob.”  She then looked over at her left shoulder where a big dark reddish area with a chunk of meat missing and held together with stitches.  “Oh God…that’s…that’s even more disgusting.”

Virgil examined the exposed bullet wound figuring it was a couple of weeks old.  It still had yellowish pus around it with little scabbing.  He saw a white gauze bandage in the sleeve of her jacket and grabbed it. 

“Let’s put this back on, honey.”

“Did that…did that just happened?”

“No.  It’s at least a couple of weeks old.  You don’t remember how you got that?”

Reese stared at it while he put the bandage back on.  She looked up at him.  “Was I…in...in…” she paused trying to come up with the rest of the question.  “an accident?”

“Something like that.”

“I…I must be accident prone then.”

“Maybe so, honey.  Does your head hurt?”

She paused, thinking.  “I’m dizzy…and…my ears are, like, ringing.  I can’t think too good.  And pretty sure…I’m…pretty sure…I’m talking like I’m drunk…but…I don’t think, I’ve never been drunk…before.  Wai, wait, that didn’t sound right.  Have you?  Have you been drunk before?”

Virgil tried to stifle a smile but couldn’t.  As severe as her situation was, she was providing a certain level of levity.

“Are you laughing at me?”

“No, I’m not, but you do sound drunk.”

Reese thought for a moment.  “But…I don’t drink.”

“You remember that then?  That’s good.”

“Yeah…yeah…I’ve never been drunk before.”

“See, you’ll remember more.  So, don’t rush yourself.”

Reese lifted her hand to her head.  “My head.  I got a pain here…oh…what is that…it feels gross.”  

Her fingers squeezed the crunchy dried blood in the strands of her hair.  She moved her bloodstained hand away and flinched when she saw it.  

Virgil gently put his hand on her chin to turn her head sideways showing a large patch of dried blood.  He reached up and gingerly touched her head and felt a bump figuring this was where her head hit the wall.  There was a small clotted laceration. 

Size didn’t matter with a scalp cut, because even small ones bled like a stuck pig making it appear worse than it was.  She was lucky her shoulder took the brunt of the blow instead of her head.  Had her head taken a direct hit with that much force, then she’d more than likely be dead.

“You were hit on the head, but it stopped bleeding.”

She didn't respond.

Virgil wasn’t sure how much she was comprehending.  He’d experienced a head trauma before and remembered hearing people speak, but it resembled a dream making it a challenge to process anything. 

She was dehydrated, so he gave her more water hoping to clear up some of her fuzziness.  It was a hot day, and this hallway was exceptionally hot.  As thin as her jacket was, it didn’t help to have it on underneath all the debris.  

She took larger sips of water and looked around assessing her surroundings but still wasn’t making sense of it.  

Virgil wanted to get her out of there and bring her back to his place but would have to wait until it got dark.  There was no sense in exposing themselves if it wasn’t necessary.  The cover of darkness and the quiet golf cart would give him safe passage.  He’d come prepared for it by bringing his pair of Night Star Optics night vision goggles.  He had the generation one NVG’s for some time now along with plenty of other equipment he’d been hoarding.

“Ya think you can stand?” asked Virgil.

“I…I think…so.”

Virgil stood up and put his hands out.  “Now take it real slow.  You’ll get a head rush if you don't, so go slow.”

Reese grabbed his hands.  She bent her right leg and pulled on him.  Virgil steadied himself while pulling on her hands.  She stood up and immediately started to teeter.  Virgil wrapped his arms around her waist to prevent her from falling. 

“I gotcha.  Just hang on.”

“My left leg hurts…oh…damn it hurts.  And I’m so…so stiff.”

Virgil didn’t know the leg hurt from a bullet wound she’d received two weeks ago along with the injury on her arm.  He thought it was because of the wall slamming against her.  Regardless, he kept her steady as she regained her balance.  

Letting her lean against the wall, he removed her nylon holster, which held the Taurus 9mm she’d been using.  Virgil pulled the wheelchair out and moved it down the hall.  He then escorted Reese across the debris keeping her attention away from the two dead men inside the room.  There was no sense in getting her upset at the horrible sight. Right now, she needed rest while they waited until it got dark.  

Getting her into the wheelchair, he pushed it to another part of the hospital.  After helping her onto a bed, Virgil found a bottle of Motrin in her bag and gave her two tablets.  He then soaked a towel in water and gently washed all the dirt and blood off her face.  He would leave the matted hair for later when he could boil some hot water at his place.  

After eating a protein bar she had in her bag, she fell asleep within seconds of hitting the pillow.  Virgil grabbed her M4 and left the room to take up guard duty.  He hadn’t pulled guard duty in sixty years but hadn’t forgotten its importance.  There was no way he’d let anyone sneak up on them and take her.  

He had wanted to rescue at least one person, and his mind was on fire with the thought of helping this girl.  She was valuable to the Shadow Patriots and had been a big help in fighting off these invading bastards.  His pride at having this purpose was bubbling over, and the feeling was something he’d forgotten, which for a Marine was everything. 

Over the past ten years or so, he felt increasingly useless because he no longer had a purpose and began working on computers and electronics.  The loss of the electric grid didn’t slow him down.  If anything, it gave him a chance to work on a new project of self-sufficiency.  

He started collecting car and marine batteries, fixed up his old generator and put together some solar cells.  He even hoarded propane for his gas stove.  To say he was self-sufficient was an understatement. 

Since his wife died, he didn't associate with a lot of people and preferred tinkering to hanging out at a coffee shop discussing the weather. However, after seeing captured females being raped, his recluse days were over. He had decided to do whatever he could to help his fellow citizens.


 


Chapter 3

Iron River Wisconsin 

Winters walked up the grassy field toward the barn with Collette by his side.  They had just spied a pickup truck full of gang-bangers flying by them.  That added up to fifteen gang members looking for them and the supplies they brought from Canada.

Thankfully, Winters had decided to pull over to get some rest.  They had been driving all night after fighting in a gun battle.  With their energy drained, they desperately needed sleep. 

It had been a fortuitous move because little did they know they hadn’t killed all the gang-bangers.  Pulling over had saved them because the bad guys weren’t too far behind and would have eventually caught up to them.

The big question was what their next move should be.  Should they stay there and wait for the gang to leave or find an alternate route?  The only other way was to drive around Chicago, which would be a dangerous route.

Too many desperate people were still there disregarding the radiation from the dirty bombs that had been set off there months ago.  It was the last place he wanted to get anywhere close too with their valuable cargo.

While they had enough supplies to outlast the gang, Winters needed to get back to Jackson.  He’d been gone too long and had a strong sense of duty to get back to his men.  

He needed to get eyes on the gang before deciding his next move.  This step, of course, was fraught with danger as well.  He didn’t want to take a loaded truck but had no other ride. He also didn’t want to leave the girls behind in case something happened to him or them.  Not that it was too much of an issue because both girls had proved themselves quite capable.

The Canadians had given them a full day of training, which was more than some of his newer men had, and it proved to be quite handy.  They had kept their cool and killed Fowler, the idiot who kidnapped them.

That act alone took incredible courage and forethought.  To kill someone is never easy but to do it up close is even more difficult, and then to plan another attack was amazing.  Winters laughed to himself on that one.  Had he not figured out they were going to rush the truck he was driving; then he’d be dead right now.  It had been a brilliant “Divide and Conquer” strategy to allow the lead truck to get ahead of them before attacking.

Winters turned to Collette, with the spiky black hair and smiled at her.  She was the creative one and had just come up with a good plan of dividing the supplies and hiding the trucks.  Winters had already thought about doing that but was impressed she had the same mindset. 

They reached the barn where Laney was awake and eating a power bar.  Collette grabbed one and sat down next to her, while Winters reached inside the cab of his truck to grab the list of supplies Sergeant Armstrong had given him.  He started reading through to get an idea of what he had given them.  A rush of excitement flowed through him when he found that the sergeant had given him much more than requested. He took note of the amounts of fuel, food, and armament.

He sat down on the bumper and pulled out the map of the area.  They were approximately twenty miles west of Ashland, Wisconsin.  It wasn’t too big a town and since it was close to Canada was probably deserted.  Typically, you had an easy time finding a car to take, but they were usually out of gas, which wouldn’t be a problem as they could bring some with them.

He rose up and headed back outside.  He peered through the binoculars at the damaged house across the road.  It appeared a tornado had come through some time ago.  The grass was high, and a couple of trees were growing by the foundation.  Winters wondered if it had a basement and if so, was it dry?

He turned to the girls.  Both were sitting on a bale of hay eating their food.  “You girls up for a recon?”

“Always up for that,” said Laney.

“Where we going?” asked Collette.

“Across the road.  I wanna check out that house.”

“Cool,” said Collette.

The roof on the house was caved in with some parts of it missing.  They walked around back to where the yard sloped down into another field.  Winters found a steel basement door covered with weeds.  

“Just what I was hoping for,” said Winters.

“A basement?” asked Collette.

“Yep.  Give me a hand, guys.”

They pulled the weeds away and a long vine off the door.  Winters bent down to pull up on the door.  It took a couple of tugs before it creaked open.  He drew out a flashlight and moved down the steps.  A musky odor hit their nostrils as he reached the concrete floor.  A mattress and box spring leaned up against the wall, and a couple of empty storage cabinets sat on the far side.  Discarded lumber scattered around a workbench along with other miscellaneous items.  The one thing missing was standing water.  The dry floor would make this an ideal place to bring some of their supplies.  

“What do ya think, girls?”

“It’s perfect,” said Collette.  “Doesn’t look like anyone’s been down here in, like, forever.”

“How much do you, like, want to bring here?” asked Laney.

“At least one of the trucks,” said Winters.  “We’ll go ahead and mix up the supplies first then bring one of them down here.”

Laney clapped her hands.  “Well, then let's go.  Chop, chop.”

“Yes, ma’am,” grinned Winters.

“We're burning daylight,” said Laney.

“After you,” said Winters as he motioned his hand to the exit.  He waited for them to climb back up the stairs before sizing it up one more time.  There was enough junk down here to disguise the supplies in case someone did come down here.  The chance of that happening was slim because of all the abandoned houses throughout the Midwest.  Why go through a dilapidated house when there were plenty of nice ones to go through and loot? 

The girls raced across the road and back up to the barn with Laney beating Collette by a few seconds.  The light-brown haired Laney stood five-foot-two and was an inch shorter than the spiky- haired Collette who was artistic and more laid back than the sporty impatient Laney.  Regardless of their nature, neither one had to be told what to do next as they both tackled the job of emptying the trucks.  They piled the supplies in different sections before mixing them back together.  

Winters was excited to learn Sergeant Armstrong did indeed add a few surprises to this checklist.  He included more radios, grenades, fifteen M320's, more RPG’s and of course another launcher that he had already used earlier this morning.  He found the other suppressors and decided to equip the girls with them for tonight's mission.  One last gem that Armstrong had given them was a couple of drones.  Winters had high hopes of using them tonight once he found out Laney knew how to operate them. 

It took a few hours to reload the trucks, bring one across the street and unload it into the basement.  Afterward, Winters took great care to adjust the landscape to hide any signs of anyone disturbing it.  He then took the second truck up an old logging road that was on the opposite end of the field.  It went about a hundred yards into the woods.  He would leave the last truck in the barn and take the empty one tonight. 

By the time they were done, it was getting dark with clouds moving into the area.  Winters had taken what he thought they would need, which included plenty of fuel, food and weaponry.  

Winters powered up his night-vision goggles and pulled the empty moving van out of the field with Laney beside him and Collette riding shotgun.  He wished Nate was with them as he specialized in hot-wiring cars.  Hopefully, they’d be able to find something with keys in it.


 


Chapter 4

Grosse Pointe Michigan

As the late afternoon turned into evening, the last of the buses pulled away from the field across the street from the Ford Mansion.  The buses had been coming and going for the last hour bringing prisoners to Grosse Pointe.

As soon as they stepped off the bus, they were herded into separate groups.  The males to the west end of the ten-acre field and the females to the east.  They were then further categorized by age.  All the old people were escorted out of the area to one of the houses that bordered the field.  The young children stayed with their mothers, while the older children, boys, and girls were cordoned to their own area.  Aside from the crying of families being torn away from each other, there were few protests from the prisoners.  Colonel Khan had shown what happens to protesters by shooting the few who did put up a fight.  This had the desired effect of keeping the prisoners cooperative.  

Thomas walked behind Mordulfah and Wali across Lake Shore Road to the female end of the field.  He had been dreading this moment since Colonel Khan had left earlier this morning.  He had known, that if successful, then Mordulfah would be doing what he is about to do right now, refill his harem. 

Thomas had been upset with himself all day knowing he had made a dreadful mistake thinking he had more time to warn the Shadow Patriots.  He tried not to beat himself up over it, telling himself an early warning wouldn't have made too big of a difference.  

He could hear the crying even before he laid eyes on the prisoners.  It was about the only noise being made.  It reminded him of the eerie silence of a funeral.  It's a strange thing to see all these people sitting on the ground in silence.  That all changed when Colonel Khan turned around to greet Mordulfah.

“Your Highness,” bowed Khan.

“Colonel Khan,” smiled Mordulfah.  “Congratulations are in order.  You have my highest compliments.”

“Thank you, sir,” saluted Khan.

Thomas was taken aback by how excited Mordulfah was.  He usually kept his emotions in check but not now.  He was as giddy as a school girl.

“Allah be praised.  You have defeated our enemy,” said Mordulfah looking across the field at all the prisoners.

Thomas noticed a slight change in Khan's mannerisms.  

“Did you find Captain Winters?”

“No, your Highness.  We did kill a great many of his men though.”

Now Thomas understood the change in mannerisms.  Mordulfah's greatest desire was to have Captain Winters in chains.

“I see,” said Mordulfah. “That is most unfortunate.  How many of his men have you captured?” 

Khan hesitated for a moment before answering. “We have captured some fighters, but we're not sure how many of them are the Shadow Patriots.  We won't know until we interrogate them.”

Mordulfah didn't respond but only stared at Khan.

“We do, however, have many virgins for you,” said a nervous Khan pointing across the field to a group of girls huddled together.

The smile came back on Mordulfah's face.

“Come, let me show you,” said Khan.

They walked over toward the girls who were sitting on the grass.  As they approached, their guards ordered them to get on their feet.  The girls did as they were told and were lined up for Mordulfah to inspect.

Thirty-three girls ranging in ages of eleven to eighteen stood before him.  The small number surprised Thomas who expected a lot more, making him wonder where the rest of them were. 

“This is all of them?” asked Mordulfah, who was thinking the same thing.

“I have had reports of some of the men taking some for themselves,” said Khan. 

“Your men?”

“No, your highness.”

“Exactly how many prisoners do you have?”

“Rough estimates, several hundred with more coming in.”

“And only this small group of virgins.”

“Yes—we, of course, have older females and some young boys.  

“Enough for your men and the others.”

Khan nodded. 

“I also suspect Captain Vatter's men took some as well but can't say for sure.”

“Where is the good Captain?”

“I've not seen him since early this afternoon.”

“When will you finish the operations in Jackson.”

“At first light, we will be back in the city to search for more prisoners.  It will take us a couple of days to go through the whole town.”

Mordulfah paused thinking.  “If you catch any of the men holding females, I want you to bring them to me.”

“As you wish,” said Khan with a slight smile.

Mordulfah started pointing at the virgins he wanted and picked eight of the youngest ones.  “The rest of them are for you and your men, Colonel.  You've earned it.”

“Thank you,” bowed Khan.

“We will celebrate tonight.  Bring some of the elderly across the street, and we will take some heads.”

Thomas bit his lip, trying to imitate Mordulfah by controlling his emotions.  He was powerless to do anything and would have to bide his time for the right moment.  For now, watching the girls' sad expressions as they were being led across the street gave him a stomach cramp.  The older girls seem to know what was going to happen while the younger ones weren't sure.  They would soon find out as he had no doubt the youngest would be the first ones to be had by Mordulfah.


 


Chapter 5

Jackson Michigan

Friday Night

For the last five hours, Virgil had been pacing up and down the long empty hallways stopping in different rooms to glance out the windows for any of the invaders lurking around.  A couple of times a pickup drove to the north side of the hospital.  There was a residential area up there and more than likely they were still patrolling the neighborhoods looking for prisoners.  

While on patrol he rounded up some medical supplies to fill his first aid kit.  He also found a clean shirt and some flip-flops for Reese. 

He had checked on her several times and found she hadn’t moved but only turned her head to the side.  He hoped she would be more cognizant when it was time to go, which was fast approaching.  

Dusk was finally settling over the town of Jackson, and he was getting anxious to get back to his place.  It was three miles away and wouldn’t be a problem for the golf cart.  It had a full charge and was as quiet as a mouse.  With the night-vision goggles, he’d be able to sneak through the back streets and reach his place with little trouble. 

Once there he’d take her down to his basement where he had a hidden room with a single bed and a small bathroom.  For the last couple of weeks, he’d been preparing for this occasion by making sure all his batteries were fully charged.  He wouldn’t be able to use his generator, but between the rooftop solar cells and batteries, there would be just enough to give him the power they would need.  

He knew that at some point, the invasion would happen and there wouldn’t be much anyone could do about it.  Granted the Shadow Patriots bought them extra time and helped close to a thousand citizens evacuate, but he didn’t figure that would last much longer.  Now all the preparations he’d been making were going to be put to good use.

Virgil walked into where Reese was sleeping and sat on the edge of the bed.  Even though she was a dirty mess with scratches on her face and had an enormous purplish yellow bruise, she was a beautiful girl.  

Watching her breath, Virgil couldn’t help but think she was simply an innocent sweet girl.  Of course, this wasn’t the case, something he knew all too well.  He had heard about her awful time as a sex slave.  She had been chained to a bed probably similar to the one she laid in now.  

He scrunched his face and gritted his teeth at the thought of someone doing that to her or anyone else.  Unfortunately, this was happening right now, and it killed him knowing he couldn't do anything about it.  The least he could do was save this girl from the same fate.  He had the opportunity of doing something good for someone and he sure as hell wouldn’t fail her. 

He reached over and lifted her hand while whispering her name.  “Reese, honey, it’s time to wake up.”

It took another try before she opened her eyes.  They were blank and stared at him for a few moments.

“Do I know you?”

Virgil smiled wanting to put her at ease.  “Yes and no.”

She didn’t respond.

“Remember I helped you earlier and brought you here?”

Recognition came to her in pieces.  “Do I know your name?”

Virgil thought about it and remembered he never did tell her.  “My name is Virgil.”

“How long have I been here?”

“About five hours.  How are you feeling?”

“My shoulder hurts, and I’m...I'm...in, like, a fog and my ears are ringing.”

“Do you know why you’re here?”

Her eyes darted around trying to remember.  “I was in some kind of an accident, I think.”

Virgil was satisfied with her progress.  She was no longer repeating the same questions, so that was a good sign, but she still couldn’t remember much.  By morning, she’d be in much better shape, at least he hoped so.

“Listen, we need to leave here and go to my place.”

“Why?”

“It’s not safe here.”

“It’s not?  Why?”

“There are some bad men here trying to catch pretty girls like yourself.”

This seemed to hit a nerve, and her facial expression turned sour.

“I have a golf cart downstairs that will get us out of here quietly.”

Virgil handed her the bottle of water and had her take another Motrin.  After helping her put her jacket on, he steadied her as she got off the bed.  Her movements were slow, and she struggled as she painfully lowered herself into the wheelchair. 

He wheeled her down the hall and held her jacket collar while she descended the stairs.  It was slow going in the dark stairwell, which was fine with him.  With all the walking he had done while on guard duty, his body needed rest.  He had to reach down deep to keep going but had no doubt he could power through the aches and pains. 

The golf cart was right where he left it.  Once they were situated, he grabbed his goggles and strapped them around his head before powering them.  

“What are those?” asked Reese.

“Night vision. They let me see in the dark.”

“That’s pretty neat.”

“Yes, it is,” said Virgil knowing the Shadow Patriots had been using much better ones than what he had.

He pushed on the pedal and skirted around the dead through the dark hallway to the emergency room entrance.  Either Reese didn't see the dead, or it didn't register as to why they were killed.  Either way, she never brought it up.  

Outside, the air was a little cooler but fresher.  Virgil drew a couple of deep breaths filling his lungs with the fresh air.  He looked over as Reese did the same thing.

His pulse increased as he crossed Michigan Avenue and headed down Page Avenue.  The cart had a top speed of fifteen miles per hour and sneaked down the street like a panther stalking its prey.  Silent and invisible.  

They came around a curve in the road, and Virgil let off the pedal after noticing the glare of lights.  Up ahead a pickup truck was parked in the middle of the street with its headlights on and pointed right at them.  He swung the cart over onto Lake Street, which was a dead end.

He heard the truck’s engine roar and burn rubber.  It was headed toward them.


 


Chapter 6

Kimball Wisconsin

Driving the moving van without the supplies gave the truck a more relaxed feel as Winters drove on US 2.  Since they weren't using the headlights, all three of them had powered up their night-vision goggles to keep a watchful eye for any gang members on the road and any available vehicles they might use.  Three sets of eyes were better than one on the desolate country highway. 

“I see some,” said Collette.

Winters let off the gas to slow down. 

“There’s a few of them,” said Collette pointing to what looked like a closed down dealership.

Winters studied the area.  It was abandoned and not in a residential neighborhood. He’d prefer not to have to deal with armed homeowners still guarding their possessions.  These days you shot first and then asked questions, as there was no longer any real law enforcement. 

He pulled onto the paved lot where three cars sat in front of the two buildings.  They weren’t new cars, but that didn't matter.  He drove around to the back where a few more cars sat.  

“Girls, we just might get lucky here.”

“Heck ya,” said Laney.  

Everyone grabbed their weapons and headed to the cars out front first to find the all the doors locked.  Laney looked in the window of the showroom.

“There’s another one in here.  Should we shoot out the windows?”

Winters didn’t want to make a lot of noise and opted for the back doors.  The girls raced around and didn’t bother waiting for Winters before they broke a window and unlocked the door.

“Little impatient, are we?” grinned Winters.

“C’mon Cole, you, knew I'd do this,” laughed Laney.

“Of course I did.  So, let’s fan out and look for keys.  They’ll be in a drawer or in a small cabinet on a wall.”

“C’mon Collette,” Laney ordered in an excited tone. 

Winters decided to keep guard while the girls plowed through desk drawers and filing cabinets.  It took a few minutes before Collette squealed having found a treasure trove of keys.  The key cabinet was in an office and had the keys to all the vehicles.  Each one had the car's description tag attached making their job easier. 

The two girls raced back outside and tried starting the first car with no luck because of a dead battery.  This turned out to be the case to all the vehicles, so Winters found some jumper cables and moved their big van to the first car, a Toyota Camry and had it started in a few minutes.  It was almost out of gas, so he dumped fuel from the three five-gallon cans he had brought with them while the girls moved their gear to the Camry. 

Winters took the butt of his weapon and smashed in the taillights and interior lights.  He repeated it on the trunk lights as well in case they needed to get into it.  

After hiding the moving van around back, they tore out of the parking lot and set off toward the Wisconsin-Michigan border.  If the gang-bangers were going to be anywhere, it would be there.  The Montreal River had to be crossed, which meant bridges could be blocked and controlled.  The river split off into a west fork, so you, essentially, had to pass over the same river twice.

“What are we gonna do if we find them?” asked Collette who was sitting in the back.

“It depends,” said Winters.

“On what?” asked Laney.

“How well they’ve got it guarded.  If all the gang-bangers are at the first one, then we can take an alternative route, but more than likely they’ve got all the roads closed.”

“But wouldn’t it, like, be better to take them out, so we don’t take any chances that they spot us again?” asked Laney

“That my dear is the million-dollar question.”

They passed by an old billboard advertising a business on the border.  It was just a few miles ahead.  Winters' pulse began to quicken, and he reminded the girls to stay alert.  

He slowed down at the sight of an overpass up ahead before swinging the steering wheel to the left.  The car handled the grassy medium with ease as it bounced over onto the opposite lanes.  He headed up the off-ramp because this was US 51 and it went over US 2.  The overpass would give anyone, including the enemy, a clear view of the Wisconsin-Michigan border.  

He eased the Camry up the incline and slowed down as he came around the bend.  Up ahead one of the Caddies was parked on the overpass.  

“Cole Winters, you’re, like, either the luckiest dude alive or you’re just damn good,” exclaimed Laney.

Winters kept his foot on the brake.  “It’s what I would have done.”

“Damn,” said Collette.  “Maybe another day with Sergeant Hicks and we would have, like, known to do that.”

Sergeant Hicks was one of the Canadian instructors who had spent the day with the girls running them through different Urban Warfare courses.  The girls had learned a lot in just one day and would now put that training to good use.

Winters turned to Collette.  “Okay, you’re the creative one.  What do ya think we need to do first?”

Without hesitation, she responded.  “We need to break out that drone and find out their numbers and how alert they are.”

“Good,” said Winters turning to Laney.  “What else?”

“Well, it’d be helpful to know if they’re, like, communicating with their friends and how.”

“Very good, girls.  Anything else?”

“Yeah, we need to hide this car,” said Collette.

Winters was pleased with their answers.  They weren’t afraid to be wrong or to appear stupid, which meant they were comfortable around him.  He liked quizzing them because he wanted to get them into the habit of thinking about the situation and to be aware of their surroundings.

He put the car in reverse and started to back down the hill to a set of evergreen trees.  He aimed the car between a couple of rows and was satisfied the car was well hidden. 

Winters turned to Laney. “You want to get that drone in the air?” 

“Absolutely.” 

They got out of the Camry, and within a few minutes, Laney had the drone in the air headed to the overpass.  The four-prop DJI Phantom 4 Pro weighed in at three pounds and had a top speed of forty-five miles per hour.  It had been configured to fly at a maximum height of sixteen hundred feet, making the drone impossible to seen or heard in the dark.  It was armed with a customized thermal camera and sent back clear black and white images that could be recorded. 

Laney slowed it down as the Caddy came into view.  Four gang-bangers were leaning on the side of the car.  They were engaged in conversation and paying little attention to their surroundings.  They might have been smart enough to use the overpass as an outlook post, but other than that, they were sloppy. 

Winters was about to have her to fly it further up the road when it started to drizzle.  He had wondered if it was going to rain ever since the skies had become cloudy when they were unloading the trucks. 

“Can we still fly it?” asked Winters.

“We better not chance it.  I don't know how waterproof it is,” said Laney as she toggled the stick to bring it back.

Just as the drone set down, it started to pour.  Laney scooped it up and threw it in the car.

“Okay, girls we still got a job to do.”

Everyone grabbed their weapons and adjusted their night vision goggles before they started jogging up the incline. They had three hundred yards to cover, and the rain was going to make their job more difficult.  The wet clothes would cling to them and become more burdensome, which in turn would sap their energy faster.

After reaching the top of the incline, they were already soaking wet and needed a break. 

Winters turned to Laney. “Still think I'm lucky?”

She shot him a half smile as she pointed at the gang-bangers who were now sitting in the car.  “Yes, you are.”

The only saving grace of a downpour was that it would help conceal them, especially since they were wearing dark blue and black camouflage pants and black long-sleeved shirts under a tactical vest.  This made them practically invisible in the pouring rain. 

Sergeant Hicks had given them the clothing before he ran them through the courses.  Winters was amazed at how Hicks was able to find pants to fit the pint-sized girls, but was glad for it, as it was much better than the bare legs they sported the other night.  

He guided them up a wooded hill that bordered the road and was now looking directly down on the white Caddie.  There wasn’t much more they could learn from them now, so they trekked through the woods to the other side of the hill and found the other Caddie.  It was parked down on US 2 at the bridge that crossed over the Montreal River.  They had set up several cars to block off both bridges, since it was a four-lane highway.  Three vehicles on the westbound bridge blocked it off completely, and they were parked on the eastbound side.  This left the pickup truck that Winters was guessing was down at the next main road.  

The rain was now coming down by the bucket full, but neither girl complained, which was good because they were in for a long night.  He needed more information from the ones down below before deciding what to do. 

He pulled out a FLIR Thermosight Model 2-16X, monocular.  It was another surprise gift from Sergeant Armstrong.  The heat-seeking thermal imaging allowed nothing to escape in the darkness.  He pointed it at the Caddie and found three heat signatures glowing in multiple colors.  “There had to be more down there but where were they?”

“Can I see that?” asked Laney.

Winters handed the monocular to her.  Her reaction was immediate.

“Wow!  I thought the goggles were cool, but this thing is friggin awesome,” she whispered.  “I can, like, see them glowing.”

“Let me see,” said Collette.  

Her reaction was the same.  “These are, like, so damn cool.  I can even see something glowing like a deer in the woods.”

This got Winters attention.  “Let me take a look.”

She pointed out where it was as she handed it back to him.  He spotted the heat signature right away and studied it for a second.  It was no deer, but a figure walking towards the highway and within a few moments approached the Cadillac and got inside the car.

“Well, that’s interesting,” said Winters.  

“They’ve got a hideout, don’t they,” said Collette.

“Seems that way.  Must be a farmhouse down there,” said Winters as he kept watching the Caddie.  

The car door opened, and a different figure got out and started running back down the same dirt road the other one had come from.  Winters scooted down a few yards to keep the person in his sight before it disappeared down below.

“I saw him,” whispered Laney.  

“Let’s get closer,” ordered Winters.

They were able to move down the hill at a quick pace not having to worry about making too much noise.  The patter from the heavy rain was loud and constant making for excellent cover.  

Fifty feet down the hill Winters spotted the house the gang-bangers were using.  It was a one-story house with a garage out back.  

Winters lifted the monocular.  There was a heat signature inside, but he couldn’t tell how many there were.  He’d have to do it the old fashion way and look through the window.

He looked at Laney, the girl who always liked to jump into the fray.  “So, Laney, what have we learned?”

Laney smirked.  “Don’t be in a hurry.”

Winters patted her on the back.  “Listen, I need to look inside.  Laney, I want you to cover the rear entrance, while Collette takes the front.”

They each gave him a firm nod.  

“This rain will give us a lot of cover, but if we have to shoot, let’s use our pistols.  The suppressors will go a long way in keeping it quiet.  Remember, chest first, then head.”

They slid down the rest of the hill on the wet leaves and Laney immediately dashed toward the back with her pistol in front of her, while Collette headed to the front.  Winters then snuck up to the kitchen window on the side of the house.  The room was lit with several battery camping lamps and candles.  Three bald men covered in tattoos sat at the kitchen table smoking cigarettes and drinking beer.  “Hmph, well stocked,” thought Winters.  He scooted around the front.  Collette gave him a nod as he looked through the front door into the living room. There were two more sitting on the sofa with their eyes closed.  They were either sleeping or passed out drunk. 

A quick yelp from Collette sent shivers down Winters’ spine.  He spun around to see a gang-banger running toward them. 


 


Chapter 7

Jackson Michigan

Leaving from the hospital with Reese as his passenger, Virgil was traveling down Page Avenue in his golf cart when he spied a pickup truck.  The Jijis took notice of him and were speeding up the road.  Virgil swung over onto Lake Street, which was only four hundred and fifty feet long.  One and a half football fields.  

His hands shook on the steering wheel forcing him to tighten his grip.  He was more afraid of having a heart attack than the enemy catching up to them.  At least he’d be able to use the M4 and have a good old fashion shootout.  However, with a heart attack, there’d be nothing he could do.

The road ended at the railroad tracks that he needed to cross but couldn’t do it here.  That was a bit further down on Elm Avenue.  There was a grass trail running along the side of the tracks, so he turned onto it as the truck was about halfway down the dead-end street.  He barreled down the dirt path not knowing where it would end.

The truck slammed its brakes and came to a stop with the headlights pointed across the tracks.  Perhaps they only thought they saw something.  Virgil dared a smile as Elm Avenue came into view.  He crossed over the tracks into one of the many blue-collar neighborhoods that dotted this industrialized part of town. 

He looked over at Reese who hadn’t been fazed by any of this.  She had no idea what had just happened and seemed to be enjoying the ride.  His pulse was still racing and wouldn’t subside until he was safely home, which was another two miles.  

“You okay?”

Reese leaned her head back.  “This is fun, and the wind feels so good.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“Can we keep going?”

“How about another couple of miles?  Would that be enough?”

“Oh yes.  That would be heavenly,” said Reese as she unzipped her jacket.

Virgil could only laugh to himself.  She seemed to have forgotten what he said at the hospital about bad men wanting to take her.  She was thoroughly enjoying the evening drive.  He wouldn’t bother reminding her unless he had to.  

He kept turning his head scanning for threats at every intersection and so far, the coast was clear.  He made a right-hand turn onto High Street, which would take him into his neighborhood.  

His racing mind started to slow down when he got closer to his house on Stonewall.  It was a two-story red house with a finished basement customized to support his clandestine ways.  He had covered all the windows with heavy blankets to prevent light from escaping.  He wouldn’t take any chances on the invaders knowing he was still living there. 

“We’re here,” said Virgil stopping at the edge of his driveway.

“Where?  I can't see anything.”

Virgil took off the goggles and held them to her eyes. 

“Oh wow!  It’s so pretty, and everything is, like, green.”

“Hold onto ‘em.”

She took ahold of them and looked around as he pulled into the driveway toward a shed in the back.  He got out and opened the door, so he could move the cart inside.  He decided to leave the weapons he had found in the back of the cart.

“What do you say we go inside and get you cleaned up?”

“Okay. I could use a bath.  I can smell myself, and it isn't good.”

Virgil escorted her up the wooden stairs.  The back entrance led into the kitchen which was filled with car batteries.  They took up all the counter space as well as half the dining table.  There were also computers and radio equipment lying about, but most of those types of things were in the living room.  

He shut the door and adjusted the heavy curtain before turning on a light.  As soon as he did, Reese’s eyes lit up trying to absorb everything. 

“Wow.  This is really cool.  What are those?”

“They’re car batteries that keep the lights on.”

“They do?”

“Yep.”

Reese limped into the living room, which had hardwood floors and beige painted walls.  More electronics lined the walls on shelves.  

“Do all of these work?”

“Some do.  Some I use for parts.”

“You must be really smart.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Virgil as he cleared stacks of papers from the couch.  “Why don’t you sit down here.”

“It’s like a museum in here,” said Reese as he helped lower her onto the couch.  

“I suppose.  Let me get you a plate of food, and then we’ll get you cleaned up.”

Virgil went into the kitchen and started boiling pots of water on his gas stove.  A warm bath and a good night's sleep would go a long way to help her recover.  By morning, hopefully, she'll be cognizant enough to know what had happened to her.  He would have to try to contact Nordell on the radio and let them know.  They must be wondering where she was.

He opened a can of Dinty Moore beef stew and heated it on the stove.  He had slices of bread left from a loaf he made a few days ago.  His supply of flour was still plentiful enough to give him a loaf a week for another couple of months.  He didn’t depend on the town for any of his food and didn’t bother sharing what he had with them.  It might be stingy, but he didn’t care.  Except for Nordell, no one ever came around to check on him, so he didn’t feel the need to reach out to them.

The stew started to bubble, so he served it up on two plates.  He then went into the living room to grab a folding TV tray.  He found Reese just sitting there quietly staring into space.  He unfolded the tray and set it in front of her before heading back into the kitchen to get her plate. 

“Hmm, it smells delicious.  Thank you, sir.”

Virgil placed a napkin, utensils and a glass of water on the tray.  He watched in amusement as she undid the napkin and put it on her lap.  Her mind might be in a fog, but good manners are never forgotten.

Virgil sat in his easy chair and started eating his meal.  He couldn’t keep his eyes off her as she continued to use proper table manners.  She held her left hand on her lap and put her fork down to take a drink of water.  It seemed almost comical to him because they were eating off folding trays in the living room where you would usually be watching television.  It’s what he’d been doing for last ten years.

“You’re an amazing cook, sir.  This is so good.”

Virgil almost choked on his food trying to hold back his laughter.  He had to swallow his food before he could thank her for the compliment.  No sense in breaking her bubble.

“And this bread, it’s absolutely delicious.”

He relished that comment.  His wife taught him how to make bread long ago and was glad for it.  After she died, he felt committed to continue making the bread she made every week during their marriage.

“It’s my wife’s recipe.”

“Is she here?”

“No, I’m afraid she passed ten years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright.”

“Do you have kids?”

“No. We weren’t able to.”

She didn’t respond, but continued eating, and soon finished her plate.  

“Would you like more?”

“No, sir. I’m quite full, thank you.”

Virgil noticed she had called him, sir, several times now and figured she’d forgotten his name.  She needed more rest.  

He got up to check on the four large pans of water on the stove and found them boiling.  

He didn’t have the energy to take the water downstairs to the hidden bathroom, so he went upstairs with his binoculars and scanned the neighborhood for any activity.  Satisfied they wouldn’t be disturbed he decided to use the tub on the first floor. It would be easier on his back and quicker. 

He turned on a table light.  The forty-watt bulb gave the bathroom a relaxed ambiance.  The porcelain white tub was a freestanding cast iron claw-foot tub.  It was original to the house, which was a hundred years old.  It had an iron stain coming down from the faucet but wasn’t in too bad of shape.  Once a year, he gave it a good cleaning, and it had been just under six months since it had last been done. 

He filled the tub with a couple of inches of water and brought the boiling water into the bathroom.  He repeated the process one more time and within no time, had enough water for a bath. 

“Your bath water is all set up.  You have fresh towels in there, soap and shampoo.  I’m sorry I don’t have any conditioner for your hair.”

“Oh, that’s quite alright.  A hot bath sounds wonderful, cause I stink.  I can smell myself.”

“Well, you’ve had a hell of a day.”

“I have?”

“Yes, you have,” said Virgil holding his hands out to her.  “I also have a clean shirt and a pair of flip-flops for you in there as well.” 

She grabbed on and let him pull her up off the couch.  She cringed from the pains in her body as she limped to the bathroom.  

Virgil showed her where everything was including two buckets of rinse water and closed the door.  He walked into the kitchen to clean the dishes when he heard her call for him. 

“Excuse me, sir.  Could you come in here?”

Virgil hesitated before opening the door not sure what her state of dress was.  He was relieved to see her still fully dressed.

“I need help.  I can’t unlace my boots.”

“Oh, of course not.  I’m sorry. I should have realized that.”

“That’s okay.  I’m just so stiff and achy that I can’t reach down that far.”

Virgil helped her sit down on the toilet and then unlaced her boots.  He chuckled when a knife fell out of the right boot.  Someone taught her well.  He then helped her slide the jacket off her arms.  The bruising was terrible and would take months to heal.  He then undid the bandage on her arm.

He then got up and left the room, but didn’t even make it to the kitchen when she called out again.

“What now?” he asked himself as he opened the door.  He immediately averted his eyes and gasped as she stood with the jeans down to her knees.  

“I can’t get my pants off.”

Virgil's mind raced back to that authentic heart attack scenario but then notice gauze wrapped around her thigh.  This was why she was limping.  She had another bullet wound.  Poor little thing had been hit, twice.

“I’m going to have to take this off of you,” babbled Virgil.

Reese stared at it puzzled.

“You don’t remember getting this?”

“No, sir.  I must be accident prone though.”

He pulled on the white tape and began unwrapping the gauze.  He wasn’t too surprised when he unveiled two bandages.  He examined the wounds knowing she’d been hit in the front.  The exit wound was larger and more ragged.  It was sewn with a few stitches.  Both still had yellow puss around it with little scabbing.  It was better to keep them clean and moist because a scab actually slows the healing process.  He’d have to re-wrap the leg because the bandage he'd removed was fresh.  This meant, Doctor Lunsford hadn't felt it wasn’t ready to come off yet.  She was lucky for the limited damage.  He had seen much worse in Korea with femur bones shattered and arteries severed. 

“Okay, let's get you seated again,” said Virgil as he grabbed her hands and lowered her back down on the toilet.  He then straightened the crumpled pants and pulled them off her.

“When you’re done, I’ll have to re-wrap your leg and arm,” he said helping her stand back up.

“Okay.  Thank you.”

Virgil closed the door but stood there in case she needed him again.  An unexpected release of tension involuntarily occurred when the water splashed in the tub.  Satisfied he went downstairs to fix her bed with fresh linens.  He set up a nightlight and made sure the toilet was in working order.  He then headed to the second floor to keep an eye on the neighborhood.

An hour later, Reese called out that she was finished and Virgil came downstairs.  She stood in the living room wearing the light blue tank top and flip-flops he had found for her.  Her wet hair hung down around her shoulders, and she had color back in her cheeks making her complexion appear better than it had. 

“Feel better?”

“Oh yes, thank you, sir.  I’m not as stiff, and I don’t stink anymore.”

“Well, that’s good to hear.  I’ll get the gauze and re-wrap your leg.  Can you keep standing?”

“Yes, sir.”

Virgil grabbed the first aid kit and was thankful he'd had the wherewithal to restock it.  He wrapped her leg and arm before giving her the antibiotic he had found in her backpack.  She had only a couple more left, but Doctor Lunsford would want her to finish the bottle.  She took the pill and two more Motrin. 

“Shall we get your pants on?”

“Uhm…well… I’m really tired and that hot water was so relaxing.  Am I sleeping here?”

“Yes, of course.  I've got your bed done up for ya.  Follow me.”

He led her down the steps to the finished basement.  He had remodeled it years ago for a cool summertime retreat.  It had a couple of rooms on the south side and a shelving unit on the north side.  The shelves were loaded with more electronics and computers.

“Wow, this is a neat basement, and it’s nice and cool down here.  Where am I sleeping?”

“C’mon here and watch what I do.”

Virgil reached behind the shelves and released a lever.  It made a clicking sound, and he then pulled on the shelving that swung outward to expose the hidden room.

“Oh, wow! This is really cool.”

The long windowless room was only six feet wide, just large enough for a single bed and a small nightstand next to it.  The room had a low wattage table light attached to a car battery.  The walls were painted a sky blue and the floor covered with a beige carpet.  Further up was the small bathroom.  He showed her where everything was and told her he’d be sleeping in the room on the far end of the basement.  

“It’s so pretty and cozy in here.”

“One more thing.  There’s a peephole here to look through before you push on the door.  Just pop this latch and give it a little push.  It doesn’t take much to open the door and its spring loaded, so it shuts by itself.”

Virgil dropped Reese's gear and M4 on the floor at the end of the bed before exiting the room.  He waited a few moments for her to settle in before heading back upstairs to clean up the bathroom.  He hung up the wet towel and then picked up her crumbled jeans.  Dirt was mixed in with blood making them smell.  They needed to be cleaned, so he threw them into the tub and drew some water.  He got the detergent and went to work.  

It took fifteen minutes before he was satisfied they were cleaned.  He wrung them out the best he could, but they were still soaking wet.  He hung them up in the bathroom but realized they wouldn’t dry fast enough.  They needed a breeze, so he took them outside and hung them over a chain-link fence in the backyard. 

Before heading to bed, he wrote her a note to remind her where she was and who he was.  He opened the door to the secret room and tiptoed across the carpet.  She was already sound asleep.  He placed the note on the nightstand and left the room.  

He then dragged himself over to the other end of the house and collapsed in a Lazy-boy recliner.  It had been a long day, especially for an eighty-three-year-old man.  He closed his eyes and fell right to sleep. 


 


Chapter 8

Kimball Wisconsin

Sneaking up on the gang-bangers hideout in a downpour was going well until another one of them came running in from the highway.  He was running fast wanting to get out of the rain.  His presence took Collette by surprise making her yelp, but her training kicked in, and she squeezed the trigger twice on the suppressed Glock.  The second round hit him in the chest spinning him around before he collapsed on the dirt. 

Winters jumped off the porch pointing his Glock at him, but he wasn’t moving.  Not wanting to make any more noise than necessary, he checked for signs of life rather than doing a double tap to his head.  He grabbed the man's arms and dragged him across the lawn and out of the way.  He then ran up to Collette 

This was her first kill and Winters needed to give her a reassuring gesture.  He put his arm on her shoulder.  “You did good, kiddo.  Nice job.”

She latched onto him and wrapped her arms around him.  He could feel her shaking, but couldn’t determine if it was because she was cold from the rain or from nerves.  Probably a little bit of both.  

He wasn’t going to leave her alone and escorted her around back where Laney was still watching the back door.  He motioned her to fall back toward the garage seventy-five feet away and then told her what happened.

Laney flipped her goggles up and put her arms around Collette knowing how difficult it is to kill someone.  Despite both of them helping Winters take out all the rapist back home, it was way different when you pulled the trigger.  Laney knew this because she had done it twice now. 

Winters was growing anxious because he had decided to kill these guys.  He’d attack the house first before heading back over to the highway and then get back up on the overpass.  The rain was giving them perfect cover, and he didn't want to waste the opportunity.  The ones inside the house were going to be the most difficult.  

Laney let go of Collette and pulled the goggles back down.  

Winters then gave her a hug and whispered.  “You okay?”

She nodded.  “Just really hyper, it was, like, a massive rush.”

“Yep.  That’s perfectly normal.  You did really good.”

She nodded again.

Winters wanted to get going and instructed them on their next move.  He would keep them together at the front door while he came in through the back.  If those two on the couch woke up and came out the front, then they could take care of them.

Winters took a couple of quick breaths.  It was never easy to enter a house when you didn’t have the full layout.  He looked in all the windows again.  The three bald men were still sitting at the table drinking beer.  He was counting on that to slow their reflexes.  

As he turned the handle on the door, he couldn’t help, but be reminded of how similar this was when he entered the train station.  Only they were all passed out drunk, while these guys weren’t.  And, of course, he was now an experienced fighter.  

The hairs on his arms rose as the door squeaked as he pushed it open.  He stopped for a second to listen for any alarm from his targets.  Satisfied no one had heard anything, he continued and entered a small hallway before turning the corner.  

The gang-bangers’ eyes grew wide, and they stopped laughing. The one on the right reached over to his pistol on the table.  Winters depressed the trigger and put one into the side of his head.  The round came out the other side and splattering blood and brain matter onto his friend.  

Winters engaged the next one with two shots.  One punctured his chest and other through his shoulder.  Winters was nervous and needed to control his shots better.  

He swung over at the last one as the man stumbled out of his chair.  He had a big T tattooed on his arm.  He jumped up and dashed into the hallway.  

Winters aimed and squeezed the trigger with two quick shots.  One hit the wall while the other hit him in the back, but he kept going while screaming at the top of his lungs alerting the other two in the living room.  Those two reacted by storming to the front door.  

Winters didn’t have a good shot, so he rushed toward the living room and fired at light colored clothing.  The big one with the T on his arm fell dead with a round in the back of his head.  His next two shots hit one of the newly awakened men as he reached the front door tripping him over.  The last one was going to be the girls’ target.  He stopped firing and took cover around the corner.  The last thing he needed to do was to be in their line of fire.

*  *  *  *  *

Laney stood proudly next to Collette as the rain poured down on them.  Her best friend was braver than she knew.  Her nude performance the other night proved that, because it was without a doubt, the craziest and most believable thing she’d ever seen.  Her hair-raising screams were compelling but doing it naked was what sold it.  Not only was it brave but smart.  As soon as the idiots who were holding her and Finley saw Collette prancing around with no clothes on, they had lost all sense of reasoning.  No way in the world could someone have guessed she was faking it.  Hell, even she and Finley were convinced Winters was dead.  

It was at that moment, all hope of ending her misery had disappeared, and it had been a devastating feeling.  She hadn’t realized just how much hope Winters had given her until she thought he was dead.  The polarizing emotions when Winters come around the corner and shot Lyle, who was still guarding them, can’t be explained, but just to say it was an overwhelming sense of relief that had washed over her.  

It had been such a surreal moment, that it made everything afterward seem normal.  This spoke volumes considering what they’ve been doing since then, like, right now for instance.  They were standing outside in the pouring rain waiting for gang-bangers to come out the door while their friend was sneaking inside to kill them.  

You’d think it couldn’t get much stranger than this for a couple of teenaged girls, but then again, up until just a few days ago, they were prostituting themselves so they could feed their families.  Yep, this all seemed par for the course.

A scream inside snapped her mind back into the moment.  She and Collette raised their suppressed Glock 17s ready to fire at whomever came out the door.  A few muffled spits told her Winters was still advancing on his prey. 

The front door flew open, and the last gang-banger flew out the door.  Laney fired first followed by Collette.  Both rounds hit him in the chest throwing him on the grass.  Laney squeezed another round hitting his head, while Collette shot at his chest again. Their time on the range had proved valuable. 

Both girls stood at the ready waiting for another gang-banger.  Their breathing was measured as they waited for Winters.  Finally, they heard him call out to them.

“Girls, don’t shoot,” said Winters as he came around the side of the house.  

“Did you get ‘em all?” asked Laney as she dashed over to him.  

“Yes.  What about you guys?”

“Hell yeah, we did,” said Laney holstering her Glock and then wrapping her arms around him.

Collette followed suit and rushed to his other side.

They were anxious and nervous, as they should be.  This was not easy for anyone untrained.  Granted they spent the day with Sergeant Hicks, but it was only a day.  He had only trained them to be able to defend themselves back home.  They would need weeks of combat training to build enough confidence to alleviate their nerves.  Unfortunately, they were getting a crash course hanging around him.  However, he had to admit, with their performance last night when they took out Fowler and the other gang-bangers, they had great instincts and nerve.

They still had two more targets to take out, targets that were far apart, but within sight of each other. Winters rolled his shoulders knowing he was going to have to get up close and dirty on the next ones.


 


Chapter 9

Jackson Michigan

The Night Optics D-321B-AG binoculars were made for nights like this.  The Gen 3 glasses gave Scar a clear picture of US 12.  The cops had vacated the area and were more than likely enjoying their new cache of females tonight.  

There wasn’t much Scar could do about that right now because he still hadn’t found all the remnants of his scattered forces.  He had sent Taylor and Hadley westbound to round up whomever they could find, while Nordell went south to make sure all the local residents who had escaped found sanctuary in Ohio.  Bassett and Burns volunteered to go to Detroit to try and locate where the cops were setting up their next party-house. 

Meeks and Amber accompanied Scar and were about to reenter Jackson.  They hoped to find survivors, and to find out what happened to Elliott, Nate, and Reese.  So far, they hadn't been able to do a much-needed headcount of Shadow Patriots.  Nordell had lost quite a few of his men, mostly ones who had been manning the barriers that were set up to block the streets.  The Jijis unleashed RPG's on them with devastating results. 

Besides, the Shadow Patriots being scattered, they had to abandon a lot of their supplies in Jackson.  Scar hoped to be able to recover some of them.  He would then head over to where Bill Taylor had an additional stash in the garage he’d been using to repair vehicles.  

“How’s it look?” asked Meeks.

“All the cops are gone,” replied Scar.

“Geez, wonder what they’re doing tonight?” Meeks asked sarcastically.

“Those poor girls,” fumed Amber.

“Nothing we can do about it tonight,” responded Scar.  “Let’s go.”

Meeks let off the brake on the police car and sped down US 12 before turning north on US 127, which would take them back into Jackson. 

They had been waiting all afternoon to get back into Jackson but had decided to wait until it got dark.  Scar hoped he'd run across some Jijis still rummaging through the town.  The bastards had inflicted a massive blow, and it would be sweet revenge to kill a few.

Without being told, Meeks drove to the hospital first, knowing it was on all their minds.  Meeks headed up Elm Avenue and stopped when he came to Michigan Avenue.  Scar got out to scan the street with the binoculars.  

He gave the “All Clear” as he got back in the car. 

Meeks turned the steering wheel and pressed the gas pedal.  It was just under a mile to the hospital, and they arrived a minute later.  He took the first right and drove into the parking garage, so he would keep them out of sight.

Everyone grabbed their weapons and headed toward the entrance.  Scar came through the door first and noticed the smell.  It was a mixture of cordite, blood and death.  

The green hue of the goggles didn’t disguise the carnage as the bodies were lying where they had died.  Some were their men while others were the Jijis.  Bullet holes peppered the walls, and there was the strange silence that only death could produce.  The scene was overwhelming and suppressed any small talk.

Scar took a mental note of his men with the intent of remembering the names of the dead.  However, there were so many that he grabbed pen and paper and began to write them down. 

Meeks was the first to the stairwell but needed to move a corpse that was blocking the door.  Amber bent down and grabbed one leg while Meeks took the other.  It was a dead Jiji, which made yanking the corpse a bit easier.

Meeks opened the door, and they crept up the stairs to the long hallways.  Elliott’s room was down the other way, so they headed their first, but stopped at every corpse to identify it.  

Finally, they came to Elliott’s room, and froze staring at the bloodied body lying in bed and Nate’s mangled body on the ground with his face barely recognizable.  

Amber turned and threw her arms around Meeks with tears running down her face.  At that moment, she no longer cared what they thought if she cried.  Elliott and Nate were like big brothers, and she loved them.  

Meeks wrapped his arms around her and didn’t say anything.  He had nothing to say that would help her or him.  Elliott and Nate had been actively involved since day one of the Shadow Patriots.  They were the heart and soul of the group, and it wasn’t going to be the same without them.

Scar paused a moment and took a couple of deep breaths to fight off his grief.  He needed to keep his head clear and in the game.  He looked at the blown-out wall.  The bastards had thrown a grenade in there.  Nate must have been putting up a hell of a fight for them to do that. 

He walked over to the wall and crouched down to inspect it.  It looked as if someone had torn part of it away.  He flipped up his goggles and pulled out a penlight.  Patches of blood stained the carpet.  Someone had been under here.

“Whatcha got?” asked Meeks.

“Blood.  Someone was under here.  These pieces have been moved.”

“Whaddya thinking?”

Scar stood up. “If I had to guess? I’d say it was Reese.  She was with them last night and would have come here to help.”

“Let’s get up to her room,” commanded Amber.

She led the way and entered Reese's room.  The first thing she spotted was her red crutch.  She grabbed it and showed it to Scar and Meeks as they came into her room.

“You think she was captured here?” asked Meeks.

Amber shook her head.  “No. She must have left it here on purpose.”

“What makes you think that?” asked Meeks.

“There’s no bullets holes in here, and her backpack is gone.  There’s no way she’d be dragged out of here without firing her gun.”

“I still think she was under that wall,” said Scar.

“You think someone took her or did she crawl out of there?” asked Amber.

“Hard to say,” said Scar.  “The concussion from that grenade would have knocked her on her ass.”

“Lets' keep looking.  Maybe she's around here,” ordered Amber.

“We still got a lot of rooms to go through,” said Scar.

Amber put the red crutch back where she found it and let out a deep sigh as she left the room.  The day had been long enough but finding Elliott and Nate made it longer.  The only good thing was they hadn't found Reese.  To her, this was good news because no one had reported seeing her anywhere during the battle, which meant she didn’t participate.  The more Amber thought about it, the more convinced she became that Reese had been under that wall.  Either she crawled out, or the Jijis took her.  She survived sex slavery once before and would do it again.  Her little sister was stronger than any of them and had what it took to survive.  

For the next hour, they went from room to room looking for survivors but found only bodies.  It was disheartening to see them, but necessary.  Scar wanted to account for everyone, and also they were able to round up some ammo that was left behind.

Meeks walked into the last room at the end of a long hallway and came back out excited.

“What?” asked Scar.

Meeks handed him a damp towel with blood stains.  “Looks like someone used this to clean up with.”

Scar agreed.

“And check this out,” said Meeks pointing his penlight onto a bed that had been slept in recently.

“Bloodstains,” said Amber looking at the pillow.  

“And look at the sheets.  That’s drywall dust,” said Meeks

Scar wet a finger and swiped the sheet.  He tasted it and nodded. “That’s drywall, alright.”

“She was sleeping here,” said Meeks.  “Either she crawled in by herself, or someone helped her.”

Amber pointed her own penlight and threw the beam further down the bed.  She ran her fingers along the sheets.

“What are looking for?” asked Meeks.

“What do think?” snapped Amber.

Meeks thought for a second and then blushed. “Oh, yeah.  Was it a catnap or something else?”

“Exactly. I don’t feel anything or see any stains, so more than likely she was just sleeping.”

“Regardless, she’s alive,” said Scar.

“And not being raped,” stated Amber.  “Thank God.”

They left the room and headed to the closest stairwell where they found a wheelchair covered in drywall dust sitting by the door.  

“Someone is definitely helping her,” said Meeks as he pushed the chair out of the way.  

“Then she’s still in town,” said Amber.

Scar’s shoulders lightened as they walked down the stairwell knowing someone was helping Reese.  He was responsible for all the members of the Shadow Patriots, and he needed some good news right now, especially after confirming what he had suspected with Elliott and Nate.  Not hearing from them had really only meant one thing.  

Thankfully, he could take Reese out of that equation.  He wasn’t too worried about locating her right away.  If someone was helping her, then she was probably safe, at least for now.


 


Chapter 10 

Kimball Wisconsin

The rain was still coming down in buckets and threatened to sap the energy of Winters and his two innocent shadows.  Before heading over to the highway to take out the two gang members sitting in the car, Winters insisted they all eat an energy bar.  They took shelter on the porch.  Being inside would have been better, but they needed to keep an eye out for anyone else running up the driveway.  Still, the porch offered some relief from the rain as they ate. 

Collette was still a bit shaky after her first kill, but that was to be expected.  At least she was now chatting a bit more, which was a good sign.  The two girls were still teenagers and could talk about anything and nothing.  The one thing they didn’t talk about was boys.  For now, they just didn’t bother as they'd had enough of guys for a lifetime.  Hopefully, down the road, they could get over what had happened to them and lead a healthy life.

“So, what’s our next move?” asked a shivering Laney.

“We’re going to take out the two blocking the road and then get back on the overpass.”

“Won’t they see the muzzle flashes?”

“Not with the suppressors on.”

Laney thought about that for a moment.  “Oh yeah, that’s right.  Well, hell, let’s friggin go then.”

Winters silently chuckled at her.  He noticed they both cursed more when they were charged up. 

“You ready Collette?”

“I am.  I’m good now.  Thanks, Cole,” she responded as she gave him a hug.

He also noticed both girls had turned into big-time huggers during the mission.  They apparently needed a lot of reassurance, which made sense.  These weren’t normal circumstances for them, and their recent history probably had a lot to do with it.  He didn’t mind and was glad he could be a father figure to them.

Winters thrust his hand out beyond the roof of the porch and smiled at the girls.  “Still raining.”

Laney rolled her eyes and jumped off the porch.  “C’mon, chop, chop.”

Collette jumped over to her, and they started down the dirt driveway.  Winters had to remind them to be at the ready.  

They separated to either side of the eight-hundred-foot long driveway, which had become quite muddy from the rain. 

An old abandoned wooded building sat at the end of the road and was probably some kind of store at one time.  Winters directed the girls over to it, wanting to make sure there were no surprises.  

He pulled out the FLIR monocular and held it to his eye.  Across the road was the white Caddie and inside two heat signatures came to life in the lens.  Both were sitting up front, and one was smoking a cigarette.  He handed the monocular to Collette to let her take a look.  She then handed it over to Laney.

“What do ya think girls?” asked Winters encouraging them to think again. 

“First off, we shouldn’t be in a hurry,” declared Laney holding up an index finger.

“What about shooting positions?”

“Probably be better if we were, like, on the same side of the car.”

“Why’s that?”

“Don’t want to shoot each other.”

“What do you think, Collette?”

“Well…why don’t you just get in the back seat like you’re one of them.”

“Oh yeah, that’s badass,” said Laney shaking Collette’s shoulder.

Winters was right about Collette.  She was creative and thought out of the box.  She reminded him of Amber, who would often come up with good ideas. 

He had already planned on jumping in the back and leaving the girls off to the side in case things went south.  If the door was locked, which he doubted, he would shoot through the driver’s side window 

Winters scanned the area one more time for any warm bodies hidden away. Not seeing any, he told the girls to stay close to him and then wait just off to the side.  

They moved across the westbound lane and crept through the torrential downpour toward the Cadillac.  The front end of the car was pointed to the west, so they were facing oncoming vehicles.  

Winters' pulse sped up, as he got closer to the back door.  He could hear music playing inside the car.  The bass was drowning out the words, but it was definitely a rap song.  Two gang-bangers were inside bobbing their heads to the rhythm of the song.

He tightened his grip on the suppressed Glock 17 as he pulled on the back door.  The music got louder as the door swung open.  He jumped in and pointed the Glock at the driver.  He squeezed the trigger.  There was an explosion of red mist as a round went through his head.  Winters slid across the seat as he fired again.  The bullet hit the passenger in the back of his head, and it shot through his brain before coming out his right eye. 

Winters got out and shut the door.  He threw the Glock into his holster as the girls came running over to him, again throwing their arms around him relived he wasn’t hurt.

“Damn, that was friggin fast,” exclaimed Laney.

“C’mon let’s get to the last one.”

“We don’t have to climb back up that hill, do we?” asked Collette.

“No. We’ll go under the overpass.  It’ll be just a short climb.”

“Oh, good.  Climbing on those wet leaves would have sucked,” said Collette.

Winters pulled out the FLIR again as they walked toward the overpass.  The girls were on either side of him scanning the area, as they should be.  With the last car they could make as much noise as they wanted, so he decided to give the girls a chance to participate.  It was an easy target and would be good practice for them.

As they came under the overpass, it gave them a break from the rain and Winters had them rest for a few minutes.  

“Listen, girls, we can use the M4’s on this one.  You up for it?”

“Hell yeah,” said Laney as she rubbed her arms.

“Yeah, that’d be cool,” said Collette.

“Okay.  Good.  We’ll go up here,” said Winters pointing his finger.  “This will put us behind them. We’ll take a look around first, then come up on the driver’s side and open fire.  Okay?  Oh, and we’ll go full auto, alright?”

They gave him a firm nod.

“Alright let’s go.”

Winters climbed the small incline first and came to the guardrail.  He scanned the area with the FLIR and then flipped his goggles back down.  The Cadillac was parked on the shoulder in the middle of the bridge. 

The girls stayed behind crouching low waiting for Winters' signal.  The rain continued pounding down on them threatening to drain their energy, but now the adrenaline was back in full swing elevating their alertness. 

Winters peered through the FLIR one last time to focus on the four glowing bodies inside the car.  They too were listening to music, but it wasn’t as loud, and it wasn’t rap.  

Winters guided his protégés on either side of him as they approached the back-end of the car.  He motioned them toward the side of the bridge, as they got parallel to the vehicle.  

Not worried about the gang-bangers hearing him, Winters gave them last minute instructions.  

“After you empty your mag, drop it on the ground and slam in a full one.”

“Yes, sir,” said both of them.

“Are we on full auto?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay.  On three.  One…two…three.”

The night lit up in continuous muzzle-flashes as steaming shell casings bounced on the cement bridge.  Rounds shot through the spider-webbed glass as they hit the occupants.  Their blood-curdling screams were muffled by the downpour and could barely be heard over the explosive report.  

Winters emptied his magazine and swapped it for a fresh one.  Rather than fire, again, he watched the girls finish out their mags.  Both switched them out for new ones in one fluid motion as if they’d done it a thousand times.  They then started firing again, both sweeping back and forth.  Winters watched as the pieces of glass flew out in different directions and tires flattened.  The music was even stopped by errant rounds. 

They stood in silence looking at the perforated Cadillac through their night-vision goggles.  

“Okay. We’re good,” said Winters.

“Damn! That was friggin awesome,” yelled Laney.

“Wow!” said Collette.  “There’s, like, bullet holes everywhere.”

Winters had been right.  It was good practice for them.  Now, did they want to inspect the bloodied bodies?  

“Do you want to take a look inside?”

Laney shrugged her shoulders.  “Why not. It’s not like we haven’t seen dead assholes before.”

“No shit,” exclaimed Collette.

Winters could only shake his head at their language.  The adrenaline was making it impossible to tamp it down.

They moved across the road as rain pelted the car making the atmosphere ominous.  There was no movement in the car because the occupants had painted the interior blood red from all the exit wounds. 

“Ewwe, that is friggin disgusting,” said Collette.

“Oh, hell yeah,” said Laney.  “Look at the one in back.  He’s got no eyes.”

“Dammmn, that’s so gross.  All right, I’ve seen enough.  Let’s go.”

Winters wasn’t too surprised at their reactions because it was a gruesome scene.  They over-killed the car, but he had allowed it because it was good practice for them.  They needed more real-world experience if he was going to take them into a war zone.  Whether they stayed in Jackson or not, was another question, but for now, he needed them ready because they still had a long way to go to even get to Jackson. 

Winters opened the driver’s door, and a body fell out.  He needed to know if they were communicating with the pickup truck that had passed him and Collette.  They couldn’t be too far away guarding another bridge.  It was a loose end he couldn’t afford to ignore.  There was no sense in leaving it to chance that they wouldn’t run into them again.  Not finding a radio, he decided to go down US 51 to the next bridge.


 


Chapter 11

Jackson Michigan

Meeks drove the police cruiser out of the hospital parking garage and headed over to the back parking lot where the three of them had made a stand.  The lot was filled with the vehicles Scar had blown up with the M320 grenade launcher.  The Jijis had also abandoned a yellow bus by the entrance along with several other vehicles. 

None of the Jiji corpses had been taken away, which Scar thought was quite strange. They controlled the town, why they wouldn’t bury their dead was beyond his comprehension.  He felt bad enough they would have to wait a couple of days before they could get in here and take away their dead.  There was no reason to risk more lives by coming in too early.  So, far he had counted forty of his men but wasn't sure if that was all.  It would take a lot of work to get them out of there and buried.

Meeks headed over to the Chevy pickup Reese had been driving.  Scar got out to take a quick look inside but didn't learn anything other than it was still here.  She wouldn’t have left it here if she were on her own.

“Nothing unusual,” said Scar climbing back into the cruiser.

“Where to next?” asked Meeks.

“Let’s get over to the garage and grab what we can.”

Meeks was about to let his foot off the brake when a car came zooming up Waterloo Street and passed the hospital.

“They’re in a hurry,” said Meeks.

“Yeah, they are and why up there?” asked Scar.

“Only one way to find out,” said Meeks as he pushed the gas pedal.  

He swung out of the parking lot and headed north.  It was an odd place for a car to be going because the neighborhoods up this way had been cleared out a couple of weeks ago. 

“It just turned,” said Scar watching the taillights disappear.

“Yep, I see it, and I think I know where it’s headed,” said Meeks.

“Where?”

“There’s an old Catholic church and school up there.”

“Hmph.  Must have turned it into a mosque,” retorted Amber.

“Let’s go find out,” said Scar needing to release some pent-up energy.

Meeks took a left on Ganson Street and then a right on State Street wanting to park one street over from the church.  He pulled into a driveway and drove around to the backyard. 

Meeks led them on foot through the backyard and then a driveway onto Waterloo Street. They were all wearing dark clothing and blended well into the night.  They boldly walked on the street looking for the car that had sped by.  They were standing right in front of the church, but it didn’t appear to have any activity, and there weren’t any vehicles in the parking lot. 

They walked across the lawn toward the back parking lot. There were no temporary lights on, and Scar was starting to think they were on a wild goose chase, but then he heard someone laughing.  

Across the parking lot, there was a one-story building, typical of the type used for offices.  Standing outside were a couple of Jijis chatting with each other.  One of them opened the door exposing the lighted interior. 

“They must have the windows covered,” suggested Meeks. 

“But why?” asked Amber.

Scar had a bad feeling about this place.  They’ve gone to a lot of trouble to keep themselves hidden.  But who were they hiding from?  They controlled the town and doing what they want with it.

“C’mon,” whispered Scar.

They moved up Leroy Street staring at the building which was surrounded by a chain-linked fence.  Then they turned onto East Street and still didn’t find any windows without the curtains drawn.  Scar didn’t like this.  He hated entering a building without knowing how many Jijis there were.  He hadn’t checked the doors yet but had no doubt they would be locked. Their only way in was where the two had come outside to chat.  

“Whatcha thinking?” asked Meeks.

“Something is going on in there, and I want to know what it is.”

“I agree,” said Amber.  “This is too weird.”

“We can’t go charging in there until we know what we’re up against.  So, we need to wait for one to come back outside.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Amber. 

They hustled back around the other way when headlights lit up the street.  They rushed over to the side and crouched down.  Scar gripped his M4 tighter as the car slowed down and then turned into the church’s driveway.  It stopped in front of the three-stall garage before a man got out to pull open the garage door.

Scar broke out in sly grin knowing what he was about to do.  He motioned to Meeks and Amber to follow him as he got up and dashed toward the garage.  The car pulled into the garage and Scar bolted to the entrance. He pulled out his knife and waited for the man to turn the car off and exit.  

The door slammed shut, and Scar charged inside.  The six-foot-two former Marine towered over the smaller Jiji who wasn’t even armed.  Scar swung a fist knocking him to the ground.  He reached down, grabbed him by the collar and pulled him up.  He then wrapped his big arm around his throat.

Meeks and Amber stood guard at the entrance of the garage.

“Nod your head if you want to live?” asked Scar showing the knife.

The Jiji nodded.

“You lie to me, and I will gut you.” 

He nodded again.

“What’s your name?”

“Omar.”

“Well, Omar, what’s going on inside?”

“Please don’t hurt me.”

“Answer my questions.”

“My friends and I are celebrating is all,” said the wide-eyed Jiji.

“How many are you?”

“There’s just three of us.”

“Omar, you’re lying to me.  I feel it,” said Scar tightening his arm around the man’s throat.

“With me, we’re four.”

“I know when you’re lying to me.  Now, Omar, why all the secrecy?  Why aren’t you with your friends?”

“We just like being alone.”

“Bullshit.  Who else is in there?”

“Please don’t kill me.”

“I’m losing patience with you, now answer my question. Who else is in there?”

“Two girls.”

A wave of anger coursed through Scar’s veins.  Now he was getting a clearer picture.  These guys were keeping a secret stash of girls they found.  There was no sense in sharing them with anyone else.  

“Holding out on your friends, huh?”

“Yes. They weren’t going to share with us so why should we help them?”

“Whose they?”

“Colonel Khan and his men.”  

“Who's he?”

“He’s a Saudi Colonel that is helping Mordulfah.  They’ve taken charge of everything, and after everything we’ve done, they’re giving us scraps.” 

Scar thought this was an interesting piece of information.  There was dissension in the ranks and a lot of animosity 

“Scraps?”

“Yes.  Old ladies.”  

Scar wanted to choke the life out of him but needed more information, so he softened his approach.  “Well, I can’t say that I blame ya.  After all, you guys have been busting your assess patrolling the borders.”

“Yes. Thank you. That’s exactly right.  Mordulfah promised us there would be plenty of girls for us to have, yet he takes the choicest ones, then Colonel Khan’s men took the rest leaving us with all the ugly ones.”

Scar was taken aback at the man’s candor.  To him, it was nothing but a transaction, a payment to be made with humans.  

Amber’s posture stiffened listening to this guy.  She was growing anxious to get inside and kill the bastards.  She came close to being raped a few days ago at the Proving Grounds.  The experience still haunted her and had increased her hatred for the Jijis.  She would have to wait a few more minutes because Scar had hit a nerve with Omar and he was venting.

“What about the cops?” asked Scar.

“Please, what have the cops done?  Nothing I tell ya. They’ve been sitting down there doing nothing while we did all the hard work.  I know for a fact those guys stole a lot of the girls and took them away without telling anyone.” 

“You think so?” asked Scar.

“Damn right, they did.  That stupid Arab colonel drove all the fleeing citizens south right into the cop’s hands.  I’m from Detroit, so I know what these cops have been doing, so yes, they’ve got their own stock of girls.” 

“Omar, I got to say, I actually don’t really blame you for having your own stash. I mean hey, spoils of war right, and if I had some interloper come in and take over, hell, I’d probably do the same thing.” 

“Yeah, man, exactly, spoils of war, thank you.”

“Unfortunately, I can’t leave here in good conscious without those spoils of wars, so there’s that.  But, you know, you’ve been most helpful, so I’m gonna actually let you live.”  

“Thank you.”

“Your friends, however, may not. How good of friends are they to ya?”

“They’re like brothers to me.  Please let me help you.  Bring me inside with you, and I can help.”

“Gosh, I just don’t know if I can trust you.  I mean, I want to.  You’ve been very forthcoming, and I appreciate that, but if you give 'em some kind of signal or something, then all bets are off, you know?”

“Please, they’re just sitting inside. There'll be no tricks, I swear.”

“Alright Omar, I’m counting on ya.  Just know this, I will have my weapon pressed against your back, and if anything happens, then you’re gonna be the first to go.”

“Yes, I know.  Please, I’ll be cool.”

Scar kept his big hand on Omar’s collar and marched him across the parking lot followed by Amber and Meeks.  They approached the front door, and Omar gave it two quick knocks before pushing open the door. 

“It’s just me,” said Omar.  

Scar tightened his fist around Omar’s collar as he pushed him through the entrance poking the M4 into his back. Amber swept to the right, and Meeks left pointing their weapons at three surprised Jijis, two of which were in their boxers.  

“Don’t do it guys,” yelled Scar.

“Brothers, stay cool,” said Omar.

The Jijis darted their heads trying to decide what to do.  Meeks and Amber got in their faces with their weapons.

“Go ahead, go for it,” yelled Meeks at one who started reaching for a pistol.  The Jiji backed away and lifted his hands in the air. 

“That’s more like it.”

On the other side of the room were the two girls, both stripped naked, gagged and were side-by-side bent over a table with their outstretched arms handcuffed to the other side of it.  Their inner legs zip tied to each other while the outer ones were tied to the table legs.  

A lump formed in Scar's throat.  The scene reminded him of the girls they had rescued at the party-house in Saline, Michigan.  It had been a disturbing scene and one he cared not to repeat.  But, here he was, and now he knew they were going to encounter more of these over the next couple of days.

He spied some zip ties and commanded Omar to tie his friend’s hands behind their backs.  He then cuffed Omar and sat him down with the others.

“Where are the keys?” Amber asked a bearded one. 

“I don’t answer to women,” he sneered.

Amber wasn't in the mood and stepped up to the kneeling man.  She raised her M4 and butt-stroked him across the jaw.  “How about now?”

The bearded man spat a gob of blood at her.

Amber let out a scoff before slamming the M4 into his nose.  The man hollered as blood splattered everywhere and began spilling down his t-shirt. 

She moved to the next one and raised her eyebrows at him not needing to repeat the question.

“In that drawer,” he said, anxiously motioning to a table behind her.

Amber opened the drawer to grab the handcuff key.  She moved over to the girls speaking in soft tones to them. “It’s okay, you’re safe now.  We’re gonna get you out of here.”

She undid their hands first, and both girls pushed to slide off the table.  Amber took out her knife and cut the plastic ties around their ankles, and the girls turned around to face everyone.  Their young ages made Amber’s jaw drop.  She figured by their lithe bodies they’d be young, but she wasn’t expecting them to be this young. 

The girls wobbled as they stood up and Amber led them over to a couch. They were dazed and hadn’t fully comprehended their rescue, as it seemed too surreal to them.

Meeks grabbed his canteen and handed it to Amber.  The girls eagerly drank the water as if they hadn’t had anything to drink for hours. 

Scar turned to Omar and gave him a death stare.  Omar looked at the floor in shame as did his friends.  

He turned to Meeks.  “Go get our ride.”

“Wait for me,” whispered Meeks knowing what was about to go down.

Scar gave him a firm nod.

“Where are their clothes?” Amber barked.

Omar shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t know.”

Amber got up off her knees and grabbed the M4.  Now she understood what went through Reese’s mind every time she gutted a cop.  The need to hurt someone was overwhelming, and now she was experiencing it and not caring if she lost control.  These bastards were raping girls that were twelve, maybe thirteen-years-old and from the distraught looks on their tiny faces, it appears they’ve been doing it for hours.

Omar leaned back as Amber approached him. “They’re not here.  Out on the streets somewhere, I don’t know, I swear.”

Amber threw her hands up in frustration.  She turned to Scar and pushed him into the adjoining room.  “I want these bastards.”

“I know.  As soon as Meeks gets back, we’ll get the girls in the car and then…okay?”

She grabbed his arm and squeezed hard. “I want to strangle them…I’m…I’m just so fucking pissed off right now.”

“Hang in there.”

Amber blinked a few times in frustration.

Meeks came back inside none too soon.  He and Amber then led the girls outside to the squad car.

Omar looked up at Scar.  “I am sorry for this, but if it weren’t for us, then they’d be with Mordulfah.  Either way, they were spoils of war.”

“Indeed Omar, but I got to say, I wasn’t expecting them to be so young.”

“Which is why Mordulfah would have spoiled them anyway.”

Meeks and Amber came back inside.

“I was just talking to Omar here.  He’s trying to justify what they're doing saying had it not been for them, then they’d be with Mordulfah right now.”

“Wow.  That’s one helluva a stretch,” said Meeks.

“So, you will let us go now?” asked Omar.  “You said you’d not kill us.”

“I did.  I said I wouldn’t kill you.”  Scar turned to the door. “Goodbye, Omar.”

Amber and Meeks raised their weapons and squeezed the triggers.


 


Chapter 12

Kimball Wisconsin

Going after gang-bangers had made it a long night, but what Winters hadn't anticipated was a cold rain.  It had chilled them to the bone, and at one point their teeth had been chattering.  He had the heat on full blast in the Camry, but it wasn’t making too much difference.  Their clothing was too soaking wet for the heater to have any real effect. 

He drove down US 51 to scope out the next crossing of the Montreal River.  He had thought about waiting around to see if the pickup came back this way to check in but didn’t want to waste any more time.  As it was, they were fifty miles away from their supply trucks, and he didn’t want to spend another day on gang-bangers.  The rain had provided him with the perfect cover to take a couple of inexperienced fighters with him.  It was making for a great training exercise, and now he would test their endurance.  The cold was draining his strength and despite the girl's youth, would take a toll on them as well.  

Winters thought their previous situation of being sex slaves enhanced their endurance and willpower.  Enduring what they had to do on a daily basis gave them an extraordinary experience very few, would have to go through.  This had to count for something in how they’ve been handling themselves so far.  Neither cried or complained but did what they were told without any sass.  

The only thing that was odd was their continuous hugging, which Winters could only chalk up to simply needing reassurance or maybe fearing they would lose him, but other than that they were the perfect students.

They polished off another energy bar and drank more water as Winters drove to the next crossing, which was on County Highway C, a tree-lined road that went through a rural area with very few houses.  

Winters pulled out the FLIR monocular and handed it to Laney who was sitting up front. 

“We’re getting close so keep an eye out for any heat signatures.”

“You got it, Cole.”

Winters let up on the pedal figuring they weren’t but a half a mile away.  If they were here, then he wanted to make sure he gave Laney ample time to find them.  He moved his head around seeing nothing but trees.  The rain was relentless and hadn’t let up at all.  He cringed at the thought of having to get back out in it but was still glad for the cover it provided.

“Stop,” ordered Laney.

Winters put his foot on the brake.  “Whaddya got?”

“Up ahead but it’s not on the road. It’s sitting off to the side,” said Laney who then handed the monocular to Winters.

Winters spied the pickup truck as it sat two hundred feet away.  It wasn’t on the road but on a dirt road that intersected the country highway.  They weren’t there to block the way but rather allow something to pass by and then come up behind it.  

Collette leaned forward, and Winters handed her the glass and then asked her what they should do. 

“Get wet again,” she shivered. 

Laney let out a sarcastic laugh.  “Just when we were getting so dry.”

“Let’s back this thing up and get into these woods,” said Collette.  “We can come in behind it.”

“We should probably see if there’s any houses around here,” said Laney.  “Some might be taking a nap.”

Winters liked what he was hearing.  They were thinking precisely as they should be.  Recon the area first then attack.  Leave nothing to chance. 

Winters looked in the side mirror and backed up a hundred yards before parking it on another dirt road.  

“Alright, Collette, you take point this time.”

“Yes, sir,” she beamed.

Winters and Laney followed her on either side of the road as Collette kept the monocular to her eye.  She stopped at a dirt driveway and scanned up ahead.  Satisfied nothing was there, she continued toward the pickup as silently as a shadow.  They weren’t but twenty-five yards away. She stopped and stared at the three glowing figures inside.

“What do ya think?” asked Winters.

“I think it’s just the three.”

“Why?”

“I can’t see four dudes sitting together.”

She had a point, but he wanted a better observation than that.  “What else?  Laney?”

“We've killed twelve, and these three make fifteen.  So, that’s four per Caddy, three in the cab of the truck and the rest in the back.”

“That would make sense,” said Collette.  “We saw four in the back of the truck, remember?”

Winters hiked his eyebrows impressed.  She was right, and the numbers added up.  “Okay. So, we’re right here, should we attack them here or get behind them?”

Collette looked at Laney who shrugged her shoulders.  “It’d be better to get behind them, but it’s raining so damn hard that I doubt they can even see through the windshield.”

“Yeah, then we could get out of this rain faster,” said Laney.  “I've got major goosebumps and it ain't cuz I'm scared.”

Winters grabbed the monocular and looked at them.  The three weren’t doing anything and might even be sleeping. 

“Alright, let’s do it.”

“Yes, I love it,” said Laney.

The three walked side-by-side with their M4’s raised to their shoulders.  Winters gave them the same instructions as before.  They then opened up on full auto.  The road erupted in strobes of muzzle flashes in deafening sounds as bullets began slamming into the windshield.  The bodies inside were flung around as hot lead punctured them without mercy.  It was over in a few seconds, and all you could hear was the pattering of rain on the hood of the pickup. 

Winters looked at the girls on either side of him.  Both were taking measured breaths as they stared at the carnage they had just unleashed.  Neither took pleasure in what they had to do, but instead, were satisfied they did it without getting killed.

Winters approached the cab and looked at the shaved-headed gang-bangers inside.  Blood ran down from multiple holes, some from their chest, but mainly their heads.  The height of the girls didn’t give them any other angle, but at their heads. 

“Eeeeeww,” said Collette.

“Screw them,” said Laney. “You know they’d be bending us over right about now.”

“No doubt,” scowled Collette.  “Ya shouldn’t have messed with us boys.”

The girls raced back to the Camry with the winner getting to ride shotgun, which meant they’d have the heat vents blowing right on them.  As always, Laney beat the slower Collette.

Winters got in and turned to Laney. “Seems almost unfair.”

“Hey, I can’t help it if I’m faster.  Now c’mon get that heat on,” cackled Laney.

Winters started the car and cranked up the heat.  He put the car in drive and peeled out of the dirt road.  He took off the goggles to save the batteries and turned on the headlights.  “You okay back there Collette.”

“I’m perfect.  I let her win.”

“Oh, whatever,” laughed Laney.

“Yeah, but I get to do this,” said Collette taking her shirt off.  

Laney turned in her seat.  “Hey, wait…why are you stripping?”

“So I can wring my clothes out,” said Collette as she started twisting the shirt forcing the water to the floor.

Winters smiled at Collette’s creativity.

“Damn you’re good,” laughed Laney as she took off the tactical vest.  "I’m gonna do the same thing.”

“Ahh, then get in the back,” said Winters.

“What’s the matter?  Ya, don't wanna see me naked again?”

“Been there done that, so no, thank you.  I’m good.”

Laney gave Collette a mischievous smile and flicked her eyebrows as she tore her shirt off.

“Please,” pleaded Winters.

“C’mon Cole, ya had to know I was gonna do that,” laughed Laney. 

“Yes, of course,” grunted Winters

“And besides, it’s totally dark in here,” smirked Laney as she gave him a sideways glance before climbing in the back seat.  “And I thought guys liked looking at naked girls.”

“Yeah, ones that are not, like, you know…underage.”

“Hey, I’m sixteen, which is the age of consent in Iowa.”

“We’re not in Iowa.”

“Excuse me, but I’m eighteen,” snickered Collette.

Winters shook his head. “I’m not gonna win here, am I?”

Laney started laughing again.  “Of course not, Cole, this is, like, way too much fun.” 

Winters chuckled to himself and actually appreciated their needling.  He was glad they were in good spirits and figured they needed a release after the operation.  It can’t be easy for them not being accustomed to killing people, even if they were evil.  Never easy taking a life, and with them going through what they went through, he was keeping an eye on their mental health.  So far, from what he could observe, they were nowhere near, any kind of breaking point and seemed to be coping quite well.

“Oh, Cole, we’re so warm back here,” said Laney.  

“Are ya?” asked Cole as he heard them whispering and conspiring with each other.

“Yep, we’re hot and naked,” announced Laney as she threw her undies up on the dashboard.  

They burst out laughing uncontrollably as Winters grew a smile at his two mature, yet juvenile passengers.  Nope, they’re definitely not at any breaking point.


 


Chapter 13

Jackson Michigan

Amber sat in the back of the cruiser with the girls they had just rescued.  She tried to comfort them as best as she could, but it was a difficult task seeing as the girls had been repeatedly raped for hours. After talking with them, she vaguely knew who their mothers were and thought they were probably alive.  Both were said to be pretty, which of course, only meant they too were being raped.

Amber tried to control the rage exploding within her but wasn’t having much luck at it.  While she wanted to control her feelings, a big part of her was giving in to them because there were a lot more of these same situations going on right now.  She wanted to unleash this rage on the raping bastards.  

Meeks drove over to the garage where they were storing some of their supplies.  Despite having two damaged passengers, they still needed to check on the supply status.  He pulled into the parking lot and stared at the building.  It didn’t appear to have been tampered with, which didn't surprise him since it was off the beaten path. 

Scar turned to Amber.  “We’ll be right back.”

He and Meeks got out and entered the garage.  Spotting the five-gallon gas cans, Scar began checking them, hoping to find them all full. 

“Got fifteen here, so about seventy-five gallons,” said Scar.  “What about ammo?”

Meeks crouched down to check the boxes sitting underneath a table.  “Only got four cases here.”

Scar scoffed because that wasn’t near enough.  With what they had just scavenged in the hospital and these cases, they only had about four thousand rounds, give or take, plus whatever anyone else happened to have on their person. 

Scar emptied two cans of gas into the cruiser while Meeks threw the ammo and MRE’s into the trunk.  

He went back inside and found a couple of blankets with which the girls could cover themselves.  He wasn’t sure what to do with them and suspected he was going to run across more before the night was over.  He’d have to take them to their temporary camp and have a couple of Nordell’s men take care of them. 

If there was the dissension in the ranks as Omar had described, then there would probably be more of them around town.  If they were in small groups like Omar's, and as long as it was dark, they would be able to take them down quickly enough.

He would need to reassemble his forces before he could take on the cops or Mordulfah.  Scar cringed at the thought of leaving helpless girls in their hands, but for now, there wasn’t much he could do about it, other than determine their locations. 

Meeks drove back down US 127 to the small town of Hudson where they had a makeshift camp.  The majority of the men were Nordell’s with a few of the Shadow Patriots.  Most of the others were with Eddie, but they hadn’t been able to get in contact with them. 

Scar fought to control his nerves as he wanted to hurry and get back into Jackson.  It was midnight, and they had only about five more hours of darkness to cover their operations.  After that, he had no doubt the enemy would go back into Jackson to finish what they had started. 

This Colonel Khan had been smart to attack during the day knowing the Shadow Patriots had night vision optics.  With that in mind, Khan had pulled his men out before it got dark and would redeploy them in the morning. 

Meeks pulled into their new hideout on Oak Street in the small town of Hudson.  Scar had chosen this street because it was the first street you came to and they could keep an eye on US 127 from the back windows of the houses there. 

Amber escorted the girls inside where Nordell’s men immediately recognized them.  

“Where did you find them?” asked Bobby, a childhood friend of Nordell.

“Just north of the hospital,” said Scar.  “Do you know them?”

“Oh yes.  They’re from my neighborhood.  They’re both twelve, I think.  Sweet girls.  Did you see their moms?”

“No.  These two were being held by some Jijis in secret.”

“Secret?” asked Bobby with a puzzled look. 

“Yeah.  A private stash, so to speak.  They weren’t taken into Detroit like the others, and we just happened upon them.”

Bobby frowned in disgust.

“Listen, we’re gonna go back into town to see if we can find more.”

“You need help?”

“No, you guys stay here.  You’ve got precious cargo here now, so keep your guard up.  We’ll be back before sunrise.”

Meeks walked in with the MRE’s. “Here some food.  I’m sure they’re hungry.”

“Thanks, guys,” said Bobby as he put his hand on Scar’s shoulder.

Scar gave him a firm nod and walked back to the squad car.

Meeks tore out of the driveway and floored the pedal as he drove north on US 127. He was as anxious as Scar and Amber to get back to Jackson.  Scar suggested he head downtown where they might be able to better observe any activity from the tops of the tall buildings.

Everyone’s legs and lungs were burning by the time they made it up the ten floors of the old bank building, but it was worth it because it gave them a bird’s eye view of the town.  They also welcomed the cool breeze.  It had been a long hot day.  The few clouds, periodically covering the half-moon, were the only impediments to their view. 

Scar scanned the area and found a couple vehicles headed toward the west side of town.  He lost sight of them when the buildings down the street blocked his view.

“Whaddya think?” asked Meeks.

“Only spotted two but they’re headed in the same direction.”

“Could be a party,” said Amber. 

“Could be.”

Scar walked to the other side of the building to get a better angle and observed several cars with their headlights on.

“Guys, over here.”

Meeks and Amber rushed over.  

Scar handed the glasses to Meeks.  “Look over there.”

“Looks like a party.”

“Let me see,” said Amber.  “Whoa…look at that.”

“Where do ya think that is?” asked Scar.

“It’s probably over at the Cascades,” said Amber referring to the park with large man-made waterfalls.  The area also included a golf course. 

“Yeah, that looks about right, there’s a school over there if I remember correctly,” said Meeks.

“Well, then let’s go,” stressed Amber not wanting to waste a single minute. 

Scar brought up the rear as they descended the stairs.  While he wanted to get there quickly, he had a bad feeling because of the numbers of vehicles there.  If there were more than they could handle they'd have to wait until some of them left.  If that were the case, it would take considerable restraint to wait and be patient for the right time to attack. 


 


Chapter 14 

Iron River Wisconsin

The rain had let up to a light sprinkle by the time Winters pulled back into the abandoned dealership.  The drive back to Ashland had been uneventful except for the girls having a little entertainment at Winters’ expense.  

“Sooooo, Cole, you think you could, like, warm up the truck before we get in?” asked Laney.

“Please, Cole.  We’re so warm and comfy back here.”

“And if I don’t?”

Laney started giggling, and Winters already knew what she was going to say. 

“We won’t put our clothes back on.”

“Wow…that’s ah, a harsh threat ya got there,” joked Winters as he parked the car next to their truck.

“Eh, it’s not much of a threat really,” said Laney.  “I’d rather not, like, put these wet clothes back on anyway.  They’re freezing cold.”

“Yeah, tell me about it,” said Winters.  “Still got mine on, you know.”

“You could have taken yours off,” said Collette.

Winters snorted.  “Trust me, ya don’t want to see this.”

“C’mon, Cole, you’re a total stud,” said Collette.

“Yeah, okay.”

“Trust us,” said Laney.  “You are.  Take it from a couple of experts.”

“Yeah, Cole, we’ve seen our share of losers and you sir, are no loser.”

“Well, that’s nice of you to say so.”

“He doesn’t believe us,” said Collette.

“That’s so sad.”

Winters grabbed the underwear off the dash and threw them in the back  “Get your clothes back on, and I’ll warm the truck up.”

“Ya see, Cole, that’s one of the reasons why you’re such a stud.  You’re always looking out for us,” said Laney.

Winters got into the truck and started it up while thinking about their next move.  Tomorrow they had to get some much-needed rest and then reload the truck to complete the trip to Jackson.  It was approximately five hundred miles and would take them all night. 

After warming the truck up, he got out and opened the door to the Camry to grab his stuff.  

“Anytime girls.”

“Is it nice and comfy?” asked Collette.

“It’s about as warm as it’s gonna get.  So, chop, chop.”

“Hey, that’s my line,” protested Laney as she got out of the car.  

Deciding to drive without headlights, Winters powered his goggles back up and pulled out of the dealership under cover of darkness.  It had been a long night, and the weather had made it especially challenging.  The girls were as tired as he was and would fall asleep as soon as they hit the hay.  Winters chuckled to himself because they were literally sleeping on hay.  

He wouldn’t bother posting a guard tonight as the weather would make it unlikely anyone was out anywhere tonight, let alone in the middle of nowhere.  Also, with the gang-bangers taken care of, it wouldn’t be necessary. 

Winters had kept track of the mileage when he left the dealership as a way to help him find the barn.  There weren’t any landmarks to help locate it, and the dark wooded landscape wasn’t easy to navigate.

“Alright, girls, keep your eyes peeled. It should be coming up here shortly.”

Winters slowed down as they got closer and strained his eyes looking for the barn. 

A minute later Collette spotted it.  Winters stopped and looked at the barn and then at the abandoned house where they hid the supplies.  It was still raining but wasn’t pouring.  He didn’t want to leave tire tracks in the field and decided to park the truck behind the house.  It would still be out of sight and be one less thing to do tomorrow.

“Girls, I’m gonna park it behind the house.  The truck will leave tracks in the wet field.”

Laney patted Winters’ arm.  “You’re always thinking, Captain Winters.”

“Yeah, Cole, that’s a good one,” said Collette.

“Means, we’re gonna get wet again,” said Winters.

“Eh, no biggie,” said Laney.  “We’ve got dry clothes in the barn.”

“Oh, I can’t wait,” said Collette.

After parking the truck, everyone grabbed their things and started walking at a quick pace across the field to the barn.  It was a relief and rather joyous to get inside.  Even though they had only been there a day, it had become a bit of a home for them.  They had everything they needed and a place to sleep.

“Why don’t you guys change while I get us something to eat,” said Winters as he walked around to the back of the third truck they had left in the barn.  He lifted up the door and turned on the interior light.  

“What do guys want to eat?”

“I want spaghetti,” yelled Collette.

“Chicken noodle stew,” yelled Laney.

Winters rummaged through the box and pulled out their packets plus a beef stew for himself.  He then used his knife to cut open the bags rather than try to pull them apart, which was never an easy task.  After emptying the contents, he grabbed a water jug and poured the correct amount into the self-cooking bags to get them started.

Steam began to waft through the air making his mouth water.  The aroma was reminding him how hungry he was.  The girls came around to the back each wearing dry clothes.

“Hmmm, smells so good,” said Collette.

“Go change, Cole.  We’ll finish this,” said Laney grabbing a packet of raisins. 

Winters grabbed his bag out of the cab of the truck and pulled out a dry shirt and a pair of pants.  As he stripped down, he found it was quite a relief to get the wet stuff off and understood the girls’ reaction to it.  Their clothes were soaking wet and would take forever to dry.  After putting on a fresh pair of socks, he put his waterproof boots back on but didn’t bother to lace them.

“Foods all done,” yelled Laney.

Winters came around the back and found the girls had moved some of the boxes to set up a table. 

“Sit down,” said Collette patting a box next to her.

“Well, this is nice,” said Cole.

“We can be quite domesticated.”

“Yeah, we’re a couple of domesticated bad-asses,” quipped Laney.

Winters grabbed the bottle of water they had set out for him.  He raised it over the middle of the table.  “Here’s to a successful night.”

They touched their plastic bottles together then took a sip.

Winters took a bite of his stew relishing the hot food.  “Hmm, this is good.”

“Isn’t it though,” said Laney after swallowing a bite.

They kept the small talk to a minimum while they devoured their rations not wanting to stop.  The more they ate, the more they realized how hungry they were.  They had burned a lot of calories tonight and needed to recharge.

Finishing his beef stew, Winters washed it down with his water and looked at the girls who were now picking at raisins and crackers.

“I’m really proud of you guys,” said Winters.  “You both kept your cool and performed brilliantly.”

“Awweee,” said Laney.  “Thank you.”

“Well, you’re a great teacher,” said Collette.

“I also wanna thank you guys, again, for doing this.  I know I’m asking a lot from ya, taking you away from your home and all, to help me.”

Collette turned to Laney and back to Winters.  “We’re just, like, glad we’re able to help you.  It means the world to us.”

“Yeah, Cole and thanks for believing in us,” said Laney.

“And respecting us,” added Collette.

Laney scoffed.  “Yeah, we haven’t had any of that in a while.”

Winters raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

Laney stared at Collette.  “Well, to start with, none of those assholes that were using us gave us any kind of respect.  But even some of the self-righteous biddies around town looked down their noses at us.”

Collette nodded in agreement.  “Yeah right, even though some of their family members were the ones forcing us to do it.  Hell, one even called me a good for nothing whore.”

“Oh, yeah, that old spinster Miss Edwards,” sneered Laney.  “Her nephew didn’t think you were good for nothing.”

Collette laughed at the memory.  “Oh, oh, tell Cole about what happened to you with that bitch, Missus Parker.”

Laney rolled her eyes. “Oh. My. God.  That crazy ass bitch.”

“She was crazy,” laughed Collette.

“Oh, tell me about.  That bitch walks in on her fat pig of a grandson, Brian and me.  He was the one you killed in that middle house on Oak Street.”

Winters wasn’t sure which one it was. 

“Right before you found me,” said Collette.

“Yes, of course,” remembered Winters.

“Well, it doesn’t really matter, so anyway she walks in on us and starts screaming her head off because we’re doing it in her bed, and like, either she doesn’t know what’s going on, or she doesn’t want to believe her grandson is such a deviant.  

So, Brian jumps out of bed taking the sheet with him and runs out of the room leaving me there, buck naked.”

Winters' mouth went slack-jawed.

“Oh, I know, but it gets better,” said Laney holding up a finger.  “So, she grabs a yardstick and not just any ole yardstick, oh no, this was one of those, like, wide, thick ones and she starts hitting me with it while calling me a bitch in heat, and a slut.  I mean, she’s relentless.”

“And she outweighs you by about a couple of hundred pounds,” laughed Collette.

“Right…I mean she’s a big girl and strong too.  She ain’t, like, no sweet old lady wanting to bake you cookies.  Hell no.  She’s a mean, foul-mouthed old hag.”

Winters put a hand to his mouth to suppress a laugh.

“Oh, it’s okay, Cole, I mean it is funny.  I mean, it is now, but damn, it wasn’t so much at the time.”

Collette grabs Winters’ arm. “Oh, and it still gets better.”

Winters gave Collette a glance of disbelief as she eagerly nods at him.

“Okay, so, I’ve got tears running down my face, I mean, I’m sobbing, trying to get my naked butt out of there, but she’s blocking my escape.  The bed is, like, pushed up against the wall, so I only got one escape route, and that’s through her,” said Laney spreading her arms out to show how big she was.  

“So, I’m scooting toward the end of the bed on my butt, and she brings that yardstick down, and it hits me on the kneecap while my knee is bent and whack the yardstick breaks in half.  My mouth dropped open, and I look at her.  She’s holding the broken half, and her face is blazing so red, you’d think I just broke a priceless heirloom.  Like it was my friggin fault.  I mean, pleeeze, that bitch whacked me good with it.

So, then she grabs the back of my hair, and, like, flips me over…holds me down by my neck and starts smacking me on my bare ass with that broken piece.  And I am, like, screaming at this point, it hurts so friggin bad, I mean, I’ve never been spanked so hard, and never on my bare ass.”

Winters stared wide-eyed entranced at her story.  “So, what happened next?”

“Well, after what seemed, like, an eternity, she finally stops.  I think cuz she was, like, out of breath.  So, she grabs my arm and yanks me off the bed so hard I thought my arm popped out its socket.  She drags me down the hall and right out the front door.  And of course, she's calling me a dirty whore and slut, blah, blah, blah.”

“Wow.  That’s…that’s unbelievable, I mean, I believe you, but that’s just incredible.”

“No, what’s incredible is that I had to walk outta there naked.  That bitch wouldn’t even give me my clothes back.”

“The poor thing made it to my house,” said Collette.  “Her bottom was so red…I felt so bad for her.  We had to keep lathering it with aloe and Lidocaine.”

“It took days for the welts to go away.”

“I am so sorry that happened to you,” said Winters.

“Oh, don’t worry, we got even with that crazy old bitch,” said Laney.

Winters looked at Laney waiting for her to continue.

“Oh yeah.  We waited, like, a few weeks, but me, Collette, Finley and a couple of other girls, broke into her house, tore up all her clothing, and spray painted the bed and walls.”

“We pretty much trashed her house,” said Collette.

“Brian tried to get us to say who it was, but he was such a fat ass pussy and wasn’t able to get us to fess up.  Not that it mattered too much, cuz everybody knew she was bat-shit crazy anyway,” said Laney.

“So, yes, Cole, thank you for respecting us,” said Collette.

Winters placed his hand over his heart. “Oh, you have my undying respect, believe me.”

Winters was surprised to hear this story and thought it was strange to learn how some people reacted to what was going on in town.  You’d think everyone would be on the same team and support each other but apparently, that wasn’t the case.  Some people just don’t want to believe what is happening or choose to ignore it, especially when it involves their family.  So, when faced with the reality, you blame the other person and take it out on them.  This is probably what happened to Laney.

While the girls cleaned up, Winters tore apart a couple more bales of hay and made their bed bigger and thicker before laying a heavy packing blanket on top.  It started pouring down rain again by the time they laid down to go to sleep, with the stress of the night, tired muscles, and the constant white noise of the storm they fell right to sleep.


 


Chapter 15

Jackson Michigan

Meeks drove the cruiser slowly down Fourth Street while Scar and Amber kept an eye out the open windows for any Jijis in the neighborhood.  They were heading for the area where they had seen the headlights from the top of the building.  As they got closer, they could hear the sounds of vehicles in the distance.  An AK-47 thundered in the air followed closely by a couple more.  

Meeks turned to Scar.  “These guys are in a festive mood.”

More gunfire, only this time it was louder.  

“We’re getting closer,” said Amber.

“Well, we should probably park it then,” suggested Scar. 

Meeks turned onto Loeser Avenue and found a long driveway in between the cramped together houses.  He pulled out a map and made a circle to mark where they were.

“Those schools are just to the west,” said Meeks. 

“Let’s go,” said Amber anxious to find more girls. 

She led the way through the backyards over to South Wisner Street where there were two unused schools, which had open green areas formerly used for playgrounds. The grass was now overgrown and had turned to seed. 

The sound of engines revving, and the glare of headlights became more pronounced the closer they got.  Amber came around the corner first to observe a half dozen cars in the field with Jijis all around the area.

“Looks like a party,” said Meeks. 

Scar held up the binoculars and scowled.

“What?” asked Amber.

“They’ve got girls with them.”

“How many?”

“Can’t say for sure, but I see three.”

“Guys, get back,” ordered Meeks.

A car was racing down Wisner Street, and they crouched down as it approached their position. 

“Oh, hell,” exclaimed Meeks.  “Look.”

A girl was tied to the hood of the car that was passing them.  It slowed down before veering into the school parking lot and jumping the curb into the field.  It then began to cut donuts.  The girl was screaming as the spectators were laughing and firing their weapons in the air. 

Amber grabbed Scar’s arm again and squeezed hard.  “I want these bastards.”

“I know you do.  I do too.  We got to be patient and smart. Okay?”

She didn’t respond.

“Amber, we do this the right way.  We’ll get them though.  Alright?”

Needing to settle down, she took a deep breath and held it.  She couldn’t believe what she was seeing and was growing restless.  Was this the way Reese felt all the time?  She let go of the breath realizing it probably was and her admiration for Reese increased tenfold. 

“Let’s move down some and get a closer look,” whispered Scar.

Meeks took point this time, and Scar brought up the rear as they moved to the intersection of Wisner and High Streets.  They were able to take cover in a small thicket of trees at the corner, which gave them a direct view of the party taking place in front of them.

The car had stopped spinning around and stopped, but the girl remained tied to the hood with guys staring and laughing at the crying girl.

Scar picked up the glasses again to study the scene but turned away when he saw a Jiji going to town on one girl.  He'd seen enough to know what was happening.  He didn’t want to let Amber see it either.  She was pumped up enough as it was, and he needed her even-keeled.  

Typically, she was calm, cool and collected and always had good suggestions, but after rescuing those young girls, she was wound up.  Not that he blamed her as the situation bothered him as well.  He just knew how to bury it because he was a Marine. 

“How many bad guys?” asked Meeks.

“There’s at least twenty.”

“That’s a lot.”

“Yes and no,” replied Scar.  “We can take on twenty of these yahoos any day, but they’ve got at least four girls that I can see, and probably more.  There’s another group behind them, so I’m assuming they’ve got some over there.  We can’t open fire on them because we’ll get some of those girls killed.  The biggest problem is that they are in an open field and all together. There’s nothing that we can get behind to sneak in on them.”

“We’re going to need to wait and see if some leave,” said Amber.

Scar was relieved to hear her say it.  She was right of course, but he didn’t want to have to tell her because waiting was going to be difficult.  Waiting around while those girls were living a nightmare was going to test their patience and decision skills. 

“Well, we’ve got till sunup,” said Meeks.  “After that, we’re out of here.”

“Pull out that map,” said Scar.

Meeks opened the map and pointed where they were.  

“Let’s go around the school and get over on Brown to the houses over there,” said Scar pointing across the field.  “It'll give us a better lay of the land.”

Meeks folded the map, and they took off at a quick pace around the school.  Their night-vision optics gave them safe passage, and they ran up to a house on the edge of the field.  They looked in all the windows before breaking into it.  If nothing else, two of them could rest while the other continued to keep watch.

Scar broke a window and then reached in to unlock the door.  He and Meeks cleared the rooms, and they took up positions at the back where there was a big picture window overlooking the field. 

Scar lifted the glasses and surveyed the group that had been hidden from their last position.  There were a few guys taking turns with two more girls.  He had been right with six girls in total.  

Amber held out her hand.  “Let’s see.”

“You don’t wanna, believe me.”

She grabbed the glasses and exhaled.  “They’ll pay soon enough.”

*  *  *  *  *

Meeks took up the first watch as Amber and Scar lay down and rested.  It had been a long day, and none of them had slept yet.  It was two in the morning, and it didn’t appear the party next door was going to break up anytime soon.  Meeks noticed the guys were coming and going so there were new ones, which made him wonder at what point would these guys call it a night.  He paid attention to the ebb and flow of the party waiting for something different to happen.  Then a wicked thought crossed his mind. Would these guys kill the girls to cover their tracks?  They were doing this on the down-low and away from Mordulfah and Colonel Khan.  Like Omar and his friends, they didn’t have permission to have a private stash and would probably be punished for having one. 

Another hour passed, and Meeks noticed the party had finally settled down.  There were fewer Jijis now than ever before and the ones who stayed behind, were just leaning on cars chatting with each other.  The girl on the hood had been untied and was huddling with the rest of the girls in a group on the side of the cars.  Four of the girls were teenagers, while the other two were much older.  

Meeks stared at their distraught faces and realized the two older ones were their moms.  He tightened the grip on the binoculars confused why this made him even angrier. Was it worse the moms had to witness their daughters being raped and could do nothing for them or that they were being abused themselves?  Meeks let go of the binoculars and took a moment to clear his mind of the stupid thought.  It didn’t matter. 

A car pulled away from the group, which snapped Meeks’ mind back to reality.  A couple of Jijis walked over to the girls who were sitting on the ground and motioned for them to get up.

“Guys!” yelled Meeks.  “Something’s happening.”

Scar and Amber rushed over to the picture window.  

“I think the party is breaking up,” said Meeks handing the glasses to Scar.

He raised them and watched two Jijis begin marching the six girls across the field to Randolph Street.  “Where the hell they taking them?  What’s on the other side of that street?”

“A small pond,” said Meeks.

A shiver shot up Scar’s spine realizing what was about to happen.  “They’re gonna execute them.”

“Let’s go!” commanded Amber.

Scar grabbed her arm.  “Wait, Amber.  Meeks and I will take the ones still in the field.  You go after the other two.  Don’t shoot until we do.  That’ll distract them.  Okay?”

Amber was the first one out the door pumping her legs hard to cross the field.  She had to cover four hundred yards to reach the pond, and if she didn't hurry, those girls would get there first.  

Scar and Meeks watched her race across the field for a few seconds then started toward the main group, which was only two hundred yards away.  There were twelve of them in two separate groups.  The targets were leaning on the cars and Scar couldn’t discern if any were sitting inside but wouldn’t take any chances. 

“Go left,” ordered Scar. 

Meeks split off as Scar swept right.  Another ten yards would give him the angle he needed.  Scar shouldered the M4, flicked it to full auto and squeezed the trigger.  Two Jijis sitting on the hood took the first rounds.  The bullets hit them dead center in the chest.  Both slid off the car leaving a trail of blood.  

He stopped running and swept the weapon back and forth taking out as many as he could at once.  Two rounds went through a man’s jaw and into his brain, another two tore through the throat of the man next to him.  

By now, Meeks began firing at the second group of four.  Two had their backs to him and took the brunt of his first salvo.  Their bodies twisted around before collapsing to the ground.  The other two raised their AK’s and got a couple of shots off but went wide.  Meeks' aim was more controlled, and he emptied his magazine at them.  He then rushed the car to clear it only to find it empty.  He dropped the empty mag and slammed in a fresh one while stalking the back end of the vehicle. Gunfire over by the pond got his attention, and he turned to toward the muzzle flashes but then heard two Jijis yelling at each other to do something.  He swept wide and fired at two crouching figures. They didn’t stand a chance as he fired off a quick barrage.  

*  *  *  *  *

Every fiber in Amber’s body was exploding as she ran the four hundred yards to rescue the girls.  She filled her lungs with measured breaths to control her breathing.  Running this long a distance wasn’t usual for her.  She ran around a softball diamond, not cross-country, though over the last couple of months she was in better shape than when she was at Northwestern.  

Amber gritted her teeth and kicked her long legs faster as the Jijis reached their destination.  She needed to get closer, and Scar still hadn’t opened fire.  The girls fell to their knees with their backs toward their executioners.  They were about to kill the helpless girls when M4’s crackled in the air.  

Never had gunfire sounded that good.  

The two Jijis turned around to try to figure out what was happening.  Something was not right, but just what hadn’t registered yet.  One began yelling at the other, and they turned back to the girls who were sobbing on the ground.

Amber shouldered the M4 knowing she was going to have to fire on the run.  She wasn’t the best at it, but she only needed to scare them before she closed in on them.  She flicked the switch to a three-shot burst and yanked the trigger. 

The rounds flew over their heads, but it did the trick as their attention was now on muzzle flashes that were coming straight at them.  Having exposed her position, Amber swept to the left for a new one.  She gulped as bullets whizzed by her on the right when the two Jijis fired blindly in the darkness.  

She was close enough and dropped to a single knee.  She took a couple of controlled breaths to settle down and took careful aim.  She depressed the trigger and hit the taller one first.  Two rounds found their mark in his chest, and he fell backward onto the girls. The shorter Jiji turned to Amber’s position, but she had him beat and drilled a hole through his chest.  Blood splashed out of his back and onto the girls who were now screaming in confusion.

Amber ran to them. “It’s okay. It’s Amber.  It’s Amber,” she yelled knowing they knew who she was.  Everyone in town knew who Amber and Reese were.

She got down on the ground with them.  “Stay down. Everyone stay down.”

The sobbing teen girls had their arms wrapped around their moms who kept their heads down. 

Amber watched across the field at the muzzle flashes that were coming from Scar and Meeks.  Then there was silence.  Amber turned to the girls who, by now, had settled down but were still crying.  

Their bodies were filthy, they had rope burns around their wrists, with bloody scratches in various places.  A few of the girls had blood on them from the Jiji she killed.  They looked like hell, but they were alive.  Amber got them up and marched them back across the field where Scar met them halfway.

He didn’t ask if they were alright as it was evident they weren’t.  He told Amber to put them in one of the Jijis’ cars while Meeks retrieved their ride.  He could only shake his head at the brutality and buried it deep within him because there were going to be more of these rescues.


 


Chapter 16

Alexandria Virginia

Saturday Morning

Major Green opened his eyes and stared at Stormy who was sleeping beside him. He brushed the blonde hair off her face.  He was still getting used to her new look.  His mom had taken her out to Manassas yesterday where, Alison O'Connor, a former stylist, went to work.  She had cut the long raven black hair into a bob and colored it a dirty blonde.  The change was amazing and so different than before. Not that the former model could look ugly, but the difference was so striking there was no way she’d be recognized, especially with the new passport she was getting. 

Stormy opened her eyes and smiled.  

“Good morning,” said Green.

“Good morning, John,” she said still smiling.  “I could get used to this.”

Green leaned over and gave her a kiss.  “I’m thinking I could too.”

She rolled over on her back.  “I feel like I should be sneaking out your window, so your mom doesn’t catch us.”

Green laughed.  “Yeah, I think we’re a little old for that.”

“Still, a little awkward,” said Stormy rolling back over and throwing her arm around Green’s chest. 

“If I know my mom, she’s not even downstairs.”

“Ya think?”

“The last thing she wants to do is scare you off, besides it’s Saturday and she has a charity she meets with on Saturday mornings.”

“She’s just the sweetest.  We had the best time yesterday.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“So, you like my new look.”

“I love it.  It’s just so different than before, I mean, I liked both looks,” said Green with a sly smile.

“You are a smart one.”

“I didn’t reach the rank of Major on my looks.”

“Well, if you had, then you’d be a General by now.”

“Hmm, nicely done,” said Green squeezing her arm.

“Thank you.  So, what’s on the agenda?”

“Sam said he’d have your passport today and will bring it by this morning.”

“What about Alexander Dauber?” asked Stormy, referring to the man in charge of all the broadcasting and communications in the country.  

“Gibbs thinks we can have it set-up for tonight.  You still okay with this?”

“As long as you guys have my back, I’m in.”

“He’ll be alone.  He’ll think he’s meeting someone for a big bribe.  Gibbs has a name to drop that will help get the whole meet set up.”

“I gotta say, John, I’m totally getting off on this whole spy thing.”

“Are you now?”

Stormy rolled over on top of him.  “Hmmm hmph.”  She leaned down and kissed him.  “Do we have a few minutes to spare?”

“As long as you’re out the window right after, I think we’re good.”

“I think I can handle that.”

*  *  *  *  *

Green turned the corner and jogged down the street, and thanks to Stormy, he had a smile on his face that he couldn’t get rid of.  He enjoyed having her spend the night.  It was a pleasant distraction from all the stress he had been shouldering.  

She was so beautiful that he couldn’t believe she was interested in him.  Besides her good looks, she was funny, giving and could handle herself.  That was what really attracted him to her.  Looks are fading, but a girl who was giving and could handle herself, well that was a winning combination.  

Green forced his mind onto more important matters, like the meeting with Alexander Dauber.  Gibbs said he’d call him at his home today with a promise to have Stormy meet him tonight.  

Gibbs had gleaned a few names from the laptop Green had retrieved before he burned down Pruitt’s house.  These were names Gibbs could drop as references to set up a meeting with Dauber.  Because the man was in charge of all the broadcasting, he was in the position to be bought and paid for.  

Green scoffed at the thought.  Here in Washington and everywhere else in the country, it was every man for himself.  Was there no honor left?  He had to remind himself there was and that he was conspiring with such men, men who still loved their country and would do what it takes to restore her former glory.  

He then closed his hands in a fist as the Shadow Patriots came to mind.  They had been putting their lives on the line and sacrificing themselves to save the innocent.  No telling how many of the innocent were killed or taken prisoner yesterday when Jackson was attacked.  He wouldn’t know the death toll until Monday and wouldn’t bother trying to find out any earlier.  He didn't think Captain Vatter would be taking his calls anyway.  No doubt, the man had refilled his party-house and was partaking in its debauchery.  The thought gave him a sharp pain in his stomach, so he switched subjects and resumed thinking about Stormy, which brought back his smile.


 


Chapter 17

Jackson Michigan

A vehicle speeding by his house woke Virgil, and he sprang up from his Lazy Boy chair.  He looked around confused, and then realized he had dreamt it, but the sudden movement gave him a kink in his back.  He arched and tried to work it out but had little success because his eighty-three-year-old body still ached from yesterday’s activities.  Moving the fallen wall off Reese had put more strain on him than he realized. It hadn't helped that he had stood guard over her while she slept.  He had paced up and down those hallways to ensure her safety.  It was worth the pain to assist someone in need.  He had wanted to help at least one person, and he had achieved his goal.  

The climb up the stairs was a struggle, and he had to stop halfway up to take a break.  He grunted at the thought of such a need.  It sucked getting old, and he wasn’t in the greatest of health, to begin with.  He’d been suffering from chronic back pain and had bad circulation in his legs from a heart problem.  

He boiled water for some coffee and fried a couple of slices of Spam to eat with a piece of bread.  He then sat down and ate his food while thinking about Reese.  He wouldn’t bother waking her figuring she needed to get as much sleep as possible.  Hopefully, her memory would in better shape today than it was when he found her.  She definitely had a concussion, but he had no idea how bad it was.  

He’d have to get on his radio to contact Nordell and let him know she was with him.  He wasn’t sure what he would do if they couldn’t find their friends. 

Virgil finished his breakfast and washed the dishes.  While cleaning the frying pan, he remembered he had washed Reese’s blue jeans last night and they were hanging outside on the chain linked fence.  

He cautiously opened the back door and looked up and down the street for any cars.  The early morning sun was already making for a warm day.  By noon, the temperature would be pushing the high nineties, and the house would get stuffy.  Thankfully, the basement was always colder than the rest of the house.  It was why he had fixed it up, to begin with.  

He hurried across the overgrown backyard and grabbed the jeans.  Just as he thought, they were dry.  He was quite proud of himself for thinking about them and turned to go back inside when a car screeched to a stop.

Virgil began shaking and found himself short of breath.  He looked over at the car that had stopped just past him.  The car backed up and Virgil was busted.  He couldn’t outrun them and didn’t have a gun on him.  It was over for him, and he knew it.  The only thing he could do at this point was to protect Reese.  After killing him, they would no doubt search his house.  Thankfully, he had placed her backpack and weapons in the secret room with her, and there were no other signs she was there.  

He dropped the jeans into the overgrown grass and decided to approach them as a way to distract them.  He waved at them as he came across the yard to the street.  The glass on the back window lowered and a gun barrel was pointed at him.

Virgil stopped.  “What do you want?”

“Who are you here with old man?” asked the driver.

“With me?  You mean, besides the five hookers, that work for me?”

The Jiji in the back seat laughed.  “Only five old man.”

“Not as young as I used to be?” said Virgil moving a little closer. 

“Too bad,” said the Jiji holding the AK-47 on him.  He got out of the car and ordered Virgil in the backseat.

“Where you taking me?”

“To a party.”

Virgil let out a defeated sigh knowing he would be executed at this party.  He didn’t bother putting up a fight, not that he could, and willingly got into the back seat. 

A Jiji got out and ran inside Virgil’s house.  He rushed upstairs taking the steps two at a time and checked all the rooms.  He looked under beds and in closets before going down to the basement.  Finding no one, he ran back outside and got in the vehicle. 

“There were no hookers.”

Virgil wasn’t sure if he was kidding or not but didn’t really care.  He didn’t find Reese, which was all that mattered.  He did his duty and rescued someone. That gave him enough satisfaction to die a happy Marine.


 


Chapter 18

Hudson Michigan

Scar sat at the edge of the bed unlacing his boots.  He was upstairs in a bedroom of one of the houses they were using in Hudson.  The room was stuffy, so he opened a window, which let in a slight breeze.  Either twins or brothers had used this bedroom, as they seemed to be two of everything in there.  Two single beds with a cedar chest at each end and two dressers but just one desk. 

Scar kicked his boots off and stripped down to his boxer shorts.  As tired as he was, his mind was still reeling from the day’s events.  He’d been up for over twenty-four hours, and during that time, he managed to help terrified people escape from an overwhelming force and then rescue female prisoners, all while staying alive.  This was a feat unto itself as they had lost a lot of good people.  

He fell onto the bed thinking about Elliott and Nate.  It had weighed on his mind all day and was in a strange way relieved to find they were dead, rather than taken prisoner.  He had no doubt Nate had put up a helluva a fight to fend off the enemy.  He was proud of Nate coming to the aid of his friend.  He would do the same for Meeks and knew Meeks would do the same for him.  That's what friends do. 

A light knock on the door took him by surprise, and he looked up at Amber. 

“Mind if I pass out here?” 

“Yes, of course, you can,” offered Scar. 

“After rescuing those girls, I can’t say I’m too comfortable with anyone else or being alone for that matter.”

“Yeah. I…ah, can’t say I blame ya.”

Amber leaned her weapon against the wall before plopping down on the other bed and undoing the laces on her boots.  “It’s been a weird night, you know.”

“Yeah, on top of a weird day.”

Amber pulled the knife out of her boot dropping it on the carpet before taking her jeans off and sliding between the sheets.  “Seeing those girls tonight…it just breaks my heart.”

Scar laid his head back on the pillow.  “I know it’s a stupid question, but how are they doing?”

“I don’t know.  I mean, I don’t really know.  The two moms are pretending to be strong for their daughters, even though they’re a mess, but they have taken the other two girls we found under their wings.  The one girl tied to the car is practically catatonic.  Doctor Lunsford gave her a sedative.”

“Thank God, he's still with us,” said Scar. 

“I know, right.”

“I’m proud of you Amber.  You did really good and were very brave.  I’m glad you were with me.”

She took a few moments before responding.  “Thanks.  It’s nice to hear.”

“Amber, we have to take what small victories we get and be thankful for them.  We had everything stacked against us, but we survived, which means we can still be useful and still save others.”

“You’re right, I know.  It's just so hard, and I'm so angry right now.”

“I understand.  Just hang in there.  We've got lots more to do tonight.  Rescuing more girls is our top priority now.”

Amber stared up at the ceiling. “Yeah, and hopefully find Reese.  She’s at the top of my prayers.  I need my little sister back.  She’s my rock.”

“We’ll find her.  I’m sure she’s holed up somewhere safe.”

“What about Cole?  How’s he going to find us?” 

“Yeah, it’s ah, a good question.  We’re gonna have to make a trip to Winnipeg to get more supplies and just leave word with them.”

“It’s amazing all the things that have happened since he left.  It’s like he was our good luck charm.”

“Tell me about it,” grunted Scar.

“Oh, Scar, no…no, I didn’t mean any offense.”

Scar turned his head to her.  “I know you didn’t, but you’re right.  It’s when our bad luck started.  It’s weird, but, yeah.”

“I just hope he doesn’t take the news too badly, you know, like, blame himself for everything because he left.  I mean, the poor guy loses his daughter and now all of this.”

“Yeah, that’s gonna be rough.”

Amber felt her eyes starting to close and turned over to the other side. 

Scar was glad they had a chance to talk alone.  He meant what he said about her performance.  She was one of their better fighters and had proven herself repeatedly.  Having a female around tonight was a bonus as she was able to offer those girls something no man could.  A tender and non-threatening hand that only one woman could provide another.  

He remembered how she cared for the girls they had rescued at the party-house.  She was able to offer them comfort and say the right things.  

The memory reminded him that was the same day Reese had come into their lives.  She had been the first girl they had freed, and she turned into one of their best fighters.  Hopefully, they'll be able to find her tomorrow and she won't be in too bad of shape.


 


Chapter 19

Iron River Wisconsin

A fly buzzed by Winters waking him.  He opened his eyes and was surprised that it was past noon.  Still sleeping on either side of him were his protégés.  Last night's mission was the second time, they had fired their weapons at the enemy, although last night was more of a training exercise than an actual combat operation. 

Regardless, they still had to sneak up on the enemy not knowing for sure what would happen, and Collette did have to kill a gang-banger as he came running toward her at the farmhouse.  The training she received had kicked into high gear and she was able to respond.  The pouring rain also showed how much stamina they had, as it nearly depleted all of their energy.  The girls were definitely no shrinking violets.

Speaking of rain, it was still drizzling.  He got up and walked to the entrance of their makeshift home.  It didn't appear it was going to end anytime soon.  This was going to make reloading the truck more of a chore than it was already expected to be.  He'd wait for a few hours in hopes that it would stop.  There was no hurry to get to work since he would wait until it got dark before they left for Jackson.  Driving at night was still an advantage and he wasn't going to give it up. 

He turned as the girls began to stir. 

“Is it still raining?” asked Laney as she stretched her arms out and then sat up. 

“Is it?” asked Collette as she turned over toward Laney. 

“Afraid so, sweetie,” said Laney.

“Oh darn.”

“You girls get enough sleep?” asked Winters as he approached them.

“I slept like a baby,” said Laney putting a hand up to Winters.

He grabbed on and pulled her up.  

“I'm still sleeping,” protested Collette.  “I'm achy all over.”

“It'll go away once you start moving around,” said Laney.  

“Promise?”

“Yep. Now c'mon lazy bones,” said Laney.

“I can't move.”

“You can keep sleeping,” said Winters.  “We're in no big hurry.”

Collette rolled over on her back and combed through her spiky black hair.  “I'll get up.”

Winters sidled over to her and extended a hand.  She grabbed on, and he pulled her up on her feet.  

“Oh, man, now I remember why I hated gym class.”

“You'll feel better once you've eaten and yes, once you've moved around some,” promised Winters.  

While the girls got ready for the day, Winters tore open some MRE's and made breakfast of hash browns and bacon, some applesauce, oatmeal and wild berry protein drink.  It was decent enough food and gave them plenty of calories which they would need for the day.  The girls had fun trying the different foods and never complain.  They now had a new and profound respect for any kind of food they could get. 

“What time are we leaving tonight?” asked Collette.

Winters finished drinking the protein shake.  “As soon as it gets dark.”

“How long will it take?” asked Laney.

“Depends how often we stop but we're looking right at ten hours or so.”

“That's a long night,” said Collette.

“It is but I know you girls can do it.”

“Oh, we can totally do it,” said Laney.  “Be nice if we had music though.”

“We can always talk to each other on the radios,” said Winters.

“Will you sing to us?” laughed Collette.

“If I do, I have no doubt I can keep you awake.”

“That bad huh?” chided Collette.

“Oh yeah.”

“I just hope it stops raining soon,” said Laney.  “We still got to load that truck back up, and I don't want to put those wet clothes back on.”

“Eeew, right,” said Collette.

“We've got a few hours before we need to get on it,” said Winters.  “In the meantime, we've got a deck of cards to help pass the time.”

“Ah, I love cards,” approved Laney.  “Can we play Crazy Eights?”

“Oh yes, and we can play Gin Rummy,” said Collette.

“Ladies, we got all afternoon, so yes.  Let's clean up first and set up a table of some sort.”

Winters was glad he had thought to bring a deck of cards along.  They had a lot of time to kill, and because it was still raining, it would have been a dreary afternoon with nothing to keep them occupied.  

They used the supply boxes and set up a makeshift table near the entrance of the barn where they could use the light and keep an eye on the weather.  It was cozy and allowed the girls to just be girls.  To let their hair down and have some needed downtime from all they had been going through.  It proved worthwhile as the friendly competition made for some good laughs and ribbing throughout the rest of the afternoon.


 


Chapter 20

Alexandria Virginia

While Green did the dishes, Stormy finished putting the condiments back in the fridge.  She then wrapped her arms around his chest from behind and kissed his neck. 

“Do we have time?”

Green dried his hands with the dishtowel and turned around.  “Sam will be here any minute, so probably not.”

“Well, darn,” pouted Stormy.

“And Mother will be home soon.”

“Well, darn again.”

“Then we have to go meet Gibbs.”

“Soooo, what you’re saying is that we’d have to hurry.”

“Or that we should save our strength for later,” smiled Green.

“But I’m full of energy.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.”

“I haven’t worn you out, have I?”

“Kind of, sort of, actually, yeah.”

“Hmph.  So four is your limit then.”

“Huh, excuse me, but it was five.”

Stormy glanced upwards and began counting. “Two, three, and then there was the floor, four.”

“You forgot the shower after my jog?”

Stormy broke out in a big smile.  “Oh, yeah, okay five.  Not bad.” 

The doorbell rang interrupting them.

“See,” said Green.

“Fine,” huffed Stormy.

Green opened the front door and greeted Sam.  “Come on in.”

“So, how’s it going?” asked Sam in a sly tone.

Green understood the meaning behind the innocent question.  “Oh, you know, great.”

Sam walked in as Stormy pranced into the living room and gave him a hug.  “Hey, Sam.”

“You’re in a good mood.  I see my boy here is taking care of you.”

“Oh, yeah.  So, do you have it…my new passport?”

“I do, I do,” said Sam pulling it out of his back pocket.  “You are officially, Susan Chapman.”

Stormy opened the passport.  “Ah, I love it.  Thanks so much for this.”

“You’re very welcome.”

“What did it end up costing?” asked Green.

“An even five grand.  About what I thought it would be for a rush job.”

“Well worth the money,” said Green.  “One less thing to worry about.”

“Yeah, no doubt.  So, when are we meeting with Gibbs?”

“In an hour,” said Green.

“Have you eaten?” asked Stormy. “I can fix you something.”

“Nope.  I ate before I left, thanks though.”

Everyone turned towards the door when Sarah Green opened the front door. 

“Hello, hello, everyone.”

“How’d it go?” asked Green.

“Oh, you know the usual.  Holding people’s hands while they pretend to care about all the sacrifices they’re supposedly making.”

Stormy and Sam gave her a puzzled look.  

Green turned to them. “They're a bunch of slackers who pretend to do a lot of good works when in reality, they don’t do a whole lot but still want the accolades.”

Sam started laughing.  “Sounds like they work for the government.”

“Most of their husbands do,” said Sarah.  “So, how’d the passport come out?”

Stormy handed it to her. 

“Well, Susan Chapman, I like it. Now you won’t have to wrestle with any more cops.”

“Let’s hope not,” grinned Stormy.

“We’re gonna meet with Gibbs, you want to come along?” asked Green.

“No, no. You guys go.  I need a glass of wine and some rest.”

Since his car was still in the shop, Sam followed Green with one of the Toyota Camry's he had purchased.  They were meeting with Gibbs and his son Kyle to work out the strategy for tonight's meeting with Alexander Dauber, the man in charge of national broadcasting.  The meeting had already been arranged with Dauber thinking he was going to be receiving a large bribe tonight.

Green pulled into the garage where they had beers last night and found the Gibbs was already there. 

“Did you get that passport?” Kyle asked Stormy as soon as they came inside.

“I sure did.  Check it out,” replied Stormy handing it to him.

“Susan Chapman.  Not as badass sounding as Stormy,” said Kyle.

“Nope, but that's okay.”

Kyle turned to Sam.  “Nice work.  How much?”

“Five big ones.”

“Whoa.”

“Fast turnaround though,” responded Sam.

They walked back into the same office with the wood paneling and an old television sitting in the corner. 

“Have you briefed Stormy about Bruce Pruitt?” Gibbs asked Green.

He nodded.

“He worked for Lawrence Reed,” said Stormy.  “He did all his dirty work, which included spying on people, taking pictures for blackmailing purposes and killed on Reed's orders.  Supposedly died in a house fire,” she paused and put her hand on Green's arm.  “But in reality, took a couple of bullets and placed in his Porsche before being burned in the house fire.”

“Good,” said Gibbs.  “You need to know this because Dauber is not going to know who you are and will be mad and skittish that the person he thinks he's meeting is not there.  So, you need to drop Pruitt's name quickly.  He'll know who he is and that he was killed but not in a house fire.  Be firm with him but give him a lifeline after showing the pictures.”

“Got it.”

Gibbs liked what he was hearing from her and was confident she could pull this off.  For the next couple of hours, he used his experience in dealing with the worst of the worst as an FBI field agent.  He instructed her on how to handle herself, what to look for in body language and facial expressions.  He taught her what to say, how to say it and how to remain in control of the situation. 

The plan included having Kyle in the restaurant keeping an eye on her while he and Green would wait in the parking lot.  Because of his lack of field experience, Sam would be sitting this one out.  If the situation turned sour and Stormy was in trouble, they had a backup plan.  It was one they'd rather not use, but if push came to shove, they would.


 


Chapter 21

Iron River Wisconsin

Saturday Afternoon

The rain was still coming down when it was time to repack the moving van.  The girls had been taking a nap after playing cards for the past few hours.  It had been a lot of fun, and they had gotten to know each other a bit more.  Since Winters had lived in Sabine Iowa, he knew a lot of the same people the girls did.  It made for easy conversation and a lot of laughs.

He didn't want to disturb the girls, but they'd be mad at him if he loaded the truck by himself, which he could have done but now it was starting to get too dark.  The rain clouds were making it even darker than usual.

Before waking them, he went ahead and changed back into his wet clothes.  There was no point in getting his only other clothes wet.  He stripped down and climbed into them as quick as he could.  It was anything but pleasant as he buttoned his shirt up.  He chuckled knowing the girls would complain but comply.  They were troopers and hadn't complained about anything, except the wet clothes.

He came around the truck to find them stirring.  Laney sat up and looked out the big open entrance.  

“Rats,” she said snapping her fingers.  She put a hand on Collette and shook her. “Get up sleepy head.”

Collette opened her eyes. “Is it still?”

Winters looked down at them  “Yep.  My advice, just throw them back on as quick as you can and move around.”  He held his hands out, and each girl took one.  He braced his stance before pulling them up on their feet.

Laney stepped back.  “C'mon let's be done with it.”

The girls ran around to the back of the trucks and changed into their wet clothes.  Winters couldn't help but laugh hearing them squeal as they put them on.  He could feel their pain as it was like jumping into a cold shower.  He had plenty of experience doing that back in Jackson.

“Damn, these clothes are so cold,” shivered Collette as she grabbed her M4.

Winters looked at Collette and winked. “Least it's not snowing.”

“That's what you're going with, Mister Winters,” said Collette as she slung her weapon over her head.

“C'mon Cole, you can do better than that,” said Laney coming around the truck.  

“Hum, at least it's not lightening out,” said Winters squinting his eye.

“Knock on wood,” said Laney as she rapped her knuckles on the barn door.  “Ya never know.  Well, let's get this over with. C'mon, chop, chop.”

They put on ball caps before heading back out into the rain.  This time, the tall grass didn't come alive with crickets or grasshoppers as they hustled through the field.  Laney checked both ways before crossing the street and laughed as she held out her hands to stop any oncoming traffic. 

The supplies hadn't been disturbed, and no water had seeped into the basement much to Winters satisfaction.  He could have easily kept the supplies down there for weeks without worry.

It took them close to an hour to repack the truck, and they did it while keeping a sense of humor about their situation.  Afterward, Winters drove the truck back to the barn and backed it in while the girls ran up the trail to get the other one out of the woods.  They were making good time, and because of the rain, it was going to be dark much earlier than usual.  It was just over six hundred miles to Jackson.  If they didn't make many stops and kept their speed up, they should be able to make it just after sunrise. 

Winters tested the handheld radios before topping off the fuel tanks. 

“Hey, Cole, do we have any plastic bags we can put out wet clothes in?” asked Collette.

Winters had anticipated that and had already put his clothes a trash bag.  “In the back of this one,” he said walking to it.  He opened the bag, and the girls dumped their clothes in on top of his.

“I think we're all set.  Who wants to take the lead first?”

“I will,” said Laney. 

“Okay, I'll bring up the rear.  Let's use our goggles at least until we get onto the mainland of Michigan.  You got your snacks and drinks?”

“C'mon Cole, that's the one thing, we'd never forget,” assured Laney.

“Okay, radios are on the dash.  Let's move out.”

The girls were bursting with excitement and hustled to their trucks.  Laney honked the horn as she pulled through the field and took a right.  

Winters couldn't help but feel excited, knowing by morning he'd be back with the Shadow Patriots.  He broke out in a smile fantasizing about seeing them again and had an apology worked out on why he had to leave but knew deep down it wouldn't be necessary.  They would understand why he had to go.  His thoughts turned to Reese.  This gave him the most pleasant daydream as they traveled across US 2 toward the upper peninsula of Michigan.


 


Chapter 22

Washington DC

Saturday Night 

Stormy took one last look in the rearview mirror.  She tugged at the red wig she had picked up earlier.  The last thing she wanted to do was have to change the color of her hair again.  She’d never been a blonde before and was digging the new look.  She’d always had long hair ever since she was a child.  It came in handy, because to be a model it was practically a prerequisite.  

She took a couple of deep breaths to calm her nerves.  Knowing that everything was riding on her performance was nerve wrecking.  She’d didn’t want to let down her new friends, especially John.  He had been putting his life on the line for this to happen and she didn't want to disappoint him.  

“I can do this. I’ve performed for the cameras for years, strutted down the catwalk, sparred and fought in a ring.  I can do this.”

She looked at her watch. It was time to go.  She looked in the mirror again and practiced her poker face.  The man she was meeting needed to be convinced that she was a serious person who meant what she said.  

She’d seen a picture of him. He was in his forties, not bad looking but not great either.  His better days had left him years ago and he was balding now with bags under his eyes.  She’d dealt with men like this before and always had them eating out of the palm of her hand.  Beauty was usually an advantage but could be a disadvantage too.  It made men nervous, but sometimes so nervous they would never approach you.  Because of this, you had to bend over backward to be bubbly and goofy.  

She had done it all, and now she was going to have to play the part of a serious bitch.  “Hmph, bitch?  I can do bitch. Those are always the fun roles.”

She got out of the car and straightened out her yellow and blue flowered white summer dress. It had wide shoulder straps and hung just above her knees.  It allowed her to move freely without any restrictions in case she needed to defend herself.  

Satisfied, she headed inside the restaurant.  The place was well chosen by Kyle’s father who was sitting in his car at the end of the parking lot with Green, while Kyle was inside at the bar.  

The place was busy as most district restaurants were at this time of night.  People mingled at the bar getting drinks while waiting for a table.  It was dimly lit and noisy with music playing in the background.  There was no chance of anyone overhearing their conversation. 

Stormy headed to the hostess station.  “Mister Dauber.”

The hostess looked at the guest list and found his name.  “Right this way.”

Stormy’s senses heightened as they walked past booth after booth heading to the very back of the dining room toward the kitchen.  Two men in suits sat at a table off to the side.  Neither paid any attention, which seemed odd to her.  She was used to being looked at.  Perhaps the red wig wasn’t her color, either that or they were gay. 

The hostess stopped at the last booth where one man sat by himself.  

“Here you go,” she said before sashaying away.

“Mister Dauber,” said Stormy putting on her most enticing, flirty smile.

“Yes,” said Dauber getting up from the table.  He appreciatively eyed her long, slender figure.  “Please, call me Alex.” 

Stormy sat down.  “Thank you for coming on short notice.”

“Not at all,” grinned Dauber as he sat back down.  “What's your name?”

“Susan,” said Stormy recognizing the smile and the inflection in his voice.  He was going to try to charm his way into bed with her.  “Got him right where I want him…that was easy.”

A lit votive candle sat on the side of the table by the wall, while a low wattage bulb hung above them.  The ambiance suggested romance and Dauber didn’t disappoint.

“Would you like a drink?” asked Dauber picking up a bottle of wine he had ordered.

“Please,” replied Stormy knowing she wasn’t even going to touch the glass.  She’d been warned by Gibbs to not touch anything.  To leave no fingerprints or DNA.  The pictures she had in her pocket had been wiped clean, and she had practiced taking them out by handling just the edges.  They would leave nothing to chance tonight.

“So I understand you’re a friend of Dave Ferguson,” said Dauber as he put the bottle down.  

“Something like that,” said Stormy.

Dauber’s demeanor changed to a more serious one.  “Well, are you, or aren’t you?”

“I’m representing someone who is a friend of Dave’s.”

“Excuse me, but I don’t like meeting representatives.  And I’m afraid you might be wasting your time.”

Stormy fought to control her facial expressions.  She desperately wanted to roll her eyes at this idiot.  He was trying out his alpha male as a way to intimate her.  She wasn’t going to put up with this.

“Well, I am a friend of Bruce Pruitt.”

Dauber stopped moving the wineglass to his mouth and stared at her.  She got the effect she was going after.

“You do know who Pruitt is don’t you?”

“How do you know him?”

“Like I said, I’m a friend of his,” said Stormy.

“But he’s dead.  He died in a fire.”

“Hmm not exactly.  It was more like a couple of bullets to the head.”

Dauber’s eyes widened and whispered.  “How do you know that?  No one knows that.”

“Apparently not, Mister Dauber.”

“Listen, sweetie, I don’t know who you are, but I’m leaving,” said Dauber scooting across the bench seat. 

Stormy reached over, grabbed his wrist and twisted it. “I’m not done yet.”

“Unhand me.”

Stormy grabbed the pictures and threw them on the table. “Stay or would you rather I show these to your wife.” 

Dauber stared at a picture of him on top of an underage girl.  Immediately, all of the color drained from his face turning it chalky as he scooted back into the booth.  He picked up the pictures and thumbed through them.  They were of him having sex with various girls, all of them obviously underage.

“Where did you get these?”

Stormy was enjoying the moment.  He had turned from an alpha male into an obedient beta.  She had been, and was still, disgusted seeing these pictures of him raping these young girls.  Some hadn’t even hit puberty yet.  She stared at him as sweat began to bead up on his forehead.  She had no mercy for him and waited a few more moments before answering him.

“Where do you think I got these pictures from?”

“You killed Pruitt?”

“What do you think?” asked Stormy not giving him anything.

“What do you want?”

“Now you’re asking the right questions.”

She pulled out a thumb drive and slid it over by her fingernails.  

“What’s this?”

“It’s a recording that I want you to broadcast on television and some financial documents I want printed in the newspapers.”

Dauber scoffed.  “What’s on it?”

“Recordings of Perozzi conspiring with the Chinese on the invasion and Reed discussing the bombings he had ordered on the cities.  How they needed to kill around twenty-five million American Citizens before they could control the country.”

Stormy thought all the blood had left Dauber’s face, but she was wrong because now he looked like a ghost. 

“Where did you get this?”

“My friend Pruitt.  You know he used to work for Reed, and that man is so paranoid that he had my friend record Perozzi, his best friend in the world.”

“That stuff will get me killed.  It’ll get you killed.”

“It does get people killed.  Well, it did kill Pruitt.  Poor bastard burned up in his Porsche in a house that Reed owned.”

Dauber leaned back realizing the woman before him knew even more than he did.  Whoever she was, she was asking him to do something that would get him, and his family killed.  

Stormy stared at Dauber and thought he was losing it.  She needed him to play ball with her and not do something stupid.  He looked like he needed assurances these pictures wouldn’t be shown to his wife.  

Stormy didn’t want him to know she was disgusted with him.  However, if he thought he didn't have an out, then he might do something drastic like commit suicide or try to kill her.

“Listen, these pictures, it would be a shame if your wife were to see them.  Personally, I could care less about your sex life.  To each his own, I say, but I need you to play ball with me.”

Dauber still looked shell-shocked.  “You don’t know what you’re asking.  Perozzi and Reed have killed people for just disagreeing with them.”

Stormy smacked the table with her fist.  “Yes, and they’ve bombed cities and invited a foreign army to attack us, killing perhaps millions of Americans already.  I know exactly who they are.  Now, why don’t you man up and do the right thing.”

“They’ll kill me.”

“They won’t have time to kill you.  When this gets out, how long do you think it’ll be before the people rise up and storm the capital?  I’d give it maybe a few hours at best.  Those two will be on the run by the time we get done with them.”

“Let me think about it.”

“What the hell is there to think about?”

“I can’t just do this in one day.  It’ll take careful planning.  I need to get with a few people first.”

“Why?  They’ll have no idea what’s on the recordings.  All you have to do is pop it in and push play.”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“Now, you’re starting to sound like a bureaucrat who can’t think for himself.”

Dauber began fidgeting in his chair.  More sweat beaded on his forehead, so he took the cloth napkin and wiped it away.  

Stormy stared at him and decided to kick it up a notch.  He needed a shove because he apparently liked his position in the government and didn’t want it to change.  He cared little for the country, only for himself.

“Think of your daughters.  Do you really want them to grow up thinking that you are going to rape them?  Because that’s what they’re going to think.  Take it from a woman who was molested as a child,” lied Stormy.  “It’s not a pleasant experience or thought, that tonight, daddy wants to cuddle again.”

The blood raced back into his face, and his eyes narrowed.  That was the ticket.  That was his soft spot.  He didn’t seem to give a rat's ass about his wife, but he did care about his daughters.

It took a few more moments before he answered. “Fine, I’ll do it.”

Stormy didn’t let up.  “When?”

“I’ll need a day.  I’ll have to listen to the recordings and edit them.  I’m sure they’ll need to be shortened.”

“That’ll take a day?”

Dauber wiped the sweat away from his forehead again and looked around like he was searching for his next thought. 

Stormy was growing impatient and started tapping her fingernails on the table.  She turned her head and watched the two men in suits get up to leave.  She turned back to Dauber and stared at him.  His demeanor then changed from scared to confident.  A smile began to form.  The sudden change meant only one thing.  Dauber wasn’t alone.

She began to slide out of the booth when a fist came around and belted her in the side of the face.  Stars exploded in her vision when another blow knocked her out.


 


Chapter 23

Hudson Michigan

Scar stopped on his walk through the abandoned town of Hudson to watch a squirrel chasing another up a tree.  They were either playing, or the one was protecting his territory.  It reminded him of the situation he was in. He'd been chased off by a much bigger squirrel but was thankful he was still alive to plan his response.  They had lost a lot of men yesterday, and the remainder were scattered to the winds.  

Having been able to catch up on his sleep, his mind was sharp enough to hand out orders for what needed to be done.  He had sent runners to search for his Lost Shadows, thinking they couldn't be too far away.  He sent others to find more fuel, while the rest had started to fill all the empty magazines with the remaining ammo.  

Bassett and Burns were still in Detroit scouting for where the cops were setting up their next party-house.  Nordell had already made it back from Ohio late last night and brought back some much-needed supplies.  He was getting ready to take another trip south to remove the girls they had found last night.  

It would be dark soon and they would sneak back into Jackson to search for more captive girls.  He wasn't holding out too much hope on that front as the enemy had been patrolling the town all day.  Either way, they could gather more of their supplies that were scattered around town.

He continued to watch the squirrels run up and down the trees and was enjoying the show when Amber came up behind him.  She scuffed her boot on the pavement in an attempt to not startle him.

“Hey, whatcha doing?”

“Just watching some squirrels.”

“Light entertainment.”

“Hmph.  A nice break.”

“We could all use one,” said Amber.  “Gunny is raring to go.”

“Good.” 

Scar wanted to say goodbye to the girls they had rescued.  A couple of them were still shell-shocked while the others appeared to be doing better after a good night's rest.  Doctor Lunsford had given them all a sedative so they could at least get some sleep.

They turned around and were headed back just as Meeks was helping the passengers board the van. The two mothers stopped what they were doing and waited for Scar and Amber to reach them.  They threw their arms around them to thank them again for risking their lives in the rescue.  A couple of the other girls did the same thing while the remaining ones just stared at them with blank eyes.  

With everyone loaded up, Nordell shut the passenger door.  “I'll be back in the morning.”

“Thanks for doing this, Gunny,” said Amber giving him a hug.

“I'll bring back more chow. I've got some folks down there cooking up something special for us.”

“That's great,” said Scar as he shook his hand.

“Don't do anything stupid while I'm gone,” said Gunny with a wink.

Meeks let out a chuckle.  “It's what we do.”

“Exactly,” said Nordell before shutting his door and pulling away.

“We won't be too stupid, right guys?” asked Meeks.

“Us? Never,” smirked Scar. 

“If stupid means gutting some raping Jijis, then I'm all in,” said Amber.

Meeks put his arm around Amber.  “Oh, trust me, we're going to get plenty stupid on those bastards.”

Amber still hadn't gotten over last night's rescue.  Each one was wicked in its own way, but the two young girls that had been tied to the table bothered her the most.  Perhaps it was because they were the first ones she had come upon and she hadn't been mentally prepared for the brutality of it.  While she remembered how awful the party-house had been, for some reason, the two girls had struck her differently.  She wasn't sure if it was because of how young they were or that they were by themselves.  Maybe it was the arrogance of the Jijis and the way the one had sassed her despite being held, prisoner.  

She was still surprised at how she had bashed him with her weapon without hesitation.  She wouldn't have done that a few days ago, but then, she hadn't been held down with a knife to her throat a few days ago either.  Add to it that her little sister was still missing and many of her friends were now dead.  The one thing she now understood, was how Reese, relished gutting a cop whenever she had the chance.  It was strangely satisfying.


 


Chapter 24

Washington DC

Green started drumming his fingers on the armrest.  Stormy was taking too long.  She should have been out of there by now.  The last thing he needed on his conscious was for something to happen to her.  They were asking a lot of her to go and meet with Dauber.  Who knows what the man was capable of doing. He took a deep breath trying to calm his nerves. 

Gibbs turned to him but didn’t say anything.  He had a confident look on his face.  Perhaps because he had more experience in these types of situations, but this gave way as soon as Kyle Gibbs came running out of the restaurant.

Green opened his door before the FBI man did and jumped out of the car.

“She’s gone,” said an exasperated Kyle.

“What?” asked Green.

“One minute she was there and the next she wasn’t.”

“Did you go out the back?” asked the elder Gibbs.

“I did.  A dishwasher told me three men carried her out, said she was sick.”

“Was she unconscious?” asked Green.

“Appears so.  I’m sorry guys.”

“Okay. We’re going with our backup plan. Let’s move out,” ordered Gibbs. 

Green’s muscles tightened as Gibbs tore out of the parking lot.  This was the last thing he wanted to do, but it was their only option.  They needed better leverage against Dauber than pictures.  Either the man was stupid to think Stormy was working alone or he was gambling they could use her to give up her co-conspirators.  Either way, Mister Dauber was about to find out just how dangerous they were.

Gibbs pointed the car to the Palisades area of town.  A wealthy residential area for Washington’s elite.  It was where Dauber lived and where they would find his wife and two teenaged daughters.  They were going to have to use them as a bargaining chip.  

Green remembered his mother warning him that at some point, they’d have to get their hands dirty.  Holding children hostage seemed about as dirty as you could get.

Gibbs took a left onto Nebraska Ave NW.  Kyle was right behind him following in the car Stormy had driven.  The FBI man had scoped out where Dauber lived and what the neighborhood looked like earlier today.  He’d take no chances and had prepared his son for such an occasion. 

Gibbs pulled over and opened the trunk of his car. He pulled out a pizza delivery car topper.  He threw it on top of Kyle’s car and handed him the plug.  The sign lit up in all its glory.  After giving his son a pizza delivery bag with an empty box inside it, he jumped back into his car and threw it in drive.  

They pulled onto Dauber’s street and parked a few houses down.  They exited the car and started walking toward the house as Kyle came in behind them and pulled into the driveway of the two-story brick colonial home. 

Green gave his M9 a reassuring pat before putting on a black ski mask and black gloves.  His alertness kicked into high gear as he padded across a manicured lawn before coming through some evergreen trees.  He pressed his back against the side of the house and kept hidden in the shadows of the shrubbery by the door as Kyle came up the walkway and rang the doorbell.  

Gibbs turned to Green.  “We can’t afford to play nice.  The faster we get the situation under the control the better.”

Green gave him a nod just as an exterior light came on and the door opened.

“Evening,” said Kyle.  “Got your pizza.”

“Mom!  Did you order pizza?” yelled a fifteen-year-old girl.  “Mom!”

A moment later, Mrs. Dauber came to the door.  “We didn’t order any pizza.”

“Isn’t this 415?”

“No, that’s across the street.”

Kyle turned his head giving the signal.  His father bolted to the door as Kyle grabbed the screen door and yanked it open. 

“Don’t scream and you’ll not get hurt,” ordered Gibbs pointing a gun at the mother.

The daughter’s eyes were bulging out of her head as Green flew inside the house.  He had his gun aimed at the ceiling not wanting to point it at her. 

“Please don’t hurt us.  Take what you want,” pleaded Mrs. Dauber.

“We’re not here to rob you or hurt you.  We just need your cooperation, and then we’ll be out of here,” said Gibbs.  “Where’s your other daughter?”

“She’s not here?”

Gibbs had interrogated many criminals in his career and knew when someone was lying.  He took his gun and pointed it at her face.  “Don’t test me.”

“She’s upstairs,” she said as tears began to run down her cheeks. 

Kyle ran up the stairs taking the steps two at a time.  A yelp was shouted out as he busted through the girl’s bedroom door.  

Green shut the front door and closed the curtains as Kyle brought the other daughter down the stairs.  Gibbs ordered them into the living room and sat them down on the couch.

The mom put her arms around the crying girls giving them reassuring pats on the back.  Green agonized at having to do this but reminded himself why they were forced to do this.

“What do you want?” 

Gibbs put his gun away and grabbed a chair.  He placed it in front of them and sat down.  He took a few moments before answering her.

“Your husband kidnapped a friend of ours, and we want her back.”

“Kidnapped?  Alex wouldn’t do something like that.”

“I can assure you, he did.  The last thing I wanted to do tonight was to come here and barge into your home.”

“But what can I do?”

“You’re going to call him.”

“But what if he doesn’t answer?  He doesn’t always answer. He’s a very busy man.”

“He’ll answer.  Where’s your phone?”

“In the kitchen.”

Kyle went into the kitchen and grabbed the cordless phone. He handed it to her and watched her dial her husband's number.  Her fingers shook as she punched the numbers and had to hang up to try again.

“Take your time,” Gibbs reassured her.

She shifted in her seat before trying again.  It started to ring, so she put it on the speaker.


 


Chapter 25

Dauber unlocked the door of the empty office and pushed it open. He flipped on a light switch and moved out of the way as the two bodyguards dragged Stormy inside.  Dauber then tossed the red wig over on a table.

“Bring her into the garage,” he ordered.

The office was situated in a small warehouse area with high ceilings where contractors stored their trucks and used the space as their office.  The garage had a variety of garden tools leaning against the wall.

One of the thugs, who didn’t appear to have a neck, held Stormy’s limp body up while the other tied her wrist with ropes, which were already hanging down from the steel beams.  This wasn’t the first time this place was used to torture, someone.  Blood stained the concrete, and the place reeked of urine.

The ropes were tightened enough to stand her up on her bare feet.

“Fill that bucket up with water,” ordered Dauber.

He walked over to her and grabbed the back of her hair.  He pulled on the hair until it raised her head.  He admired her beauty and said, “Pity we’re gonna have to kill her.”

“We can still have some fun with her,” said No-neck.

“Yes we can,” said Dauber.

“She's a looker that's for sure,” said the other thug whose nose had been broken a few times.  It was larger than it should be and crooked.

“Hell, we got all night,” said No-neck.

Crooked Nose carried the bucket of water over splashing some of it onto the floor.  He stepped back and emptied a portion of the bucket at Stormy.  The cold water splashed right into her face drenching her hair and dress.  

She opened her eyes halfway.  Crooked nose then dumped the rest of the water on top of her head.  

The water dripped down her face while she attempted to make sense of what was happening.  Her head pounded like someone was using a hammer on it.  She was cognizant of one thing, she was a prisoner, and her senses were hazy.  She was confused but instinctively knew what to do.  She’d been knocked out before in the ring and needed another moment to gather her thoughts.  More cold water would help, so she pretended to pass out again.  

“Fill that bucket up again,” ordered Dauber.

Stormy silently thanked the man.  She could hear the bucket being refilled and used the time to think about what happened.  The last thing she remembered was the two suits getting up from the table.  They must have been the ones who walloped her.  

So, Dauber had a couple of bodyguards, which Gibbs should have known about but oh well.  Gibbs had a backup plan and was by now putting it into action.  The first thing she wanted to know was, how long had she been unconscious?  She'd have to take a quick glance at her watch. 

“Who gets to hit on her first?” asked No-neck.

“I get first dips,” said Dauber.

Stormy rolled her closed eyes.  “So, they want to hit this huh?  Of course, they do.”

Dauber moved over to her and started rubbing her breasts.  “At least they’re small like I like ‘em.”

Stormy fought to control her emotions.  She thought it was bad enough when the cop felt her up, but this pig was even worse.  This pig liked little girls, which made him a disgusting human being.  The one good outcome of his repulsive touch was it increased her adrenaline, which was helping to clear her thinking.

The faucet turned off, and Stormy braced herself for the onslaught of water.  She waited for the right moment and lifted her head just as Crooked nose threw it on her.  The cold water did the trick of clearing the rest of the fog away.  Her head still pounded but she could at least think now.  She needed to remain calm and stay in control.

The water dripped down her face, and she turned her head back and forth to get it away from her eyes.  While doing so, she took a quick glance at her watch.  It had been almost an hour since she entered the restaurant.  Her conversation with Dauber lasted approximately fifteen minutes before they knocked her out.  This meant Gibbs was well on his way to securing the Dauber family.  She just needed to hold out for his phone to ring.  If it didn’t ring soon, she’d suggest for him to call his wife. 

“Wakey, wakey,” said Dauber approaching her again.  “You comfortable?”

“Am I comfortable?  Are you stupid or something?” asked Stormy.

Dauber’s eyes grew wide, and he wound up to slap her.

Stormy turned her head deflecting the blow away from her face.

“Do you like hitting the little girls when you’re raping them?  Is that your thing?”

“I don’t need to hit them.”

“Oh.  So, I guess you drug them before you rape them huh?”

“You’re pretty mouthy for someone who's tied up and about to be raped herself.”

Stormy heard a cell phone start to vibrate inside Dauber’s jacket and figured it was his wife who would be in hysterics right about now.  “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”

Dauber started laughing and put his hands on the shoulder straps of her dress.  He was about to rip them down when Stormy interrupted him.

“Before you do that, you might want to answer your phone.  It’s your wife.”

Dauber stopped moving and stared daggers at her.  He backed away before pulling the phone out.  His hand started to tremble when he discovered he missed a call from her.

“How did you know it was my wife?”

“You really are an idiot.  You think we’re stupid enough not to have a backup plan?”

“But I…”

“Call her back,” ordered Stormy in a firm tone.

Dauber pushed on the screen and put the phone to his ear.  It took only one ring before she answered.

“Alex, there are some men here,” cried his wife.  “They’ve got guns pointed at our daughter’s head.  What’s happening?  Are you holding a woman hostage?”

“It’s alright dear, everything’s going to be alright,” said Dauber as he stared at Stormy.

“He wants to talk to you,” she cried.

“Who is this?” demanded Dauber.  “Don’t you dare hurt my family.”

“Listen, asshole,” said Green.  “You do I say, and your family will not be harmed.  Now, let me talk to my friend.”

Dauber held the phone up to Stormy.

“Hey, it’s me. You alright?” asked Green.

“I’ve been better, but yeah, besides being tied up, and this idiot copping a feel to get me ready for my impending rape, I’m good.”

“Can you drive?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.  You know what to do.  Put him back on the phone.”

“Yes,” pleaded Dauber.

“This is how it’s going down.  You’re going to let her go and then you're going to play ball with us and broadcast those recordings.”

“I will.  I swear I will.”

“Untie her and give her your car keys.”

Dauber snapped his fingers at No-neck to untie her.  The big man hesitated and then looked at Crooked-nose who didn’t look like he wanted to allow this to happen.

Dauber yelled, telling him they have guns pointed at his family.  This didn’t have the desired effect as both men still hesitated.  

This was making Stormy uneasy making her think something was wrong.  Was Dauber not in charge of these men?  She didn’t like the way this was going down and looked at him.  “Don’t you know how to untie a knot?” 

A frustrated Dauber approached her and started to untie her.  Just as he'd freed one hand, No-neck came toward them.  He placed a hand on Dauber’s shoulder and told him they couldn’t let her go.


 


Chapter 26

Jackson Michigan

Meeks had the windows down on the police cruiser as he drove Scar and Amber in the police cruiser back into Jackson.  He kept his speed to a minimum while enjoying the air blowing through the car.  It had been a hot afternoon, and it hadn't cooled down much.  Using the air conditioning would have eaten up more precious fuel than they could afford to use.  Most of it had been given to Nordell so he could get the girls to Ohio.  Bassett and Burns would have to fend for themselves by siphoning what they could find in Detroit. 

The goal tonight was to gather up more supplies left behind, scout for any more prisoners being secretly held and hopefully kill some Jijis who hadn't joined their brethren in Grosse Pointe. 

“So, which tall building should we climb up tonight?” asked Meeks.

“City Hall would be good,” said Scar.  

“Speaking of,” said Amber, “What happened to Mayor Simpson?”

Scar turned in his seat.  “I've not heard anything.”

“The poor old guy probably had a heart attack,” said Meeks.

“It wouldn't surprise me,” said Scar.  “The last time I saw him was with Reese, and he looked like he was ready to collapse at any moment.”

“Well, we should check his office then,” suggested Amber.

“It's on the way up,” said Meeks as he turned right onto Francis Street.  

Meeks parked at the same house they had used when they came to rescue Nordell and his men.  It was well hidden and gave them easy access to the downtown area.  

Everyone grabbed their gear and hustled through the quiet streets.  The air smelled of the charred remains of buildings, some of which were still smoldering.  At times, the air was so putrid it would sting their noses.  The streets were so quiet that the only sounds you could hear were their footsteps and the rustling of clothes.

Meeks was leading the way as he turned onto Michigan Avenue from Jackson.  City Hall was around the corner, and there wasn't a soul in sight. 

After finding the mayor's office empty, Scar found a couple of the coffee packets he had given the mayor and shoved them into his backpack.  They then began the arduous climb to the top of the building.  The hot, humid air in the stairwell tested their stamina as perspiration poured down their faces and the back of their necks soaking their shirts.  Thankfully, they had brought plenty of water and had to take a couple of breaks to rehydrate.  Finally reaching the top the mild breeze was a welcome respite.

“Damn good thing we're in shape,” said Meeks holding his arms out like cooling fins for the breeze.

“No doubt,” said Amber imitating him.

“We sure as hell couldn't have done that a few months ago,” finished Meeks.

Scar walked to the west end and raised the Night Optics binoculars to his eyes.  The thirteen story building gave him a full view of the town.  He was searching for any kind of movement be it people or vehicles moving through the streets.  

Finding nothing, he walked to the north side and patiently swept from one side to the other.  He stopped when he noticed a few bodies lying in the middle of a street.  They appeared to be older people and Scar thought perhaps they had been assassinated.  Why else would they be in the middle of the road? 

For the next hour, they took turns scanning the town while also calling out on the radio for any of their friends.  Without any luck, they were getting discouraged when Amber finally called out. “I got something.”

Scar and Meeks hustled over to her.

“I see some headlights reflecting in the trees over there,” she said pointing north.  “They're coming south.”

“What street is that?” asked Scar.

“It's probably Business 127.  Straight shot from the interstate,” said Meeks.

Scar squinted his eyes trying to get a fix on it but still couldn't find it. 

“Here it comes,” announced Amber.

“Definitely Business 127,” said Meeks.

Amber handed the glasses to Scar who grabbed them and hustled to the west end of the building as the car continued through the Michigan Ave intersection.  The lights disappeared, but the glow was still visible. 

“It stopped moving. It's turning, probably into a driveway. They're off. It went three or four blocks.”

They turned and headed to the door not wanting to waste a single moment.  Based on what they'd seen so far with the Jijis, they had no doubt it involved females, who were probably young and easy to control.  They picked out of the way places and kept their presence hidden from their comrades.  Like Omar had said last night, Mordulfah and the cops had taken the best girls for themselves, and they only got the leftovers.


 


Chapter 27

Washington DC

After being taken a prisoner, a dripping wet Stormy was moments away from being free when Dauber’s bodyguard told him they needed permission.  Dauber turned to him and held up his phone.

“They have my wife and kids as hostages.”

“Give me that phone,” ordered No-neck as he grabbed Dauber’s hand.

“Unhand me.”

Stormy watched as the two men struggled.  She wasted no time and used her free hand to start untying the other.  She grabbed at the knot and began to pull on it, hoping no one was taking notice of her.  Her heart rate was out of control.  She was almost there when a hand grabbed her shoulder from behind.  

It was Crooked Nose, and he left himself wide open.  Stormy uncoiled her pent-up rage and threw a spinning back fist striking him on his crooked nose.  Blood splattered out and he cried out in pain.  Stormy used her tied up hand to stabilize her balance as she twisted around with a roundhouse kick.  Her bare foot struck him on the side of the face.  The impact threw him to the ground.  His head bounced on the concrete knocking him unconscious.

This got No-neck's attention who stopped trying to grab Dauber’s phone and came toward Stormy.  She had only a second and again used her tied up hand to pull herself up as she jumped at No-neck slamming both feet into his chest at full force pushing him to the ground.  

Stormy wrestled with the knot again in a desperate attempt to free herself, but now the knot was tighter having swung around on it. 

No-neck got up and brushed himself off before pulling a pistol out of his jacket.  He came toward her again but kept his distance.

“So, we know some fancy karate kicks huh?  Well, sweetie, you’re not faster than a speeding bullet.”

A shiver raced down her spine realizing she didn’t have an answer.  She was about to give up hope when Dauber grabbed a shovel and slithered over to No-neck.  He raised the shovel and swung it down on his head.  The whack reverberated against the high walls as the man's knees gave out and he sunk to the concrete.  Dauber’s body was trembling as he dropped the shovel.  He came over and freed Stormy.

She wasn’t sure what to say to him, so she said nothing.  She grabbed the phone, which was still transmitting.

“Hello.”

“What the hell just happened?” asked Green.  “Are you alright?”

“I’m good.  Just, huh, had to take care of a problem.  I’ll tell ya later,” said Stormy as she paced the floor on her bare feet. 

Gunfire rang out hurting her eardrums.  She turned to a shaking Dauber holding a gun.  He had just shot No-neck and was now pointing it at Crooked Nose.  He didn’t hesitate and pulled the trigger, killing the unconscious man.

“What was that?” Green yelled into the phone.

“I’m not sure,” said an astonished Stormy.  “But he just shot the two bodyguards.”

Dauber turned to Stormy.  “They were not my bodyguards.  They were my minders.”

Stormy didn’t respond.

“Don’t you see what you’ve done?  Those two work for Commandant Melnick, the head of the National Police, who by the way, reports to Mister Reed.  I couldn’t let them live.  If I had, they would have reported to Melnick what you wanted me to do.  They don’t give a damn about my family and would have tortured you for information before killing you and then probably me too just to put an end to it.”

“Did you hear that?” Stormy asked Green.

“Yes.”

“I’ll do as you ask, but you promise me not to harm my family.”

Stormy approached Dauber and grabbed his arm.  “You just do as we ask and you’ll family will be fine.”

Dauber then handed over his car keys.

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

Green hung up the phone and pulled his ski mask back down before walking back into the living room.  He motioned for Gibbs and Kyle to the kitchen.  He gave them an update on what just happened.

Gibbs let out a breath.  “He’s a loose cannon.  If he’s able to murder those two bodyguards, then there's no telling what’s he capable of doing.”

“We can't trust him,” said Kyle.  “He’s more than likely to pack up his family and make a run for it.”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” said Gibbs.

Green didn't like what they were going to have to do but bottom line, they needed another bargaining chip.  They were going to have to get their hands even dirtier than they are now.  They had no choice but to take the daughters as leverage.  At this point, the damning pictures weren’t going to be enough.  He didn’t like being forced into this, but then again, the man wanted to rape his girlfriend, so screw him.  He then had an idea to put the icing on the cake.

“You got copies of those pictures?” Green asked Gibbs.

“Right here,” said Gibbs patting his jacket pocket.

“I think the wife needs to know the truth about her husband.”

“Son, be ready to get the girls upstairs to pack a bag.  Make sure to ask if they have any medicines they might need.  There’s probably a back staircase, if so, get them out to the car.  We’ll deal with the mom.”

Gibbs took out the envelope and sat back down on the chair in front of the Dauber family.

“Mrs. Dauber, there are some things I need to tell you about your husband.  I think it would be better if your daughters didn’t hear this.”

“They can stay. I don’t want them away from me.”

“Mrs. Dauber, from a father to a mother,” said Gibbs gesturing with his hands.  “This is not for children’s ears.”  Gibbs looked at Kyle.  “Why don’t you take them upstairs.”

“No please, they’re just little girls.”

Gibbs looked at her and said in a stern voice.  “Mrs. Dauber, we are not rapists.”

“C’mon girls, you can show me the posters on your walls,” said Kyle who wasn't wearing a mask and didn't look like a bad man with his boyish good looks.

The girls looked at their mother who gave them a nod.  She moved her arms off them, and they plodded up the stairs with Kyle behind them.  

Gibbs waited for them to disappear up the stairs.  He then asked her if she knew what her husband did.  

“Of course I do.”

“The reason we’re even here is that your husband took someone very dear to us.  She came to him in good faith asking him to broadcast some recordings.”

“What kind of recordings.”

“The kind that is going to bring down this phony government.  The kind that will shake the very foundations of Washington.  Do you know who Gerald Perozzi is?”

She nodded.

“What about Lawrence Reed?”

She nodded again.

“Well, we have recordings of them ordering the bombings of those cities, ordering the assassination of Senator Kelley and to top it off, we have evidence of their collusion with the Chinese government to invade California.”

Her mouth dropped further and further the more she heard.

“You see, we’re trying to save this country and we need your husband’s help.”

“But Alex loves his country.”

“No.  Your husband loves his position and what he’s able to do with it.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“He kidnapped our friend and was going to rape her.”

“What?  He wouldn’t do such a thing.  He wouldn’t harm a fly, and he’s a very loyal husband who loves his girls.”

Gibbs didn't want to have to do this, but it needed to be done.  He pulled the pictures out of the envelope.  “Oh, he loves girls alright.”

Her pleading face melted away and was replaced with anger as she shuffled through the pictures.  

Gibbs motioned for Green to check on Kyle while she absorbed her new reality.  He bounded upstairs and checked the bedrooms to find them empty.  He looked out the window and watched Kyle helping the girls into his car.  Green came back and gave Gibbs a thumbs up.

Gibbs turned back to Mrs. Dauber.  “These pictures were taken on orders from Mister Reed.  Your husband was willing to risk exposing his activities to you so he could keep his job and keep raping these little girls.”

“I…I don’t know what to say.”

“Unfortunately, your husband has made a manageable situation worse.  We now know what he is capable of doing and can no longer trust these pictures are enough to get him to do the right thing.  So, we need to deal ourselves another card.”

The realization of what Gibbs was saying was taking hold in her mind.  Between absorbing what her husband is and what he’d done, she slowly started to accept the consequences of his actions.  

“Please don’t hurt them.”

“We won’t, just as long as your husband does what we’ve asked.  I’m sure you’ll convince him to have the courage.  You can keep the pictures and do what you want with them.  Your girls never need to know about them.”

Gibbs signaled Green that it was time to leave.


 


Chapter 28

Washington DC

Green stayed right at the speed limit as he drove to go pick up Stormy from Dauber's car.  They had a predetermined spot to meet in case events took a turn in this direction.  His mind was racing between what Stormy went through and what they had just done.  He couldn't believe they had just kidnapped two innocent girls, but they had no other choice.  Of all the things he had experienced between his military career and becoming a spy, this evenings event was by far the most surreal.  Not even his mother being taken hostage by Bruce Pruitt compared to this.  

Thankfully, they had Jacob Gibbs on their side.  The way he skillfully guided Mrs. Dauber to come to her own conclusion about what had to happen was quite remarkable.  His voice inflections at the right moments gave him the desired outcome.  She didn't put up a fight for her girls, because she knew it was useless and instinctively trusted Gibbs not to harm them.  She was confused when she learned of her husband's disgusting behavior and his selfishness.  Her mind was overloaded, and it was a work of genius on Gibbs' part to be able to move her in the direction he wanted to take her.  The last thing they wanted to do was tie up a screaming mother causing a scene that might have attracted the attention of the neighbors.  

The only place they could think of to bring the girls was out to Manassas.  Senator Seeley's home was out of the way, had no nosy neighbors and a fully furnished basement.  The girls would be comfortable there and the job of keeping an eye on them would be easy enough.

Unfortunately, they had to keep them blindfolded until they arrived but both were being cooperative.  Kyle had a soothing voice and was affable enough that the girls actually liked him.  They understood why they needed to be blindfolded and why it was better for them not to know where they were going.  Kyle reassured them no harm would come to them, whether or not their father did as he was asked to do.

Green turned into the parking lot and headed over to the lone car at the end of the lot.  He threw the gearshift into park and got out just as Stormy exited Dauber's car.

She anxiously wrapped her arms around Green squeezing him hard.  

“You alright,” said Green feeling her wet dress start to soak his shirt.  “You're all wet.”

“I'm good and yes I'm wet.  I'm just glad it's over and that you're here.”

Green gave her a moment before guiding her into his car.  When she sat in the glow of the interior light, he noticed some bruising on the side of her face.  She assured him she was alright and they briefed each other on what had happened. 

After hearing what happened to her, Green turned the steering wheel to take her home.  Some painkillers, a hot bath and a good nights rest, is what she needed.


 


Chapter 29

Jackson Michigan

After spotting a car coming through town and stopping in a neighborhood not too far from downtown, Scar led his team two steps at a time down the long staircase.  They didn't want to waste any more time than they had to.

Going down a tall building is a hell of a lot easier than going up.  They made it to the street in record time and tore off towards their ride.  Scar had a reasonable estimate as to where the car had driven to.  It was a big neighborhood, but he had an ace up his sleeve.  He had their only pair of thermal goggles.  It would light up any engines that were still hot.  They'd be able to drive through the streets in the cruiser and save a lot of time guessing.  

Meeks backed the car out into the road and headed over to First Street to start their search.  Keeping the windows down, Scar kept scanning looking for the telltale signs of a heat signature.  They went down six blocks before turning up Second Street and repeated it.  They were growing frustrated as they started coming up Third Street.  

About halfway up the street Scar spoke up.  “I got it,” said Scar.  “Back up.”

Meeks put it in reverse and let the car idle backward.  

“Right back in there.”

“I see it,” said Amber.

Meeks continued to idle the car backward for another block and a half before stopping. Everyone grabbed their gear before climbing out the windows.  It was pitch dark out in the tree covered neighborhood, and they weren't taking any chances of being spotted. 

They spread out across the road as they made their approach while keeping an eye out for anyone who happened to be outside.  They may own the night, but all it would take was for someone to be sitting on a porch keeping watch. 

Scar motioned for everyone to stop when the glowing heat signature lit up.  They stood in front of a two-story house.  There were no lights of any sort on, and they weren't even sure this was the house.  They could have just parked their car and walked to the house next door or the one behind it.  They were going to have to patient. 

Amber didn't want to be patient because somewhere in one of these houses, girls were being raped.  The idea tightened her stomach.  She had to fight off the thoughts and concentrate on what they were doing.  She was on a team, and as a member of the team, she needed to keep her head in the game. 

“Let's walk around this one,” whispered Scar.

They took their time as they padded around the house.  Scar's tall stature allowed him to look inside the windows, none of which had the curtains drawn.  This wasn't the one.  They slipped next door to another two-story house.  It was similar to the last one, but the curtains were drawn.  Using the thermal goggles, he found what he was looking for.  The curtains may have been drawn, but they were too thin to hide the heat signatures of the occupants. 

Scar raised two fingers. There were two of them in the living room.  He went from window to window looking for more but didn't see anymore.  At this point, he couldn't even be sure if they were bad guys.  It could just as easily be two residents holing up in their home.

They needed to check the second floor, and the only way to do that was to climb the tall oak tree on the side of the house.  Amber volunteered and put on the thermals.  Scar then gave her a boost up to the first branch where she had no problem with the rest. 

Nervous energy surged through her as she climbed the tree.  She reached a branch high enough to be directly across from the windows.  Despite the foliage of the leaves, the thermals lit up an image of two people lying on the bed.  A man was apparently on top of a woman, and they were going at it.  She was almost embarrassed by it because she still couldn't see who it was.  The girl definitely appeared smaller, but that didn't mean anything. 

She tore off the thermals and realized the window was actually opened. So, she pulled out her infrared goggles and put them back on.  Now the leaves were blocking her view, and she couldn't quite detect the girl's face, but it was evident she was tied to the bed.  

Amber turned away for a moment to gather her thoughts.  She still needed to make sure.  They could be role playing for all she knew.  The last thing she needed on her conscious was to kill an innocent person.  

She grabbed the branch above her and started to snake across to get closer.  She managed to get within eight feet of the window.  A slight breeze moved the sheer curtains back and forth.  The room was small and had a few posters of boy bands hanging on the walls.  Her new position offered her a better view, but still, she couldn't be sure and had to wait a few more minutes while he finished.  

He climbed off of her and Amber let out a breath because the girl was definitely young, how young, she couldn't be sure.  The man pulled his pants on finally exposing his face.  He was a Jiji. 

She wanted to pull out her weapon and shoot him right then and there.  Bastard.  

She heard him call out before leaving the room.  Amber froze waiting for what happens next.  A moment later, another Jiji came into the room and tore off his clothes.  She'd seen enough and climbed down and told them what she observed.  

There were only three of them, two downstairs and one upstairs preoccupied.  If they could sneak in, they could take them all out at the same time. 

Scar tried the back door and found it locked.  He ordered Meeks to grab the thermals to check for any movement while he jimmied the door open.  Scar pulled out his big knife and stuck it between the door jam.  As quietly as he could, he worked the thick blade back and forth.  It took only a few times before he was able to pull the door open. 

A chill shot up his spine when it made a slight sound as it cracked open.  He motioned to Amber to check with Meeks.  She slipped away and came back with Meeks who gave him a thumbs up.

Amber wasn't going to pass up the opportunity to be the one to go upstairs.  Scar agreed as he led them through the kitchen. They slipped across the linoleum floor and came to a small square hallway, which gave access to all the rooms including the staircase. 

In the living room, the two Jijis were sitting on the couch.  Both had their heads leaned back as if they were taking a nap.  

Scar motioned Amber up the stairs.  

Her heart was beating louder than her footsteps, at least that's what she thought.  She took her time not wanting to step on a squeaky board.  She was halfway up when she found one.  She yanked her foot back and tried the next one.  It seemed like an eternity by the time she reached the top of the stairs.  Between her nerves and the heat, perspiration had soaked her shirt wet.  Now she could understand why they had the bedroom window open.  It was a sauna on the second floor.  She peered around the corner to find the sheer curtains blowing inside the room.  This was it.  She turned back giving Scar a thumbs up.

She thought about her approach and didn't decide upon it until she entered the room at the foot of the bed.  Amber didn't want to kill him while he was on top of her, so she decided to use the butt of her M4 to whack him in the head.  She pulled back and then swung it like a battering ram. 

The loud crack on his head echoed in the room.  The Jiji screamed out in pain as he landed on the floor.  Amber wasn't sure if he had a gun, so she spun around the end of the bed.  

“Don't move a friggin muscle,” yelled Amber.

“Yo, what the hell,” screamed the Jiji holding the side of his head as blood began spilling down.

“Keep your hands on your head,” ordered Amber.  She then turned to the girl.  She was frightened because she had no idea who it was.  “Is he your friend?” asked Amber, again wanting to make sure.

“No he's not,” said the girl shaking her head.

Scar called from the bottom of the staircase.  “You good.”

“Got it handled,” yelled Amber. 

“Don't lie, Katie. We too are friends.”

“Shut up and keep your hands on your head,” shouted Amber.  She turned back to the girl.  “Katie is it?” 

“Is that...is that you, Amber?”

“It is sweetie,” she responded, glad the girl knew who she was.  “How old are you, Katie?”

“I'm sixteen.”

Amber took a breath in an attempt to hold back the storm brewing deep within her.  She was going to kill this man but had to wait.  There was no sense doing it in front of this girl.  She'd already been through enough, and the last thing she wanted was for her to witness an execution.  

Meeks came running up the steps and entered the room.

“What'd we got, here?”

“Got him on the floor.”

Meeks turned to the girl.  “Oh, my gosh, Katie.” 

“Meeks?”

“That's right, I'm here, kiddo,” said Meeks flipping up his goggles.  “You're safe now.  Here let's get you loose.”

“You know her?”Amber asked rhetorically.

“Her mom works with Mayor Simpson,” said Meeks as he drew out his knife.  “Where's your mom?”

“I...I don't know,” she answered as she began to shed some tears while rubbing her wrists.  “She wasn't here when it started, and I was, like, waiting for her...but...she never came home.”  

“Oh kiddo, I'm so sorry,” said Meeks as he finished cutting the bounds on her feet.

“I've been hiding here but they found me this afternoon,” she said as she slid off the bed.  She grabbed a flashlight and used it to go through the closest for some clothes. 

Amber's temper had just elevated knowing that not only had they been raping her, but they'd been doing it on her own bed.  Somehow this made it worse in her mind because of the secure nature of one's own bedroom.

The girl threw some clothes on and then wrapped her arms around Amber thanking her between more tears.

“Go with Meeks, okay?” said Amber putting an arm around her.

Meeks escorted her down the stairs and out the door to their car.  Amber had planned on killing him in the bedroom, but now that she knew it was hers, it didn't seem right, so she marched the naked man down the stairs to where Scar was holding the other two. 

“Outside,” ordered Amber.  

The three men stumbled outside to the backyard pleading for their lives.  Amber wasn't having it and switched to full auto.  She didn't care what they had to say and squeezed the trigger.  She swept the weapon back and forth emptying the magazine.  Their screams were drowned out by the hail of gunfire as it boomed throughout the neighborhood.


 


Chapter 30

Sunday Morning

A shiver shot up Winters' spine as they approached the town of Leslie Michigan.  They were only ten miles from Jackson, and he couldn't help but get excited to see everyone.  

The loaded trucks couldn't do much more than seventy miles per hour, but with limited stops, they had made excellent time.  The sun had been up for a few hours, which, on the route he was taking, wouldn't present a problem.  

Winters picked up the radio.  “We're about ten miles out.”

“Wow, we did good,” said Laney who was now bringing up the rear.

“No doubt,” said Collette.  “I can't wait to meet everyone.”

“Me too,” said Laney.  “You getting excited Cole?”

“I am.  Listen up, we're taking Exit 56 which is coming up so stay sharp.”

Winters took the exit and watched in the mirror as both trucks behind him followed suit.  They came to end of the ramp, and he made a right onto Bellevue Road.  The road went through the fields and would eventually lead them to Sandstone Road, which would take them under Interstate 94 and then over to Route 60, which turned into Spring Arbor, where the Jiji border was always spread thin. 

Winters' excitement increased as he anticipated returning to his men.  They passed under the interstate and he had a mind to call on the radio, but they were too far away from the hospital for anyone to hear them.  Besides, he'd wanted surprise everyone.  

Turning onto Reynolds Road off of McCain, he kept the speed down as it was just a half a mile to where the power lines came through.  It was a tree-free grassy path they had been using to cross over the Jiji border.  They could park the trucks there and walk across and grab a car they usually had on the other side of the road. 

The truck rocked from side-to-side as he navigated through the tall grass under the power lines.  The path took a sharp turn to the right where they would park the trucks. 

Winters jumped out of his truck and directed the girls to park into the tree line.  He waved them in as far as they could go. 

“How far are we from town?” asked Laney arching her back.

Winters pulled out a map of Jackson and pointed where they were at.  “We're right here.  We're gonna hike it down to here where we always have a car or two stashed away.  It's about three-quarters of a mile.  We'll take Kibby Road into town.  The hospital is right over here on Michigan Ave.”

“Awesome,” said Collette.

“What should we bring?” asked Laney.

“We always prepare for the worst, so chest rigs, holsters and grab a radio.  We'll need water, it's getting hot already.”

“Better than snow, right Captain Winters?” smiled Collette.  

“Definitely.”

After helping each other strap on their gear, they set off through the woods that bordered the power lines and soon came to the Jiji border.  Winters got down on his hands and knees and crawled up to the road.  He surveyed the area and was surprised to find no guards.  He pulled out his binoculars to make sure and scanned the area again.

The girls came up next to him.

“What's the matter?” asked Laney.

“There's no border guards.  Usually, you can see a carload each way.”

“Maybe they've given up,” suggested Laney.

“Not likely.  But something has definitely changed.  C'mon, let's go.”

They ran across Spring Arbor and back into the safety of the woods.  They didn't stop until they came to where the cars were supposed to be and to Winters' relief there was one there.  His anxiety subsided once the car started.  He had no desire to hike all the way into town.  Had that been the case, he would have gotten on the radio and called for a ride.

He put the windows down as he turned onto Kibby Road.  Within a couple of miles, his nose began to sting, and he thought it might be allergies until Collette spoke up.

“I'm smelling smoke or something that's been burnt.”

“Yeah, me too,” said Laney.  “Is it always like this?”

“No.  It's never like this,” said Winters as he began to slow down.  They were passing by the Cascades and came to the end of Kibby Road.  Winters stopped the car as a strange sensation overtook him.  Something was wrong.  He grabbed the radio and paused thinking about what to say.

“I thought you wanted to surprise them?” asked Laney who was sitting up front with him.

“I did but somethings not right.  Something's off.”

Collette leaned forward and pointed across the field.  “Look at all the birds around that car.”

Winters lifted the binoculars and pointed them at the birds that were picking at some dead bodies.  He turned to the girls.  “Those are dead people, and I need to know who they are.”

“Shouldn't you use the radio?” asked Laney.

“Not now, it's not safe.  Not until I know what's going on and know for sure the enemy doesn't have our radios, I don't want anyone to know we're here.”

He let off the brake and turned onto South West Avenue and then High Street which took them into the field where Scar, Meeks, and Amber had saved the girls and their mother's two nights ago.  The dead had been left there, and the birds were beginning to feast on them.


 


Chapter 31

The narrow room was windowless which made it easy for the air to become stuffy, especially if someone had been sleeping in it for the past thirty hours.  Reese was on her back and opened her eyes.  A small table lamp lit up the room to show the sky-blue walls making her wonder where she was. 

Her head was pounding, and her throat was so dry she couldn't swallow.  She turned her head and saw a bottle of water sitting on the nightstand.  She tried to move her right arm to it, but a sharp pain prevented her from doing so.  She attempted to roll over, but again the pain on her right side inhibited her movement.  She couldn't remember why it hurt and this added frustration to her predicament.  

She inhaled a few times to settle down.  She then rolled over onto her left side toward the wall.  She found her left arm and leg hurt too but not as badly as the right side.  She threw her left leg out and used it as an anchor to wiggled her body off the bed.  Landing on her knees, she used her left arm to push herself up into a sitting position on the bed.  She grabbed the water bottle and gulped down half the contents.  A bottle of Motrin and antibiotics sat on the nightstand.  She figured they were for her and took several of the painkillers and one of the antibiotics.  She found a note, but her head hurt too much to read it, so she dropped it on the floor. 

Seeing a pair of flip-flops, she slipped them on before using the bathroom.  Afterward, she searched for the exit but only found a handle on the wall. What the hell kind of room is this?  Do I live here?  She walked over the note Virgil had left and past her gear sitting on the floor at the end of the bed.  

She thought it curious there was a peephole and peered through it.  Early morning rays penetrated the small basement windows reflecting on computers and various other electronic devices which were scattered throughout the room. 

“That's so weird,” she said to no one.  She pushed on the handle, which made a clicking noise.  The door opened, and she slipped out of the hidden bedroom.  

She took a moment to examine some of the electronics before stepping away from the door.  The spring-loaded door swung shut making another clicking noise. 

She turned her head confused why the door had shelves attached to it.  “So weird.” She headed towards the stairs with her flip-flops smacking the tile floor.  She was gimping her left leg and used the handrail for balance as she ascended the steep stairs which led into a hallway.

“Hello!  Is anyone here?” 

She came into the dark living room where all the windows were covered with heavy curtains but thought it seemed familiar.  Her head hurt too much to think clearly but she felt sure she'd been in here before.  She called out again before peeking into the kitchen where a light was on.  

There was a loaf of bread sitting on a table, which made her realize how hungry she was.  She removed the plastic wrap and tore off a piece.  It was so soft and sweet that she devoured the whole thing.  She opened the refrigerator to find a plate of sliced Spam.  She pulled it out and sat down at the table to make a meal of it and another piece of bread.

She turned her head staring at all the batteries and wires.  It struck her odd and she wondered why they were all connected together.  “Such a weird place.”

After finishing her meal, she put the rest back into the refrigerator and turned on the water faucet to fill a glass.  She limped into the living room and stared at the couch knowing she'd sat there before.  She lifted the glass of water and took a sip.  She then walked into the bathroom and flipped on the light.  She immediately recognized the clawed bathtub.  “Now I know I've taken a bath in that.”

She turned to a full-length mirror, and her eyes widened at the purplish yellow bruise on her right shoulder.  She set the water glass down and pulled the light blue tank top down.  She was surprised the bruising went down her chest.  

“What the hell happened?”  She then touched the gauze on her left arm to find the area sensitive but not as bad as her right side.  “I must be accident prone.”  She then pressed her fingers against the gauze on her leg finding it sensitive on the front and back.  A few more bruises around her right thigh and scratches on her face made her realize something must have hit her on that side.  

“I must live here with my family but where are they?”  She headed to the front door and opened it.  The bright sunny day ripped into her eyes, and she squinted while holding her hand up to shield them.  

She took a moment to adjust to the light before stepping onto the porch.  She stared up and down the street not recognizing anything or seeing anyone.  “Someone must be around and know where my family is.”

She stepped off the porch and walked down the driveway.  She headed to the house across the street and found it strange nobody had been mowing their lawns.  She came up to the door and banged on it.  “Hello.  Is anyone here?  Hello.”

She tried a couple more times before giving up and going to the next house. Still not finding anyone home, she kept going to each next house growing more frustrated each one.  She took a right on the next street determined to find someone home.  “Is everyone at work?”  

For the next thirty minutes, she continued to bang on doors and wondered where everybody was.  She thought someone had to answer at some point.  After a few more houses, she decided to give up and go back home.  She walked to the end of a driveway and looked both ways.  Then reality drove a cold shiver through her as she realized she was lost.


 


Chapter 32

Winters drove the car into the field towards the dead.  As he approached the flock of birds, he was surprised at how many there were.  He threw the gearshift in park and grabbed his weapon.  “Come only if you have the stomach for it.”

Laney looked at Collette who shrugged her shoulders.  They were up for anything and hopped out of the car.  They didn't have to be more than thirty feet way to recognize the dead were Jijis.  

“Bad guys?” asked Laney holding her M4 at the ready.

“Yep,” said Winters as he approached the bodies.  The feasting birds eyed him as he got closer and some flew away while the braver ones simply hopped to the other side of their meal.  Winters did a quick count of find twelve.  He noticed the bullet holes in the car and figured his guys ambushed them.  He wondered why they were out in this field and he got his answer when Collette called out as she held up a small white bra she'd just found.

“It's a 28, double-A,” said Collette.

Winters gave her a puzzled look.

“That's smaller than Finley,” said Laney.

“This is, like, for a Junior High girl,” said Collette.

“Or younger,” said Laney as she began looking around.  “There's more birds over there.”

They headed toward the pond where Amber had attacked the two Jijis who were going to assassinate the girls.  

“Two more,” said Winters.

“How many does that make?” asked Laney.

“Fourteen.”

“What do you think happen?” asked Collette.

Winters turned to the girls and decided to be the teacher again and asked what they thought happened.

“Well, these guys were, like, having a party,” said Collette  

“With some unwilling girls,” interrupted Laney.

“And, by the looks of it, your guys, came in and killed them,” finished Collette.

“Yep, that about sums it up,” said Laney. “But we still don't know if the town is safe.”

“Correct,” said Winters.  He pondered all of this and began to strategize.  If the town was taken, then his guys were on the run.  And if that was the case, then they shouldn't be at this location any longer than need be.  However, he still wanted to know what was going on in town.  

His first priority was the supply trucks.  They were now more important than ever.  He didn't want to run the risk of their discovery in case someone had seen them running across the road.  Either way, his concerns were multiplied now that he had the girls with him.  While they had proven themselves, he'd feel better about not putting them in jeopardy.  They hadn't run into any Jijis or cops on the way here, and so he decided to send them back while he went to the hospital. 

He turned to the girls.  “Listen, I need a big favor.”

They waited for him to continue.

“I need you guys to take the car and get back to the trucks. I want you to keep an eye on them.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Laney.

“I need to sneak into town and see what's going on.”

“Are you, like, sure about this?” quizzed Collette.

“I'm not certain of anything, but I need eyes on those trucks.”

“How are you gonna get there?” asked Collette.

“Let's see if that car will start,” said Winters pointing to the car riddled with bullet holes.  “If not, there'll be another around here.”

They walked around the feeding birds to the driver's side and found the keys in the ignition.  Winters plopped down into the seat, turned the key and started the car on the first try.

Winters pulled out a pen and unfolded the map.  “We're right here,” he said putting a small X on it.  “The trucks are right here.  Rather than hiking through the grass, I'd say go ahead and drive up right up Reynolds Road and turn onto the pathway when you see the power lines overhead.  Go straight there and don't stop for anyone, especially cops.”

“How long will you be?” asked Collette.

“Maybe an hour or so.”

“And if you don't come back?” asked Laney.

“Stay put until night time, then use the goggles to come looking around.  The Jijis don't have night vision.  If they did, they wouldn't have been ambushed like these poor bastards.”

“What if we can't find you?”

“Take one of the trucks and go home.”

Both girls wrapped their arms around Winters which they always did when they were nervous.  He squeezed tight to reassure them, as a tinge of guilt crept through him.  They didn't like leaving him but would do as they were told.

“Keep the radios on but maintain radio silence.  If for some reason I'm going to be longer, I'll click the radio three times.  That way you'll know I'm okay but got held up.”

He escorted them back to the car and watched them tear out of the Cascades and head down Kibby Road.  

A hollow pain shot up his chest and moved into his throat as they drove away.  It was strange to suddenly be away from them.  It made him realize how much he had relied on them to ease his grief.  He'd grown so attached to them that being without them was like having a security blanket ripped away.

He slid into the car satisfied they'd be safer with the trucks.  

*  *  *  *  *

Walt Hendrix or Walrus, as his fellow cops called him because of his over-sized beer belly and his love of eating fried catfish, had the displeasure of working this morning.  He was driving up Kibby Road to check out the Cascades for a report of some of M & M's being killed there.  

He had first checked in with Colonel Khan who had been tasked with cleaning out the remaining population, and also to catch any of Mordulfah's men who were keeping girls for themselves. This was a big no-no and broke a trust they had with the prince.  Anyone caught was going to lose his head. For that very reason, Khan needed the help of the cops because he couldn't trust Mordulfah's men.

Walrus chuckled at the thought because if Mordulfah only knew how many girls they had rounded up and kept hidden, the prince would come unglued.  Vatter had orchestrated a brilliant scheme to smuggle out thirty-nine girls from all the prisoners they had scooped up in their net.  

The girls were of varying ages and appearances.  Some were definitely better looking than others, but at this point, it didn't really matter what they looked like.  They'd been without their party-house for a couple of months now, so everyone's standards had been lowered. 

Walrus let out a yawn and thought about finding a place to sleep off his hangover. He'd been up half the night at their new party house in Detroit.  Besides all the beer he had drank, he had visited several different girls.  

He had the windows down hoping the breeze would help him stay awake.  When he approached Weatherwax Drive he did a double take because, at first, he couldn't believe what was in front of him.


 


Chapter 33

Winters spun the wheels as he pulled out of the Cascades and turned north onto South West Avenue. The street would take him right to Michigan Avenue leading him through downtown and to the hospital.  His excitement of a reunion had dwindled, but he still held out hope he'd run into some of the guys.  For now, he was on high alert.  

The closer to downtown he got the more he could smell the odor of charred buildings. Then the first corpse appeared lying on the side of the street.  He slowed down and stared at the old man.  Flies were buzzing around him, and birds had started their feast.  

He turned away knowing if it weren't for the wildlife, then the bodies would just rot and spread disease.

By the time he made it to downtown, he was convinced the town had finally been invaded.  He found more dead bodies and soon came up to barricades that Nordell had set up.  The two of them had talked about the defenses of the town, and Winters recognized all the signs of their plan.  

His spirit sank knowing he had missed leading the Shadow Patriots in defense of the town.  He started to regret ever leaving.  He stifled a yell to shake off the guilt.  It wouldn't have helped anyway, and he needed to keep his head in the game.

He passed by more bodies as he maneuvered around the barricades.  He recognized some of them and could only curse silently at how they died.  Studying the blown-out cars, it was apparent the Jijis had gotten their hands on some RPG's.  Mordulfah must have had help with the invasion.  The Jijis they had fought would never have been able to get this close to downtown.

It was becoming apparent the Shadow Patriots were gone, and perhaps he should turn around and get back to the girls, but he had an uncontrollable urge to get to the hospital. Maybe some of his guys were still there, and Doctor Lunsford was patching them up.  From the looks of the dead, it appeared the attack happened two or three days ago, and maybe they had come back.  He needed to know for sure before trying to figure out how to find them.

He reached the hospital and reasoned that this was where the primary battle had taken place.  There were dead everywhere and bullet-ridden vehicles.  He looked up at the hospital and couldn't find a single window without bullet holes or blown out completely. 

His mouth went dry as he pulled into the parking lot.  He spotted the white Chevy truck he'd been driving and parked next to it.  He looked in it and found the keys sitting on the floorboard. 

He hustled inside the hospital with his M4 at the ready.  The back entrance had been blasted out forcing him to climb over the debris to get inside.  He walked down the hall recognizing several of his men.  So many of them had been with him from the start, others they had picked up along the way.  

He walked into one room where a dead man was handcuffed to the bed.  It was the spy, Nick Posey.  Winters couldn't help but smirk at the thought of him being killed by his own side.  Poetic justice.

He left the room and continued walking down the hallway astonished at the number of bullet holes that riddled the walls.  They told the tale of a ferocious battle.  It probably happened early in the morning.  Sneak in and hit the one area where most of the enemy slept. A good plan for them but unfortunate for his guys.

He hit the stairwell and hustled up the stairs.  A breeze from the broken windows blew through the hot hallway.  He'd seen enough dead to know they'd start to smell in the next day or so.  

He turned the corner and stopped dead in his tracks.  Blood rushed to his head making him dizzy as he stared at Elliott and Nate or what was left of them.  Nate must have been putting up a hell of a fight for them to use a grenade.  The damn thing blew out the entire wall and tore up their bodies.  If he hadn't known them so well, he'd never have been able to recognize them.

He fought back his tears and rested his head on the wall.  Elliott had been the first person he had met at the train station and had been his rock.  He had given him sage advice over the last few months and had become a good friend.  He had needed a good friend because he had lost all of his.

After a few minutes and a couple of deep breaths, Winters continued and headed to Reese's room.  He was almost hesitant to look in her room fearing he might find her dead.  That would have been a final blow of which he wasn't sure he'd be able to recover.  He feared Mister Hyde was coming back and taking over.  That was the last thing he needed as it would cloud his mind.  His hesitation subsided when he didn't find any bullet holes in the walls as he neared her room. 

It was empty, and the bed hadn't been made.  She must have left in a hurry because she always made her bed.  He then spotted her red crutch.  It was leaning on the wall, and it made him smile.  He had wrecked her other crutch, and she had insisted on a red one as it was her favorite color.  She must be doing better if she left it here.  He couldn't help himself and grabbed it before leaving her room hoping it would bring him good luck.

He'd seen enough to know the Shadow Patriots or what was left of them were gone.  He needed to get going so he could figure out how to find them.  He started walking down the hallway and heard the sound of engines through the open windows.  He hustled into one of the rooms and looked out the window just as several vehicles were coming into the parking lot.  He watched as they got out of the car.  He lifted up his binoculars and realized these guys weren't the undisciplined rabble of Jijis they had been fighting.  They were different, and they were coming inside.


 


Chapter 34

The headache Reese awoke with had subsided after taking the Motrin, but it was starting to come back and she was getting dehydrated.  She'd been walking for the last thirty minutes and the morning air was getting warmer as the sun continued to beat down.  She walked across an overgrown lawn to a garden hose, turned the faucet on and gulped down as much water as she could.  Before turning it off, she squirted the water on her face to help cool down.  The water helped drive away the pain she felt on the right side of her head.  She touched it through her hair and felt a sizable bump.  

The tall grass scratched her bare legs as she sat down to rest.  Her left leg was sore, and she wished she had a crutch.  A passing memory streaked across her mind.  I do have a crutch.  A red one. 

The fleeting thought reminded her she couldn't remember much and hadn't even thought about her name.  She grimaced at how silly it was but then struggled to remember it.  Why couldn't she remember it?  Growing frustrated, she gave up and exhaled.  “Damn, I am fucked up.”

She continued to sit there while wondering which way to go.  She was still confused as to why no one was answering their door and thought for sure she'd run into someone at some point.  

She got up and walked back to Park Road. She looked both ways and decided she'd rather have the sun at her back and turned west.  Her flip-flops slapped the pavement as she limped down the street.  The street ended, and she had to make another choice.  Left or right.  She looked up at the sun trying to figure out which way it was going.  It hurt too much to think so she turned left and walked a few yards but then realized the sun was in her eyes again, so she turned around and headed the other way.  

She continued to walk along Weatherwax Drive and was about twenty yards away from Kibby Road when she finally spotted a car coming.  A flash of energy exploded through her, and she waved her left arm to get the attention of a passing police car.

The cruiser's brakes screeched as it passed by and came to a full stop.  It then spun its wheels backing up creating white smoke.  The car then swung over and parked in the middle of the road. 

The hairs on her arms stood as if charged by an electric charge and her hands turned clammy.  Something was wrong, but she didn't know what it was. 

The cop got out of the car, and the first thing Reese noticed was his oversized beer belly.  He seemed familiar, but she wasn't sure why.  

“Can you help me?  I'm lost.”

“Hey, I know you,” said the cop as he began to waddle over to her.

Reese backed up a few steps unsure why he was making her nervous. “You do?”

“Oh yeah, you're that fine thing I liked to get it on with.  Man, out of all them girls, you were by far, my favorite.”

The cop's voice was making Reese's skin crawl.  She was in trouble and backed up a few more steps as he got closer.  She met his eyes and didn't like what they told her.  He wasn't there to help her, and she needed to get away from him.  She ignored the pain in her leg and started to hobble across a lawn toward a small white house. 

She was slow, but his beer belly made him slower giving her a slight chance.  Her knees started shaking threatening to throw off what little balance she had.  She didn't dare turn around to see how close he was for fear of tripping.  She could hear his panting though and knew he was close.  Why was he chasing her and how did he know her?  The questions stormed through her mind and a flashing vision of being tied up and raped by him finally answered her questions.


 


Chapter 35

Washington DC

Sitting in the back of his chauffeur-driven limo, one could almost make out the steam rising from Perozzi's head as he stared at a poster mocking him.  The bikini-clad girls didn't bother him, nor had the wrinkled skin on him, but the colostomy bag was just too much.  How dare they disrespect him like this? 

He had been told there were several more posters put up last night.  Some even worse than this one.  They were now all over town, and no attempt had been made to remove them.  

Reed must have instructed the police to leave them up. He had no doubt his fat friend was still pissed off at the way he embarrassed him in front of Stormy.  Oh, where was that girl?  Reed was to blame for letting that one slip away.  She would have been the best looking girl, he would have had without paying for it.  She was high class, and Reed screwed it up for him.  And now, he was enjoying the payback with these posters.  He suspected the fat man had even paid for them. 

That explanation was making more sense than anything else.  Always consider the timing of things.  Those blasted recordings are sent to him and now the posters.  Hell, it was probably Reed who had sent the tapes, seeing as how he was the one who did the wiretap.  Paranoid bastard.  He was trying to make a power play with what cards he had, but those weren't much considering all the money with which he had been funding everything.  Reed had money but not anywhere near as much as he had.

Perozzi reached for his cell phone and decided to call Kurt Melnick, the commandant of the National Police. 

The phone rang a couple of times before Melnick answered.

“Yes, sir, what can I do for you?” 

That was more like it.  Respect.  Melnick didn't need to ask who it was.  “Why haven't these posters been taken down?”

Melnick leaned back in his seat.  He had been expecting this call and was actually surprised it had taken the old man this long to make it. 

“I was instructed not to,” said Melnick knowing what the next question was going to be.  He didn't really care and enjoyed playing with the old guy.  He didn't particularly like him, and besides, he worked for Reed who had been his benefactor for most of his career.

“And,” fumed Perozzi losing his patience.

Melnick held back a chuckle. “Mister Reed, sir.”  He could hear Perozzi's breathing, and it was coming in short rapid gasps.  Melnick wondered if he was going to go into cardiac arrest.  Maybe the colostomy bag wasn't too far off the mark.  Again, he decided to wait for the next question rather than offer the explanation. 

“Why?” Perozzi demanded between gasps.

“Sir, he felt it was a good way for everyone to let off a little steam.”

“He did huh?  You listen to me.  I want every single one of those posters taken down by the end of the day.”

“It's Sunday, sir.  There's no one I could call to do it,” lied Melnick.  

“If you don't get this taken care of I will literally have your hide.  You understand what I'm telling you?” threatened Perozzi.

“Sir, I'll see what I can do.  I'll make some calls.”

“You'd better,” yelled Perozzi before hanging up.

Melnick broke out laughing while dialing Reed's number.

“Good morning Kurt, let me guess, he called you.”

“He did indeed, sir.”

“Hell, took him long enough.”

“He even threatened me.”

“Did he now?”

“Yeah, something about literally having my hide.”

“That would be par for the course for him,” said Reed convinced that Perozzi already tried to kill him in the parking garage.

“What do you want me to do?”

Reed had already given it some thought. “Call Alex and have him do a full court press on the posters but in a good light on the talented but unknown artist.”

Melnick let out a laugh.  “I like it, sir.  I'll call him right now.”

*  *  *  *  *

Alex Dauber began trembling when his phone rang. Did Melnick already know he killed his minders?  It didn't seem likely, but still, it was odd he was calling on a Sunday.  

He hit the button and said hello.

“Alex, Kurt here.”

“What's up?”

“Making a call for Mister Reed.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, you know those graffiti posters all around town?”

“Of course I do.  Everybody's talking about them.  I thought we were supposed to ignore them.”

“Nope.  Reed wants a full expose on them.  Television and print.”

“What's the angle?” asked a relieved Dauber.  

“How creative and daring the artist is and that they were done in good humor, blah blah blah.  Oh, and how did they get them so high up on those buildings.”

“I know just what to do,” said Dauber.  “I'll even handle it myself and have it on tonight's broadcast.”

“Excellent, buddy.  I can't wait to see it.”

Dauber hung up the phone and shook his fists.  This was a perfect lead-in for what he had to do to get his daughters back.  He turned to his wife who was just as nervous as he was.  What he had put her through was unforgivable, and he had to lie to her to convince her that he wasn't the bad guy here.  She relented, but deep down he wondered if she wasn't holding back something.  

Did those bastards show her those pictures?  He had no idea those pictures even existed, but there was no denying them.  He'd been having sex with underage girls for the past year.  It started out innocent enough while partying on a private island.  He'd been offered a couple of girls who, he was told, were eighteen, but both looked like they were fourteen.  He later found out that one was fifteen and the other one was, indeed, fourteen.  

Deep down he knew, but he had lied to himself.  Besides, all the girls from that weekend had been flown in from other countries, and no one would ever know.  The next trip to the island was easier, and he didn't bother to lie to himself.  He was hooked, and it just grew from there.

He had recognized a couple of the girls in the pictures and where he was.  It was right here in a DC Hotel.  That damn Bruce Pruitt must have had the room set up with one-way mirrors.  Now he realized why the girls were so easy to obtain.  They wanted pictures in case they ever needed to blackmail him.  

Of course, that's precisely what was happening right now only it was the wrong people doing the blackmailing.  The chickens were coming home to roost, and his daughters were paying the price for his deviancy.  The bastards better not hurt them.  That bitch from last night said they wouldn't, but he didn't trust her.  He wanted nothing more than to use the gun he retrieved and shoot her skinny ass.

He turned to his wife and told her who had just called and how it was the perfect way to get those recordings played.  He knew just what he was going to do.


 


Chapter 36

Collette didn't like leaving Cole and was worried something might happen to him.  He had been their savior and guiding light, a light she didn't like being without.  She turned to Laney who was staring out the side window.  Her best friend was thinking the same thing.  They loved him as he had become their surrogate father and both would fall apart if something happened to him.  

She let out a sigh when something up ahead caught her eye. 

“Oh crap there's a cop car,” blurted Collette as she put her foot on the brake.

“Where?” asked Laney. 

“Up there...Oh my God, there he is chasing a girl in her underwear.”

Collette couldn't believe what she was looking at.  The girl looked banged up and was hobbling away from an overweight cop.  

Cole ordered them not to stop for anyone especially cops, but they had to help this poor girl.

“We need to help her,” declared Laney.

Collette had already decided that and mashed on the brake coming to a full stop.  Both grabbed their weapons and flipped the safeties off as they exited the car.  A small clump of trees gave them just enough cover to come in unannounced.  

The girl's face was pale white, and her eyes were bulging as she started to head in their direction.  

Collette swept left as Laney charged forward.  Both girls shouldered their weapons ready to fire.  

Reese stopped running.  Her breathing was out of control, and she stared in disbelief at the two girls.

“Hold it right there girls.  This woman is a wanted criminal,” said Walrus as he reached for his pistol.

“Don't you grab that gun,” yelled Laney.  “Get your hands up.”

“Now hold on there, little girl.”

Laney aimed at his feet and pulled the trigger.  The gunshot shocked the cop, and he threw his hands in the air. 

“They're up, but you need to back away.”

“Shut the fuck up, fat ass,” yelled Laney. “You make a fucking move and your dead.”

The tone of her voice made the cop freeze.

Collette moved over to Reese.  “Are you alright?”

Reese struggled to speak as her eyes welled up.  She was already confused, and this cop had made it worse.  She was starting to remember who he was and had this sick memory of him raping her. 

“We're here to help you, okay?” assured Collette.

Reese nodded and turned to the cop.  More disgusting memories came flooding back.  She wiped her tears away then turned back to Collette who had a pistol in a Kydex holster.  Reese reached over and pulled it out.  

Collette still had her M4 shouldered and wasn't able to stop her.  “Hey!”

Reese racked the bolt and gimped towards the cop.  She aimed it at the cop's face.

“Don't you shoot me...hey...hey...don't shoot.”

“I remember you now, you filthy bastard,” yelled Reese.  She pulled the trigger and sent a bullet through his left eye.  The hollow point exploded out the back of his head blowing out a sizable portion as he fell to the ground.  

Collette's jaw dropped open.  She lowered her weapon and turned to Laney who had a similar expression on her face.

Reese turned around and handed the pistol back to Collette without saying a word. 

Collette pushed the safety on before putting it back in the holster.  “I, huh, think like, we should get out of here.  There might be more of them.”

“I'm with ya, girl,” agreed Laney.  

They hurried Reese to their car and tore down Kibby Road wanting to get back to the supply trucks as fast as possible.  If there was one cop patrolling the streets, then there were probably more. 

Laney put her arm on the back of the seat and turned to look at Reese who was in the backseat staring out the window like nothing had happened.  She was no longer crying, and her breathing had slowed down. 

She wondered why she was so banged up and who she was. “Hey, what's your name?”

Reese gave her a blank expression. 

“I'm Laney, and this is Collette.”

Reese wasn't trying to be rude but for the life of her couldn't remember her name.  “I'm sorry, but I can't remember my name.”

Laney reached down and grabbed her knee.  “Don't worry about it.  It'll, like, come back to ya.  Just know you're safe now, okay.  We'll protect you.”

“Thank you.  I'm just really confused right now.  I think I was in an accident, but I'm not sure and that cop, he raped me a while back, that I'm sure of.”

Laney reached for a bottle of water and handed it to her. 

Reese took a large gulp. “I think it was a while back, but I don't know.”

“Well, that fat ass won't be raping any more girls,” mused Laney.

“Yeah, we love killing rapist,” bragged Collette.

Reese wasn't sure how to respond to that statement but was just happy these two came along.  They were pint-sized girls but were brave enough to take on that cop.  They didn't seem to mind one bit she killed him.  She wasn't even sure why she instinctively knew how to use the gun let alone kill someone.  The only thing she knew was it felt right, and she didn't regret or feel any remorse.  

Laney continued to smile at her wanting to put her at ease. “Well, even though you look like hell, you are, like, absolutely beautiful.”

Reese cocked her head. “I am?”

Laney turned to Collette.

She looked in the rearview mirror. “Oh, honey, you are, like, dropped dead gorgeous.”

Reese broke out into a smile. 

“So, like, where's your pants?” asked Laney.

Reese looked down and jerked her head back surprised to see she wasn't wearing any. “I don't know.  I woke up, and like, couldn't find anyone, anywhere.  So, I started walking outside looking for someone to help me, and before I knew it, I was lost.”

“In your underwear?” laughed Laney.  

“Ya, I...I guess so.”

“Well, you do wear it well,” joked Laney.

Reese liked these girls.  They were both adorable, and she wondered who they were.  “Where are you girls from?”

“We're from Iowa,” said Laney.  She recognized the puzzled look on Reese's face. “You're in Michigan.  Jackson Michigan.  Aren't you from here?”

Reese shrugged her shoulders.  She wore an anguished expression as she tried to come up with answers, so Laney decided not to ask her any more questions.  It had to be frustrating not being able to remember who you were or how you got so banged up.  With all her injuries, she must have been in a car accident, or maybe she was one of the girls who was captured but somehow escaped.  Laney didn't mean to ogle at her, but she couldn't help it because, despite her bruises, she really was a beautiful girl.


 


Chapter 37

Collette made the turn onto the pathway underneath the power lines and sped up a bit to hurry through the tall grass.  She'd been nervous during the ride back to the trucks.  She didn't know if there were more cops around and had no idea if this was a high traffic area or not.  Winters was adamant they keep an eye on the supply trucks so this added to her anxiety that they might be discovered.

She was still shocked they had found this poor girl wandering around and did so just in the nick of time.  It was either blind luck or a guardian angel prompting them.  Either way, it had been such a surreal moment, and she was still trying to wrap her head around it. 

She peeked up at the rearview mirror at the poor thing.  The only question she had asked was where they were from, which only made her realize she didn't even know where she was.  Since then, she hadn't asked any more questions and just stared out the window. 

The trucks were up ahead, and Collette maneuvered the car between the trees next to them.

Laney turned to Reese.  “We're here.”

Reese didn't respond and sat there waiting for instructions.

Laney gave Collette an amused look then turned back to Reese. “Are you hungry?”

She nodded.

“Well, let's get you something to eat,” said Laney getting out of the car.  She opened the door for Reese.  “C'mon.”

Collette lifted the M4 sling over her head and positioned it on her back.  She then lifted up the gate of one of the trucks and pulled out a box of MRE's.  She dug through it and asked Reese if she liked chicken and rice.

“Oh yes, please.”

Laney grabbed some of the boxes and leaned them against the side of the truck and guided Reese to sit down and lean back.  She came back around to help Collette who was preparing their food.

“Shouldn't we find her some pants?” asked Laney.

“Our other ones are, like, probably still wet,” said Collette.  “Besides, we're a size zero, she's got to be, like, a five or seven.”

Laney stuck her hand into the plastic bag.  The soaking wet clothes chilled her hand as soon as she touched them.  

“And those pants are size sixteen boys.”

“They are?” asked Laney.  She pulled out a pair of the black and blue camouflage pants Sergeant Hicks had given them. 

“Yep,” said Collette turning the waist inside out to show the tag.

“I was wondering why they were a bit tight in the butt.”

“They're supposed to be baggy pants,” laughed Collette.

“Not for us curvy lil bitches.”

Collette gave Laney a fist bump. “You know it, girl.”

“Still, I kinda like 'em.”

“Actually, I do too.”

The food finished cooking, and they served it up to Reese who was just staring into the woods.  They handed her a plastic spoon, and she dug in.

“Oh my, this is so delicious.  You guys are great cooks.”

“We try our best,” said Laney winking at Collette.

The girls set up a few more boxes which gave them a place to sit down across from Reese.  They stared at her while eating and were amused at how impressed she was with their cooking. 

“So, are you girls camping out here?” asked Reese.

“Something like that.”

“We're waiting on a friend of ours,” said Laney.

“Oh?” 

“He had to go into town.  He'll be back soon.”

Reese didn't give it a second thought that it might be dangerous to go into town and the girls noticed it.  She had no idea as to what was going on in Jackson, so they didn't bother asking her any more questions.  It would only confuse and frustrate her more.  

“Is there somewhere I could lie down?” asked Reese.  “I'm really tired.”

“Absolutely,” said Collette.

The day was getting warmer as the sun rose higher in the sky, so Collette pulled out a big heavy packing blanket and laid it on the ground in the shade of the woods.  It was big enough for two people and with another blanket folded up for a pillow, it was a perfect makeshift bed.  

Laney, volunteering to take the first watch handed them some water.  She decided to check on the entrance they had come through remembering how Winters had been careful about tire tracks.  So she thought that was a good thing to check.  She needed something to do, otherwise, she'd start worrying too much about Cole and when he'd be back.


 


Chapter 38

Observing that Jijis had just entered the hospital parking lot, Winters ran down the hallway to the other end to check out the back lot.  Reaching the other end, he peered out the window and watched as several Jijis walked around collecting weapons from the dead.  They were also going through vehicles probably looking for valuables of some sort.

More cars were going up through the neighborhood behind the hospital.  Winters thought about why he found dead Jijis across town out in the middle of a field.  The Jijis were still patrolling the town but only during the day.  His guys had to be sneaking after dark with the night vision goggles.  This meant his guys were still around and he was going to be here until it got dark.  The girls were going to be worried. 

He headed to the stairwell and climbed up to the seventh floor and pulled the radio out and held it up to the window.  He was about five miles from the girls, which was just out of range, but it was, line of sight, and he was seven stories high.  He pushed the talk button and tapped it against the window three times.  Over the next thirty minutes he repeated the process hoping the girls would respond back, but with the power wires overhead, he wasn't sure. 

After putting the radio away, Winters found a room on the top floor at the end of the hall to take a power nap.  It didn't look like these guys were leaving anytime soon and he'd been driving all night.  He locked the door and moved a cabinet in front of it for added security.

Sunday Afternoon

A gunshot outside woke Winters up from a deep sleep.  He jumped off the hospital bed and staggered to his feet in a daze.  He'd fallen asleep but wasn't sure if he was in danger or not.  He looked at his watch.  “Power nap my butt.” Six hours had passed, and he cursed himself.  He was mad but at the same time glad he'd gotten some much-needed sleep. 

He moved the cabinet out of the way and unlocked the door. He cracked it open before exiting into the hallway. He listened for any sound but heard none, so he started walking down the hall.  He reached the end when a few more shots rang outside.

A few Jijis were out there taking pot shots at a car using it for target practice.  They were at ease and didn't seem to have a care in the world.  They must be bored and waiting to go back to Grosse Pointe.

He wondered how the girls were doing and hoped one was standing guard while the other slept.  He had stressed the importance of that and felt confident they had learned the lesson.  The trucks were well hidden under those power lines and couldn't be seen from the street.  As long as they followed procedure, they'd be alright. 

He walked back to the other end towards Michigan Avenue and held up the radio.  He started tapping it against the window hoping the girls could hear it.  He continued to so for the next fifteen minutes while he ate a few power bars.

*  *  *  *  *

Collette stopped in her tracks when she heard a couple of faint clicks on the radio.  She wasn't sure if it was Cole or not.  She glanced up at the power lines and grimaced in frustration.  She tore off into the woods to get away from the interference.  She stared at the radio and then held it up over her head.  A few more clicks came.  Then more and they were in a sequence of three.  A shiver of happiness shot through her, and she broke out in a big smile.  She responded back with her own clicks for a few minutes.

She couldn't wait to tell Laney who had patrolled the pathway for hours letting her get some sleep.  When Laney had awakened her, Collette turned to the girl they had rescued and noticed she hadn't moved a muscle.  If you couldn't have seen her breathing, you'd think she was dead.

It had been several hours since Laney had lain down, but Collette decided to wait a bit longer. Hopefully, by then their new friend would wake up and be able to tell them who she was. 

The whole experience of finding her had finally sunk in, but somehow it still seemed surreal.  How they happened upon that poor thing, she'd never know but would be forever grateful for it.  It was their second action on their own without Cole's guidance, and she didn't mind thinking they had done a good job.  They controlled the situation and didn't hesitate for a second.  

There was one unanswered question.  What would they have done with the cop had that girl not shot him?  She had been giving it some thought and believed Laney would have ended up killing him.  The way she had yelled and cursed at him, she was as amped up as when she had killed Fowler. 

Regardless, both she and Laney couldn't wait to tell Cole.  He was going to be so proud of them and hopefully let them come with him next time instead of guarding trucks.  They still had so much to learn, but how could they learn if they were left behind.  She had to admit she loved the rush the action gave and understood how it could become addicting.  She hoped to at least be able to prove her worth again.  It was definitely better than lying on your back and letting a bunch of guys have their way with you.

*  *  *  *  *

The afternoon wore on and Winters, while keeping his eye on Michigan Avenue, was relieved to have heard clicks in response to his.  He was also relieved to find the Jijis finally gathering together in the middle of the street.  He lifted his binoculars and watched them.  He spotted what he thought must have been their commander since he wore a uniform and was older than the others.  They also showed deference to him as they continued to wait. 

After a few minutes, a few pickup trucks drove up and parked.  In the back of the first one were Jijis, bound and gagged.  Winters thought it was odd but then got his answer.  The truck behind it had three teenaged girls and a young boy tied up in the back.  The driver hopped out and saluted the commander, who walked over and inspected the prisoners before ordering everyone to move out.  Those tied up Jijis must have been keeping girls on the sly.  That's how his guys happened upon a group of them having a party.  Good.  

Winters sneered as he watched a convoy of vehicles going east on Michigan Avenue knowing where they were going.  “I'll be seeing you boys soon,” vowed Winters.

For now, it was time to get the hell out of there.  He wasted no time and grabbed his gear and the red crutch before jogging down the darkened stairwell.  He didn't stop until he was out in the back parking lot.  He approached his ride and saw the white Chevy truck had new tires and had been washed.  He wondered why but then figured Reese had been driving it.  The thought gave him a warm sensation.  They had first made out in this truck after she picked him up to go for a ride.  So, it wasn't too much of a stretch that she would want to drive it.  

Deciding to take the Chevy, he picked the keys up off the floorboard and started it.  He tore out of the parking lot and headed toward the girls.  As he got closer, he wondered if he should call them on the radio. He was coming in with a different vehicle, which would spook whomever was on guard duty.  Now that he knew the Jijis had left for the night he thought it was safe.  However, he decided to wait until he was at the entrance of the pathway before doing so, knowing he'd be well out of range of anyone else who might still be listening.

“Girls,” said Winters into the radio as he entered the grassy pathway.  “Girls.”

“I'm here,” said Collette.  “Where are you?”

“I'm coming in now, I'm in a white pickup.”

“I see ya.”

Winters looked around and spotted Collette running out of the woods.  He stopped, got out and was practically knocked over as she rushed in wrapping his arms around him.

“Oh my God.  We've been so worried.”

“I'm sorry, but the town was swarming with bad guys.”

“Tell me about it.  You'll never believe what happened to us.”

Winters jaw dropped as she told them everything and he kept shaking his head until she finished.  

“Wow!  You guys did great, that's just incredible.  So, where is this girl?” 

“She's sleeping.  She's been sleeping all day.  I mean, the poor thing, is like, really messed up.”

“Well, let's go meet this mystery girl.”

They hopped in the white Chevy and Winters rocked the truck over the uneven ground.  As they came up to the vehicles, Laney popped around holding her weapon before relaxing.  She came running in just as Laney did and knocked Winters into the side of the truck. 

“You're safe,” cheered a relieved Laney.  “Did Collette tell you what we did?”

“She did and may I say,  I'm really proud of you guys.”

Collette came around to Winters' other side.  

“You guys are incredibly brave.”

“Our new friend is finally awake,” said Laney as she and Collette escorted Winters to their makeshift camp.

“Well, I can't wait to meet her.”

Winters' mouth dropped open as soon as they came around the corner to where Reese was standing holding a bottle of water.


 


Chapter 39

Washington DC

Dauber's phone rang.  It was Melnick checking up on him again.  He ignored him since he had already assured him earlier he had the graffiti story ready to go on tonight's broadcast.  He had sent one of their better-looking reporters out to handle it.  She was a favorite among the viewers because she always wore provocative clothing.  She usually dealt with the fluff stories and did it with a playful flair, which always brought the viewers. It was the perfect way to hook as many viewers as he could into listening to these audio recordings.  They could keep watching her jiggle her chest around while he started them.

The viewers wouldn't know what was going on at first, which is why he had to carefully lure them in while setting up the big stuff.  He had already gone through all the recordings and edited the boring things out to let the damning parts be the emphasis of the story.  Thirty seconds after it started he'd take her out and then splice in photos of the voices.  If he was going to do it, then by God he was going to do it right.  He had several different headshots of Perozzi, Reed, their henchman Patrick O'Connor and the Chinese players.  He also had a video of them speaking at various conferences that he'd use as well just to convince everyone it was them talking.  It had taken a couple of hours just to confirm who they were but he found them.  He even spelled their names correctly and those of whom they worked for.  He had to admit, it was going to be an epic broadcast, one that would change the course of history.  

He leaned back and fantasized about being written into the history books as one of the valiant men who helped save the country.  It'd be a great thing provided he could live long enough to see it happen.  His life wasn't going to be worth spit in a few short hours.  

Unfortunately, to ensure the broadcast played all the way through, he was going to have to stay there.  There would be a minder or two hanging around who might try to stop the broadcast.  He was glad he'd kept the gun he used last night. It was going to come in handy.  Never mind preventing anyone from stopping the transmission, he had no doubt he'd have to kill again just to get out of the control room.  

Until last night, he had never killed anyone and tried not to think about it too much.  He had the perfect rationale for doing it though, and it provided him some comfort.  Had he not killed his two minders, then he'd have lost his daughters, and despite cheating on his wife over the last few years, he still loved her. 

He sat back and thought about the headline to put on the front page of the paper.  Not that it would matter too much, by then there would be so much chaos in the streets that the morning edition would more than likely be ignored.  Still, it was an important part, and it had to have a snappy headline to get your attention.

A Shattering Broadcast.  “No, too obvious.”  He tapped his pencil on the desk and then it came to him.  PUPPET GOVERNMENT  “Perfect.”

It was the morning edition and would be printing by the time the broadcast started.  He had decided to delay it until the late news and tease it with a couple of promos.  

The headline had to be something that would entice the reader but not set off any alarms at the printing press.  He wasn't too worried about the staff reading the content of the article, as everyone there knew it was all bull crap anyway and they had become quite jaded.  They didn't really care about anything but their paycheck.


 


Chapter 40

Jackson Michigan

Reese stood still for a moment as she stared at Cole, she didn't move until he called out her name.  The sound of his voice and her name helped bring back some more memories.  

Winters approached her not knowing if he could hug her.  She really was in poor condition, and he wondered what the hell happened. 

“Can I hug you?” he asked putting his arms out.

She lowered her hand and hunched forward.

He put his arms around her lightly and embraced her for a few moments.  He then leaned back and smiled at her before giving her a kiss.  He wanted to kiss her more but was worried about causing her pain. 

Collette and Laney put their arms around each other enthralled with what was happening in front of them.  It was better than any movie they'd ever watched because they had saved their savior's girlfriend. 

After a few more moments, Winters asked what happened to her, but she wasn't able to tell him much of anything. 

“Thank god you're alright but where are your pants?” asked Winters with a smile.

Reese put a hand to her mouth to hide a smile and shook her head.

“We asked her the same thing,” laughed Laney.  “But we think she wears it well.”

“She does have great legs,” exclaimed Collette.

“Well, we'll have to remedy that.  We'll go out and see about finding you some,” said Winters as he lowered Reese onto the boxes they'd been using as seats.  She wouldn't let go of his hand, so he sat next to her.

“I'm glad to be back,” said Winters. 

Reese stared at him not remembering why he left.  Winters recognized it and decided to give her a brief synopsis of the last week.

The girls sat down opposite them and listened to Winters tell her what happened in Sabine, Iowa.  They filled in some of the details of their own, not holding back anything as they knew all about Reese's time in the party house.

“Oh and I have a letter for you from Sadie,” said Winters.

Reese thought for a moment on who she was. “Were we, like, in jail or something together?”

“Yes.  She's a little blonde eleven-year-old girl.”

Reese began nodding as Sadie's face flashed through her mind.  “I think I remember her.”

Winters looked at Collette, “Could you grab my bag?”

She came back, and Winters dug the letter out for Reese.  “Maybe her letter will help you remember.”

Reese began reading it, and towards the end, Reese put her hand back to her mouth. 

“What's the matter?” asked Winters.

“This Sadie thinks its wonderful that I'm your girlfriend and hopes that you'll marry me so I can become...her...mother.  Is she your daughter?”

“I've sorta adopted her.”

Reese gave him a half smile, and Winters leaned in to kiss her.

“Oh my God, you two are just adorable,” said Collette.

“No doubt. I think I'm, like, getting jealous,” laughed Laney.

“Don't worry, you guys will always hold a special place in my heart.”

Laney's laugh continued. 

Winters rolled his eyes knowing once she got going there was no stopping her.

“We should...” she said between laughs.  “You've seen us naked,” she finished, chocking on her laughter.

Collette joined her and began mimicking Winters' voice.  “But...but...I didn't enjoy it.”

Winters lowered his head trying not to laugh.  

Reese looked at the girls.  “He said that?” 

Both nodded.

“Heck, even I'd like to see that,” said Reese deadpan.  

Her remark made the girls lose all control making Laney fall to the ground.  

She pointed at Reese,  “I love this girl.”

“Oh, me too,” said Collette. “You are so super cool.”

After another minute Laney got up and sat next Winters grabbing his arm.  “Don't worry, Cole, we think you're super cool too.”

“Well, thank goodness,” said Winters actually glad for the comic relief.  He could always count on his two innocent shadows to break the ice when needed.  The last hour had been joyous, moving, and momentous but what was really needed was a break, and the girls had done the trick.


 


Chapter 41

Sunday Night 

Scar leaned back after finishing a plate of chicken.  It was the most he'd eaten in the last couple of days.  Thankfully, Nordell had managed to bring back more food supplies from his trip to Ohio.  Whoever it was that helped had filled several large coolers with fried chicken and deli meat.  

It was enough to feed all the men who still hadn't reported in, if and when they did show up.  He was sure they were still in the area and wouldn't leave.  He'd get back into Jackson tonight and climb back up on top of City Hall to try to raise them on the radio.

He was disappointed with last night's mission because they only found the one girl.  Granted, the little thing was glad to have been found, but he had hoped to find a lot more than just her.  

Despite her experience, Katie seemed to be holding up reasonably well, which was good because Nordell wouldn't make another trip to Ohio without a full load.  So, for now, she was going to have to stay with them.  

Amber came into the kitchen.  She wore the same serious look she had worn for the past couple of days.  It had been hard on her because Reese still hadn't been found and discovering the fates of these young girls was wearing her down. 

“You get enough to eat?” asked Scar.

“I did.”

“We'll have better luck tonight,” said Scar as he stood up.

“I hope so, I think.  I mean, it'd be better if there were no more of course.”

“I hear ya.”

“Still, I'm more concerned about Bassett and Burns finding the new party-house.”

“Me too.  Hopefully, they'll be back soon.”

“I can't believe they're taking so long.”

“If they're not back by tomorrow, we'll see about sending someone to look for them.”

They moved into the living/war room and found Meeks and Nordell.

“You ready for tonight's big climb?” said Meeks referring to the tall buildings they were using as vantage points to scan the town.  The stairwells were so hot and stuffy they took a lot out of you.

“I'm always ready.  Are you?” asked Amber.

“You know I'm always up for a big challenge,” joked Meeks.

“I'm glad to hear that,” said Scar, “because there's no reason for all of us to go up there.  So, while you two go topside, Gunny and I will stay on the street.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” said Meeks.

“No sense in everyone getting worn out,” said Nordell as he and Scar headed outside. 

Amber smacked Meeks' arm. “Nice going.”

He squinted an eye at her before heading outside.  It was getting dark and was time to leave.  Everyone grabbed their gear and threw it in the back of an SUV.  

The drive back into Jackson was uneventful and figuring there weren't any Jijis willing to take them on in the dark they parked right in front of City Hall.

It had been another hot day, and it hadn't cooled off much since the sun had gone down, which meant it was going to be even hotter inside the stairwell.  Amber took off her light nylon jacket leaving her in a black tank top and opted for just a holster with spare mags hooked to her belt instead of a chest rig. 

“You got the right idea,” observed Meeks. 

“Only wish I had worn shorts,” said Amber.

Meeks followed suit and left his chest rig as well.  He threw some water bottles in a backpack before grabbing his M4.  

“We'll be driving around,” cackled Scar as he backed up the SUV.

Meeks was the first through the door and held it open for Amber.  They reluctantly hit the stairs but because they weren't in a hurry, took their time climbing the fourteen stories.  Within a few minutes, their shirts were drenched in sweat.  She stopped, and Meeks turned around so she could grab a water bottle from the backpack.

“It's got to be over a hundred degrees in here,” she said after taking several large gulps before handing it to Meeks. “And I smell already.” 

“Yeah, you and me both,” said Meeks as he finished the bottle.

“Might not want to get downwind from me.”

“Oh, I'm sure I'm worse.”

It took twenty minutes before they reached the top having to take a few breaks.  Stepping out onto the roof they held their arms out to let the breeze cool them down.  

“Oh, yes, thank you,” said Amber as she leaned her head back for full effect.  

They drank more water before pulling the radio out and checking in with Scar.  

“We're topside,” said Meeks as he walked to the west side of the building.

“Took you long enough,” responded Scar.

He shook his head at Amber before keying the radio again.  “Any Shadow Patriots out there?  I say again, any Shadow Patriots, respond.”

Amber lifted the Night-vision binoculars and began to scan the town when the radio came alive.

“This is Cole Winters, over.”

Amber twisted around and grabbed Meeks who had a stunned look on his face.  He lifted the radio to his mouth.  “Say again.”

“Is that you Meeks?  It's Cole.”

“Is that really you?”

“Roger that, buddy.”

Scar broke in, confused as to who Meeks was talking since he was out of Winters' range.  “Say again.”

“He's back.”

“Whose back?” demanded Scar.

“Captain Winters.”

The radio went silent for a moment.  

“Where's he at?” asked Scar.

“Captain, where are you?”

“I'm south of town.  Where are you?”

“City Hall.”

“Stay put we'll be right there.”

Amber noticed he said we and squeezed Meeks' arm.  “Who's with him?”

“Who's with you?”

“I have Reese with me.”

Amber threw her arms around Meeks.  The news hit her like a ton of bricks and quashed all of her pent-up anxiety.  She and all the others needed this good news.

*  *  *  *  *

Winters threw the radio up on the dash of the Chevy truck.  Reese grabbed his hand and tightened her grip as best as she could.  Laney was sitting on Collette's lap next to Reese who had insisted they take the pickup.  They had just pulled out of the pathway and were headed into town to find some pants for Reese.  

For the rest of the afternoon, Winters had tried to help her with her memories, but for the most part, she was still seriously discombobulated on things, like names and where she'd been or who had helped her. She also had no idea who Nate and Elliott were. 

“Well, I think that went rather well.”

“They definitely seemed surprised,” said Laney.  “How far is it?”

“Oh, we're just a few minutes away.”

“Are you nervous?” asked Collette.

“A bit.  It's a little awkward,” said Winters.

“It'll be fine, you'll see,” said Collette.

“Yeah, Cole, don't worry about it,” said Laney reaching around and patting his shoulder.

Winters took a couple of deep breaths as he turned onto Michigan Avenue.  Up ahead, headlights lit up the entrance to City Hall where four people stood in front of it.  He was glad it was just four of them.  Too many more and it would have made it even more awkward.  He'd only been gone a week, but so much had happened here that he felt like an outsider.

Winters drove in and threw the gearshift into park.

“Captain, it's so good to see you,” said Scar opening his door.  

Winters got out, and Scar's big arms grabbed him for a bear hug.  Meeks was next in line and did the same thing.

“It's good to see you, Captain.”

“Glad to be back.”

Amber approached and held her arms out too.  “I'm so happy to see you.”

“Me too,” said Winters as he squeezed hard.

“I'm so sorry about your daughter,” she whispered into his ear.

“Thank you.  But I'm okay with it,” he said letting her go.

Meeks looked inside the cab. “And look who he's found.”  Meeks held his hand out and helped Reese slide out of the truck. “Our long lost cripple.”

“Careful guys, she's really banged up.”

“And she's in her underwear,” laughed Meeks.

“Um...hello,” she said as her flip-flops scuffed the pavement.

Amber stepped around Winters and stared at Reese. “Oh my God, honey.  Are you alright?”

“I'm fine, thank you,” said Reese not recognizing any of them.

Her nonchalant response shocked Amber, and she turned to Winters confused as to why Reese wasn't more excited to see them.  “Is she alright?”

“She's got some memory issues.”

“And who do we have in here?” asked Meeks looking at Laney and Collette.  He held his hand out to Laney.  “C'mon out girls, don't be bashful.”

Winters stepped over to them.  “Everyone, I'd like you to meet a couple of special girls.  This is Laney, and this is Collette.”

Both girls waved their hands as everyone stared at them.

“These girls found Reese who was being chased by a cop this morning,” said Winters putting his arms around their shoulders.  “They saved her life and had it not been for them, I wouldn't have made it back here.”

“Well, alright,” said Meeks approaching them.  “We can always use more badass chicks around here.”

Winters stood off the side as Meeks and Amber welcomed the girls.  He then approached Nordell who was standing next to Scar.  

“Good to have you back,” said Nordell extending his hand.

Winters gave him a firm shake. “Glad to be back, Gunny. I'm anxious to get an update.”

“As you can see, it's not good.  We're not sure of the exact number of KIA's but we have at minimum forty of your guys and around the same for mine, if not more.”

“When did it happened?”

“Friday morning.”

“Most of our guys are still scattered,” said Scar.  “We've haven't been able to locate them.”

“I was at the hospital this morning.”

“Then you saw Nate and Elliott?” asked Scar.

“I did.  About broke my heart.”

“As it did ours.  We think that's where Reese got hurt,” said Scar.

“Oh?  Because she can't remember what happened.”

“We think she was under the wall that was blown out.  She would have gone to help them, and there was some blood there as well.”

Winters gave it some thought. “Explain why her whole right side is injured.”

“Someone helped her out.  We've no idea who.”

“I think I know who it was.  She was telling me about seeing electronics and computers when she woke up this morning.”

“That would be Virgil, then,” said Nordell  

“That's what I was thinking.”

“It makes sense.  He said he wasn't leaving,” said Nordell.

Meeks came over. “Captain, those girls are pretty young.”

“They are, but after you hear what they've been through you'll not think twice about it.”

“Oh?”

“Believe me, they've earned a spot here, and they did spend a whole day with Sergeant Hicks.”

Scar raised an eyebrow. “You've been to Winnipeg?”

“I have,” confirmed Winters.

“So, you came back with some goodies?” asked Meeks.

“Three truckloads full of goodies.”

“Oh, hell yeah,” said Meeks slapping Scar's shoulder.

“That's great news, Captain,” said Scar.  “Why don't we grab those trucks and then we can get Reese over to Doctor Lunsford.

“He's still with us then?  Good.  Before we do that, I want to take her over to Virgil's, I think it'd be good for her to see where she was and maybe find her pants.”


 


Chapter 42

Alexandria Virginia

All day Green had been taking care of Stormy and had enjoyed every minute of it.  He liked being able to wait on her and she deserved the pampering after putting her life on the line last night.  

She was now feeling the pains of the night before.  She had been knocked out and had a knot on her head to show for it, and she had another bruise on the side of her face.  Other than some rope burns on her wrist, she was in decent shape after sleeping for a good portion of the day. 

Green had just gotten off the phone with Jacob Gibbs to confirm the broadcast was happening tonight.  He had called Dauber to ensure the man was still in the cooperating mood.  Gibbs was in Manassas where they were keeping their hostages, and he allowed them to talk to their father.  

At first, Green had been uneasy about taking the girls as a fail-safe, but after what Dauber did to Stormy, he no longer had any reservations.  Besides, the girls were well taken care of and had everything they needed.  

Green sat on the edge of the bed staring at Stormy who had lain back down for another nap.  He grabbed the blanket and wrapped it around his fist as he thought more about her being held, prisoner.  Thank God, they had a backup plan and were able to pull it off the way they did.  He never would have forgiven himself had anything happened to her.  

He got up and headed downstairs to the kitchen where his mother was preparing a roast.

“How she doing?” asked Sarah.

“Sleeping again.”

“Give her another hour, dinner will be ready by then.”

Green grabbed a Coke out of the refrigerator and sat down.  He pulled the tab and poured it into a glass.

“You still thinking about what happened?”

“Mother, I'd rather be on a battlefield than do what we did to that family last night.”

Sarah sat down and took a sip of the drink.  “It's still a battlefield, John, just different players, is all.”

“I know,” sighed Green.  “I'm still getting used to it.”

“Hey, it was Alex Dauber who was willing to risk his family so as not to be exposed as a purveyor of underage girls.”

“I know.”

“It's a dirty battle, but by tomorrow, it'll all have been worth it.”

Green nodded in agreement.

“What are you going to do about Perozzi and Reed?”

“Get out of their way.  They'll go after each with everything they've got.”

“If they don't?”

“The tide will have turned too much for them to do anything about it.  They can run, but there'll be no place for them to hide.  Eventually, they'll be killed or brought to justice.  If there is such a thing anymore.” 

“Street justice is what I'll count on,” scoffed Sarah.

*  *  *  *  *

An hour later, Stormy showered and came down the stairs wearing a light blue summer dress for dinner.  Her new blonde hair, cut to a bob, danced above her shoulders.

“There you are,” said Sarah giving her a hug.  “You feeling better?”

“I am, thank you.  It smells so good in here.”

“I made a roast with potatoes.”

“Hmm I can't wait, I'm so hungry.”

“Well, you should be after kicking butt last night,” said Green as he came up behind her.  

“I did kick butt,” smiled Stormy before leaning in for a kiss.

“Sit her down, John,” ordered his mother. “Dinner is ready.”

Sarah served up the roast and Stormy began to devour it, not caring about the calorie intake.  She had burned enough last night, and besides, it was Sunday, which was always a free day for diets, at least for her.  

Besides eating up the delicious meal, Stormy had also been eating up the attention Sarah Green had been giving her.  She had been so sweet welcoming her into her home with open arms.  She had raised a fantastic son, and Stormy could easily see herself falling for him.

She took small bites and had to chew her food on the right side because the left side was hurting from the blow she'd received.  She was lucky it hadn't broken her jaw.  Despite it all, last night's action had been the biggest rush she'd ever experienced.  She thought taking down Perozzi's men in the gym parking lot had been exhilarating, but it didn't hold a candle to last night.  She had to admit she liked it.  She was on her own in that warehouse with nothing more than her wits.  Knowing if she made a mistake it was over.  

She began thinking something was wrong with her but then she remembered she grew up as a tomboy, riding dirt bikes and skateboards.  At twelve, she even jumped off a fifty-foot rock quarry cliff into the water, just to show off to her boy cousins.  No, there was nothing wrong with her, she just liked the high it gave her.  Perhaps, “Lady Storm” was a fitting nickname. 

They finished dinner and headed out to Manassas to watch the broadcast.  They thought it fitting they should all be there to watch it together.  Every one of them had a hand in bringing it together and tonight was the big payoff.


 


Chapter 43

Jackson Michigan

After the reunion and catching everybody up, Scar, Meeks, and Amber took off to retrieve the supply trucks.  The rest of them headed to Virgil's hoping it would help Reese with her memory and also find her pants.  Nordell came along, wanting to check up on his old friend, but didn't know he'd been taken this morning.  

Now that the initial meeting was out of the way, Winters was more comfortable about being back with the men.  It had been awkward at first, but within the first few minutes, it was like he had never been gone.

They pulled into Virgil's driveway where Nordell headed to the door and started banging on it before opening it.  He came back outside and gave them the all clear, so Winters handed Reese her red crutch and escorted her inside followed by the girls.

Nordell had turned the lights on, and she instantly remembered the living room.

“Yes, I sat right here,” she said pointing to the couch. 

The girls came inside and lifted up their goggles. 

“Whoa is this place is cool,” said Laney admiring all the electronics.

Nordell checked the second floor and came down the stairs shaking his head at Winters as Reese walked into the bathroom.

“I even took a bath here, I remember that.  It was so relaxing.  I think I came up some stairs this morning.”

Nordell knew where she had slept.  “Here let me show you.”

Everyone walked downstairs and across the tile floor. Nordell reached around and hit the latch to the hidden room. 

“This is it,” blurted Reese.

Nordell walked in and found her gear.  “Your stuff is in here.”

Reese eased into the room. “Oh my gosh, yes, this it.  Are my pants in here?”

“I don't see 'em, honey,” said Nordell as he grabbed her antibiotics and Motrin.  He then found the note Virgil had left her.  He picked it up and read it aloud.

“Dear Reese, don't be afraid.  You were in a terrible accident and hurt badly enough that you have memory issues.  Just know that you're safe staying with me.  Your friends will be coming to look for you soon.  Come upstairs when you can, and I'll make you something to eat.  Your new friend, Virgil.”

“Thank God, he found her,” said Winters as he bent down to collect Reese's gear.  He threw her knives and holster into her backpack.  He then grabbed her boots and M4 handing them to the girls who had peeked their heads inside.

“Virgil made this room specifically in case something like this happened.  He was a pretty prepared guy, and I'm a bit surprised he's not here.”

They walked back upstairs, and Nordell checked the back door finding it unlocked.  He turned to Reese.  “Do you remember which door you walked out of?”

She looked down for a moment to think and then pointed to the front door.

“This door is unlocked, which is not like him.  Girls, follow me.”

“Yes sir,” said both in unison.

Outside, Nordell looked at the girls. “My friend Virgil was an old man, so let's look around and see if maybe he's around here somewhere.”

“Yes, sir.”

The girls swept the backyard while Nordell checked the garage.  He found the golf cart where it should be and looked behind it.  He spotted the rifles in the back but decided to pick them up later.  His disappointment that he couldn't find his friend was growing.  He swung the door shut and turned when he heard one of the girls called out.

“I found her jeans,” said Collette running up to Nordell. “They were lying over there.”

Nordell grabbed them and noticed they were stiff. 

Collette put them to her nose.  “They've been washed.  He must have, like, brought them out here to dry.”

Laney pointed to the chain-link fence. “Yeah, and hung them on the fence.”

Nordell looked over at the fence. “I think you girls might be right.  But why were they over here?”

Collette walked over to the fence, turned around and started back to the house.  She paused where she found them and turned toward the street.  “Some bad dudes must have, like, been driving by and saw him, so he dropped them to the ground, so they wouldn't know he had her here.”

“It'd explain why the door was still unlocked,” said Laney.

“I can see why Cole thinks highly of you girls,” said Nordell giving them a nod before turning back to the house.

Collette pounded her fists in the air and Laney gave her a thumbs up with both hands as they fell in behind him.

“Look at what one of the girls found in the yard,” said Nordell entering the kitchen holding up the pants.

“Which one?” asked Winters taking the pants from him. 

“Short black hair.”

“Collette.”

“Yes, that one,” said Nordell turning his head as the girls came inside.  “You've got a couple of impressive young ladies with you, Captain.”

“Oh?”

Nordell relayed what the girls thought might have happened to Virgil. “And I think they're right.”

The girls were trying to act modest but were beaming on the inside.  It hadn't even been an hour, and they had already won over Nordell who would probably be the toughest one to win his approval.  Except for Badger, of course, but then, he had raised daughters, not sons.

The girls helped Reese put her pants on and then escorted her back to the SUV.  Winters was glad he brought her here as it seemed to improve her state of mind and gave her some closure as to where she had been.


 


Chapter 44

Manassas Virginia

After hanging up the phone, Green grabbed his keys and headed outside where Stormy was waiting by the car with his mom.  He opened the back door for his mom before opening his girlfriend's door.  He received a peck on the cheek for his efforts.

The evening hadn't cooled down from the heat wave that had blanketed much of the country.  It was making life miserable for anyone without air conditioning, which meant vast areas of the country. 

Green had just gotten off the phone with Jacob Gibbs, the former FBI man. He was out in Manassas helping Senator Seeley watch their hostages.  Hostages was a bit of a misnomer because Seeley had actually been pampering them and giving them free rein of her home.  

Gibbs had been the one to okay this, because after tonight, it wasn't going to matter.  They'd get the girls back to Dauber who had plans on skipping town anyway.  Strangely, Gibbs wanted Perozzi and Reed to know it was them.  He'd love to be able to see their faces when they discovered who it was.  

Green had been thinking the same thing about Reed.  For the past few months, he had pretended to be the loyal soldier and had appropriately kissed the man's ass.  It would be gratifying to see the shock on his face when he found out it was him all along.

Green gave Stormy a sideways glance.  He really liked her new hairstyle and thought the blonde hair went well with the light blue dress and the shade of purple from the bruise on the side of her face.  For some odd reason, the bruise did nothing but make her even more beautiful than she already was.  He let out a scoff knowing he was smitten and thus a bit biased.

They reached Manassas to find they were the last ones to arrive.

“Come in everybody,” gushed Senator Seeley answering the door.  

She was in an excited mood as always but even more so tonight.  Everyone was animated in anticipation of the big broadcast.  Even the two girls were basking in the experience.  The senator had laid out a spread of snack foods as if it was a party. 

Green chuckled to himself.  In a way, it was a party because of all the life-threatening situations that had gone into it, and now they could celebrate its success.  

“Girls, you remember, John,” said Seeley.

Green turned to them and tilted his head. “Hope we didn't scare you girls, too much.”

“It's okay, we understand now,” said Ava the older of the two.

“We had a long talk this morning,” said Seeley.  “The girls understand what their father is doing for the country.” 

“These are the girls?” asked Stormy coming into the room and taking Green's hand.

Seeley put her hand on the girls' shoulders.  “This is Ava, whose fifteen and Mia is thirteen.”

“Well, it's nice to meet you girls.  I got to meet your dad last night.”

Seeley winked at Stormy,  “He did a brave thing saving your life, didn't he?” 

She got the message.  The girls had been lied to by a politician and for a good reason.  They didn't need to know what kind of man he really was.  Not at that tender age and certainly not by them. 

“He did.  Your dad is a courageous man, and he's gonna do another brave thing tonight.” 

The girls smiled and headed back over to the buffet table.  Seeley then thanked Stormy for playing along.

“No problem.  I know being away from their mom is hard for them.”

“It is, and I didn't want to make it any harder.  They came in so scared, and I felt sorry for them.  Besides, they only know our first names and really have no idea who we are or where they're at.”

The evening wore on in good spirits and the eleven o'clock news was getting ready to start.  Everyone sat down and readied themselves.  The newscast started with the usual lie about how well the war was going and how soon our forces would push the Chinese back across the ocean.

Then the bubble-headed style reporter came on and began talking about the graffiti around town and how skilled the artist was.  They showed a picture of Gerald Perozzi explaining who he was and that's when Dauber started the damning recordings. 

Everyone in the room froze listening to the eerie voice of Perozzi talking to the Chinese about attacking America.  They discussed how much the Chinese were willing to pay for such valuable real estate.  There was even laughter as they haggled over the price.  Each voice was matched with a picture of the person talking, and it included the generals they'd be able to count on for help.  Other videos were spliced in with these same people talking on video to prove it was them speaking on the recordings. 

Green's elation began to increase, and the more he heard, the harder he squeezed Stormy's hand.  It was brilliant.  Dauber had outdone himself with the editing and the use of photos to show who was talking.  He even had put in the bottom crawl who these people worked for in the American and Chinese governments.  

Then came Reed's turn.  It started with him talking about some of the conspirators, which included some governors, mayors, bankers, and radicals as his useful idiots. The recording then got downright evil as they decided which American cities they should take out with dirty bombs.  How they'd be able to get rid of the constitution and be able to control the population.  The way they could get rid of the gun owners by using their love of country by getting them to volunteer at the Patriot Centers and how many they thought they could kill.  It also included how many millions needed to die in order to control the country.  There was also talk of the puppet President whom they were controlling after taking out the last legitimate President.  The last bit was Reed's order to kill Senator Kelley, who was murdered by Alison O' Connor's husband, Patrick.  He had run him off the road making it look like an accident. 

The broadcast lasted seven minutes, and until it was over, not a single one of them moved as they stared at the television. 

Then the station went dead.


 


Chapter 45

Hudson Michigan

Nordell parked on the street in front of the driveway where the moving vans were sitting.  Inside the house, battery-powered lamps  gave off enough light to operate in their new command center.  

Nordell came in first and held the door for Reese as she hobbled inside.  Winters came in and was immediately swarmed. 

Amber escorted the injured Reese to a back bedroom where Doctor Lunsford could examine her.  Winters then began updating everyone on what had happened to him in Sabine, Iowa.  The girls started to get more comfortable and chimed in with some of the lighter sides of things.  

Winters then received all the details of the last week in Jackson.  He fought to control his emotions as he listened to the streak of bad luck that started the moment he left.  It weighed heavily on his mind, and he felt a little guilty for leaving them.  

“Well, the good news,” said Winters, “is that besides all the food and fuel that I brought back, Sergeant Armstrong loaded me up with more RPG's, grenades, M320s, ten suppressors and a couple of drones.”

“Those drones will come in handy reconnoitering Grosse Pointe,” said Scar.

“Anybody know how to fly them?” asked Meeks.

“Laney does,” said Winters.

“Bassett will know as well,” said Nordell.  “I can assure you, he's used one in the sandbox.”  The sandbox referred to the Middle East where Bassett had done a few tours.

“What will I know?” asked Bassett as he and Burns came through the door.

“About time you got back,” said Meeks.

“Yeah, took a longer than we thought,” said Bassett who flinched when he saw Winters.  He rushed over to him with an extended hand.  “Captain!  Good to see you.”

“Corporal, great to see you.”  Winters shook his hand and then Burns' hand when as he came over.  “Burns, great to see you.”

“When did you get back?” asked Burns.

“This morning.  Got held up at the hospital for the day and just got here a bit ago.”

“So, did you guys find it?” asked Scar.

“Oh yeah, we found it, alright,” said Burns.  “They must like nursing homes because it's in another one but not in Saline.”

“They got a lot of rooms with beds, so it makes sense,” said Scar.

“It'll be tough, but it's doable for sure,” said Bassett.  “So, what will I know how to do?”

“Drones.  You know how to fly a drone?” asked Scar.

“You got one?”

“Captain was in Winnipeg,” said Scar.

Bassett broke out into a smile. “So, how is Sergeant Armstrong?”

“Quite helpful,” said Winters.

“But yeah, I can fly a drone.”

Meeks noticed the girls curiosity about the handsome young Corporal and took it upon himself to introduce them.  He put an arm around Bassett's and moved him toward them.

“Corporal, you need to meet our two newest recruits or innocent shadows, is that what you called them, Captain.”

“Yes, Meeks,” said Winters eyeing him.

“This one is Laney.”

She broke out in a big smile while shaking his hand.

“And this is Cole Junior.”

“It is?” asked Bassett as he shook her hand.

“No, it's not,” she said rolling her eyes.  “I'm Collette.”

“But you can call her Junior,” joked Meeks.

Laney smacked Meeks' arm in good fun.

“It's nice to meet you, girls.”

Bassett and Burns informed everyone about the party-house, the layout of the land, entry points, how many more guards they now had posted and an estimate of how many girls were being held, prisoner.  

Winters could think of no reason why they shouldn't leave tonight and attack in the morning when most of the cops would be gone.  They started formulating a plan, which would also include taking out as many cops as they could at the station house.  They would attack both places at the same time.  

It was going to be difficult because of a lack of personnel.  They were only a total of twenty-five because Bill Taylor was still away with Don Hadley and a small group of Nordell's guys trying to find the rest of the Shadow Patriots.  While it would be better to wait for them, Winters didn't want the girls to suffer any more than they already had.  

All day, Winters had been debating with himself about his innocent shadows.  He had never wanted to bring them to a war zone, to begin with, but they had performed well these last few days.  Both showed they could think under pressure and be counted on to fight and not run away.  Rescuing Reese this morning had been the deciding factor to include them, at least for the attack on the party-house.  Besides, they could also help to give a gentle touch with the captured females.  

Nordell grabbed the manifest the Canadian supply sergeant had provided and started checking off things they would need.  He would lead the attack on the police precinct, while Winters lead the raid on the party house.

Winters entered the back bedroom where Reese was now sleeping after getting a full examination from Lunsford. 

“Cole, it's good to see you,” said Lunsford shaking his hand.  “How are you?”

“I'm better.”

“I'm sorry to hear about your daughter.”

“Thank you. So, how is she?”

“I would say that she's a very lucky girl.  The blast should have killed her.  Had it not been for the wall spreading the force out and her shoulder taking the majority of the impact and not her head, she would have been killed.  I'm surprised she didn't break her collarbone, though I'm sure the bones have contusions as discolored as her skin is.  It'll take months for her to fully recover.”

“What about her memory.”

“She suffered a severe concussion, and I'm not surprised she has memory issues.  It'll gradually come back.  She needs all the sleep she can get.”

“That's a relief.  Thanks so much.”

“I'm just glad I'm here and made it out of there.”

Winters turned to Amber who was sitting in a chair near Reese  “Bassett and Burns are back.”

She stood up.  “They found it?”

“Yep and we're leaving in a little bit.  You up for it?”

“To gut some cops?  Ya damn right.”

Her response gave Winters pause.  He'd only been gone a week, but she had changed during that time.  She never would have responded like that before, but now she sounded more like Reese.  He wondered if it had anything to do with the cut on her forehead.  Either she ran into something or got hit.  Perhaps her attitude change was due to her helping Scar and Meeks rescue the girls.  It's not easy to keep seeing something like that.  He'd have to keep an eye on her over the coming days.


 


Chapter 46

Annapolis Maryland

Reed kicked the bourbon glass he had dropped on the floor out of the way and grabbed the phone.  The glass shot across the living room hit the wall and shattered.  

Reed had just finished watching the broadcast along with millions of other people.  He put a hand to his chest and tapped it a few times, thinking he might have a heart attack. 

How did those bastards get those recordings played?  Where the hell is Dauber and why didn't he know this was happening?  He pressed the button for Commandant Melnick and didn't have to wait but one ring for him to answer.

“Sir, I saw it too.”

Reed screamed into the receiver. “How the hell did this happen?  Where the hell is Dauber?  Why didn't he stop this?”

“Cause it was him.”

“What?” asked a confused Reed. 

“Sir, it was Dauber that did it.  He even killed two of my men as they broke into the control room.”

Reed went slack-jawed not believing what he was hearing.  They had pictures of that bastard screwing those little girls.  Hell, his man Pruitt even provided some of the girls to keep the man's loyalty.  Then it dawned on him.  Whomever was behind this used those very pictures on Dauber to get him to do their bidding.  Why wouldn't they have those pictures, hell, they had just about everything else.

“You listen to me,” screamed Reed,  “you find that bastard, and you bring him to me. I want to know who's behind this.  Bring in his family too, you understand.”

“What if he resists?”

“Then kill him.”

“But...”

“But what?  Just remember, your hands are just as dirty.  It was you who brought the trumped up charges against the Vice President.  You're the one who tampered with the evidence.”

“Yes, of course, I know my involvement.  But still, what are we going to do about the broadcast?”

Reed looked up at the ceiling thinking.  “Get one of those reporters on the air and say it was a hoax.”

“We can't do that?”

“Why the hell not?” quizzed Reed.

“He destroyed the control room.  That's why the screen is black.”

Reed didn't respond knowing what it meant.  They had hardwired all the controls to the networks into that one central hub.  Everything literally went through it, and now it was gone. 

“Just find Dauber.  You keep this close to the vest.  Send your most loyal man to handle this.”

“Yes, sir.”

Reed put the phone back in the cradle and grabbed another glass.  He needed a drink and some time to think.  He filled the glass and took a big gulp realizing that his days in Washington were numbered.  

*  *  *  *  *

Commandant Melnick pressed the off button and immediately dialed another number.  

“Yes, sir.”

“I want you to track Alex Dauber.  I want to know where he is and where he's headed.  And I want it now.”

“Yes, sir, give me just a minute.”

Melnick tapped his fingers on the desk contemplating everything that had just happened and everything that was going to happen.  He was tied to Reed at the hip in a lot of ways.  If need be, he'd turn states evidence against the fat man.  No way in hell would he go down with him.

“Sir, I got him.  He just got on Interstate 66 headed west.”

“Keep me informed of his destination.”

“Yes, sir.”

Melnick dialed Lieutenant Wagner's number.  He had been the one who had taken care of Cara Winters when she first arrived in DC.  The man was loyal and would do as he was asked.  He had a team that lived in Manassas and would be close to the interstate.  

“Hello, sir.”

“I'm assuming you saw it?”

“I did.  Been waiting for your call.”

“Alex Dauber is on Interstate 66 headed west.  Bring him and his family in without a lot of attention.”

“I'm on it.  I got a few guys in the area.”

Melnick hung up the phone knowing that Wagner would get the job done.


 


Chapter 47

Manassas Virginia

After the initial reaction to the broadcast, it began to sink in for Green and all the others.  They had achieved what they thought to be impossible a month ago and had done it in stellar fashion.

Green couldn't contain his smile thinking about all the phone calls that were being made right now.  Perozzi and Reed and all their henchman would be scrambling not knowing what to do. 

If the Chinese hadn't heard yet, they would and have to rethink their battle plans for the war.  Up until now, they had been taking their time killing as many Americans as they could.  It was easy for them since they'd been getting intel from a couple of turncoat generals.  

Senator Seeley popped open a bottle of champagne and poured everyone a glass including the two teen hostages.  After a few toasts and pats on the back, it was time to get the girls back to their family. 

Dauber had to leave town tonight and needed to have them back immediately.  They had arranged a drop-off beforehand, and it was time to go.

Green and Stormy escorted the young girls out to one of his decoy cars with phony registration.  Stormy had insisted on coming as there was no need for Dauber to find out who else was involved, even though the girls could recognize them, they still didn't know who they were.  Besides, she wanted some closure and wanted to see Dauber's eyes when they delivered his daughters as promise.

Jacob Gibbs and his son Kyle each took another decoy vehicle so they could keep a low profile while monitoring the drop-off.  They weren't taking any chances, because by now, Dauber was a dead man walking.  

They were meeting him at a twenty-four-hour convenience store located in an industrial area.  The only traffic in the area this time of night would be coming off the interstate, and that would be minimal.  It was an ideal place because the store was well lit and easy to monitor. 

Green pulled into the convenience store parking lot on Cushing and Balls Ford Roads.  The lot was empty, and he backed the car up to the side of the building near the front entrance.  Gibbs parked across the street in a warehouse parking lot while his son, Kyle pulled up to a pump.  

A few minutes later, a car pulled in and parked in the back.  It was Dauber and his wife, both were nervous.

Stormy turned to the girls. “Alright guys, there they are.”

She got out of the Camry and opened their door.  The three started to walk across the parking lot and were halfway there when another car pulled in and screeched the tires stopping in front of Dauber's car.  Four National Police jumped out and surrounded Dauber's car shouting at him to get out of the car.  

Kyle Gibbs keyed up his radio.  “Engage, engage.  Single vehicle, four tangos.”  He tossed the radio in his car and pulled out an AR-15.  

Green threw on his black ski mask and got out of the car holding his M9 pistol.  He waved at Stormy to get the girls inside the store.  He stood by his car waiting for the FBI man to come tearing into the parking lot.  

The four cops were still screaming at Dauber to get out of the car.  They had their pistols drawn and pointed at the occupants but hadn't closed in probably fearing he might still have a weapon.  

Gibbs kept his cool as he drove into the parking lot.  The cops were preoccupied and wouldn't pay any attention to him.  He rolled down the window and told Green to walk in behind him. 

Green moved over to the rear of the car as Gibbs idled toward the chaotic scene.  The cops were still too busy to notice them or his son Kyle as he swept to the right.

Gibbs pulled down a ball cap down to help shade his face and hopped out of the car.  A cop turned to him and ordered him to get out of the way.

Gibbs raised his pistol as Green hustled to his side keeping the car between them and the cops.

“Drop your weapons,” ordered Gibbs.

The confused cops turned toward him and then looked at their team leader, Sergeant Capshaw for guidance.

“Who the hell are you?  This is my scene,” said Capshaw, a sturdy built man. 

“Look behind you,” ordered Gibbs.

Capshaw turned to see Kyle holding an AR-15 at his head. 

“Drop your weapons now,” yelled Gibbs.

“Who are you?”

“Do it,” demanded Gibbs.

The cop was confused and not sure what to do.  The National Police in DC didn't have a lot of experience with people defying them.  Everyone knew if you did, then there was an excellent chance you would disappear.  It was an effective way to keep the crime rate down with most everyone being afraid of them.

Capshaw weighed his options and had no answer, so he ordered his guys to drop their weapons.

“Come around to the side.  Face on the ground, spread eagle,” ordered Gibbs.

The cops laid down, and Kyle hovered over them while his father used their own handcuffs to restrain them.

“Do you know who we work for?” Capshaw spat out.

“After tonight's news, you might want to rethink that question,” said Gibbs. 

Green turned toward the store and waved at Stormy to bring the girls.  She hustled outside with the girls in tow.  Their parents jumped out of the car as the girls ran to them, hugging and crying.

Stormy then approached Dauber.  “Safe and sound just as I promised.”

Dauber gave her a sheepish look. “Thank you, and for what it's worth, I'm sorry.”

“Well, you ended up doing the right thing,” said Stormy.

Dauber motioned to the cops.  “How did they know where I was?”

“You still have your cell phone on you?” asked Gibbs.

“Are you kidding?  I know enough not to do that.”

Gibbs took a breath.  “It's the car.  They must have a tracking device on it.”

“What the hell am I supposed to do now?” pleaded Dauber.

Gibbs threw him the keys to their decoy car.  “Take this one.”

Dauber stared at Gibbs knowing he looked familiar.  “Aren't you...”

Gibbs cut him off.  “Yes, I am.  Are we going to have a problem now?”

He shook his head as his daughters scurried back over to Stormy to give her a final hug.  Dauber tilted his head back not expecting that. 

Stormy looked at him.  “They actually enjoyed their time with us.  We even had a big party.”

“You let them watch the broadcast?”

“Of course we did and believe it or not, they're quite proud of you,” said Stormy.

Dauber cleared his throat and touched his chest.  “Thank you.”

They waited until Dauber left the parking lot and then turned to the cops.  While it would have been better to take them out, at this point, it didn't seem right.  Things were going to change over the next few days and the National Police's days would be numbered.

Gibbs gestured to his son to disable the police cruiser and Dauber's car as well.  Kyle aimed at the vehicles and fired taking out the tires and engines.  The gunfire roared under the canopy and echoed out into the night.  

Gibbs headed inside and forced the cashier to give him all the video recordings and then they left with the cops still lying on the ground.  They headed back to Senator Seeley's place and would spend the night there not wanting to take any chances.


 


Chapter 48

Detroit Michigan

Monday Morning

Needing as many vehicles as they could get in order to bring back the girls, they emptied the moving trucks of the supplies.  They were taking seven vehicles to the nursing home while Nordell was taking the rest to attack the cops at the same time. 

Winters' force consisted of eleven, and he split them into three groups.  Scar and Meeks each led a team of three, while Winters had Burns, Amber and of course, Laney and Collette.  He didn't want them out of his sight nor would they want to operate with anyone else.  

Winters' group would monitor the nursing home while Scar and Meeks would stay with all the vehicles down the street and make sure the area was clear of any cops.  They would form up once they started the attack.

While it didn't seem like eleven would be enough, Burns said that most of the cops would be gone by morning.  However, it wasn't going to be like last time, back in Saline, Michigan, where Scar pretended to be working for Mordulfah and was able to fake coming in for an inspection.  The cops wouldn't fall for that again, which meant they had to go in fast and heavy.

It took an hour to get all the vehicles to their destination.  The nursing home was in a rundown part of town and was void of any locals.  Anyone who had managed to stay alive during the last few months had either fled across the river to Canada or to better housing which was plentiful for squatting.  

Using their night vision goggles, Winters led his team through the abandoned neighborhood with its overgrown yards and was able to set up across the street.  

The first thing Winters noticed was the place had electricity.  They were either running a big generator or were getting it from Canada, which was just across the river.  Either way, the lights were on, and it allowed him to use binoculars to peer inside the glass doors of the front entrance.  It was a spacious lobby, which connected two hallways that ran straight down on either side of the building.  Several cops were hanging around the front drinking beer and laughing it up. 

Winters wondered if one of them was their boss, Captain Vatter.  He couldn't wait to meet the guy who had sold his two cousins to Mordulfah.  They had rescued them while getting Cara out of there.  

The cops had picked a perfect place to set up a party house.  The building was surrounded with a chain-link fence topped with barbwire.  All the windows had bars on them, and the backdoor was solid metal and locked tight.  Strange things to have on a nursing home but then it was not in the nicest of Detroit neighborhoods.

There was only one way in, which was through the front entrance where during the day they posted two guards to watch through the glass doors.  This gave them a perfect view of anyone approaching.  This presented the most significant problem because the cops would be able to warn everyone else in the building of an attack.  They'd also be able to get on the radio and call for help.  To compensate for this Winters needed to storm the place and overwhelm them with speed and surprise.  He could accomplish this with the eleven in his group.  

They continued to watch the comings and goings of the cops for the next couple of hours.  It would start to get light in another hour, and the cops had been filtering out of there at a steady stream.  Winters stress level lightened every time another one drove away. The less to deal with the better.

Then the unexpected happened.  A group of twenty girls was marched into the lobby.  Winters snapped the binoculars up to his eyes wondering what they were going to do but got his answer when two extended vans drove in and stopped.  

“This is a first,” said Burns.

Winters cursed aloud because the operation had just grown more complicated.  He couldn't let these girls out of his sight because they might never see them again.  It was either get them now or not at all.  They couldn't stop Nordell's attack in time, and once that happened, the cops would move the girls to another location.  He didn't have the luxury of time to think of his options because the girls were being loaded into the vans.  

Winters keyed the radio about to order Scar to take the vans down but then realized there might be two party-houses with other girls already there.  They could be rotating their stock.  Damn it.  Scar needed to follow them to make sure.

Winters grimaced.  He didn't like splitting his force but had no choice.  This was a hurry-up operation, and Mister Murphy was getting in the way as he so often tended to do.  

“Scar, you've got two vans loaded with girls coming your way.”

“Take 'em out?”

“Negative.  Follow them first.  Need to make sure there's not another party-house.”

“Copy.” 

Satisfied, Winters lowered the radio but then realized a slight error in his calculations.  

“Take Meeks' team with you.”

“Say again,” asked Scar wanting an explanation.

“If the vans split up?”

“Yep. Copy that.”

Winters turned to Burns who gave him a firm nod.

“It's the right call, Captain.”

“Yeah, well, now we're a little short-handed.”

Amber was undeterred and grabbed his arm. “We can still do this.  You'll think of something.  You always do.”

Winters didn't say anything because he didn't have a clue as to what he was going to do.  He turned to Laney and Collette who didn't appear anxious at all but rather determined.  He had to laugh at himself because it was his fault he had only four members left on his team.  His desire to keep his innocent shadows close to him had inadvertently backfired on him.  But then again, it could be worse, he could be with team members that would run away at the first sign of trouble.  It had happened on more than one occasion.  While these girls may be inexperienced, at least they'd stay and fight no matter what.


 


Chapter 49

Sending both teams to follow the vans had proven to be a wise move.  Scar radioed that the vans split off and Meeks was following the other one.  Winters took solace knowing he had made the right call.  However, this still left him with a total of only five on his team.  He had to work with what he had, and they depended upon him to come up with a new plan.  It would have to be creative and unusual to compensate for the lack of team members to stack the odds in his favor. 

Getting inside the building before they attacked would accomplish that.  But with the two guards standing there it seemed unlikely they'd be able to. They still weren't sure how many cops were inside, but by the number of cruisers in the parking lot, it appeared to be around ten.  A doable number provided they could take out the two guards first before they sounded the alarm.  

To make matters worse, it was starting to get light out, and they needed to move across the street to get into position.  Also, Nordell would begin his attack on the police station, and once that happened, then they'd lose their chance here.  

“We need some kind of deception,” said Winters.

“What about starting a fire by the back door and smoking them out,” suggested Burns.

“Too risky if the fire got out of control before we could get 'em out.”

Winters and Burns went back and forth on a couple more ideas but were coming up empty.  

Collette put and a hand on Winters' arm and made an offer. “Why don't I pretend to be one of them.”

Winters raised an eyebrow and cautioned her. “You understand what that'll take to be convincing?” 

Collette bristled but answered with a shaky voice.  “I know, but I can do it.”

Winters studied her eyes.  She was nervous but understandably so.  She would be put at her most vulnerable, but he had to admit, it would do the trick.  They'd be able to turn the glass doors to their advantage because the cops would spot her and rush out to get her back inside.  

“Ya gotta let her, Cole,” coaxed Laney.  “You know it'll work.”

“What are you guys talking about?” asked Amber.

“It's something that we did back home.”

Winters paused for a few moments before giving Collette the go ahead.  

“What is it?” asked Burns

“Okay, so, uhm,” stuttered Winters as he scratched the side of his head,  “she's gonna get their attention while being in the nude.”

Burns looked at him pointedly. “Really?”

“What?” gasped Amber. 

Winters held up his hand to defend the idea. “I know, but we've actually done this before, and it worked like a charm.”

“But she'll be buck-naked and without a weapon,” protested Amber.

Laney put a hand on Amber's arm.  “It's okay.  Just watch her, she's a great little actress and not very bashful.”

“And we'll be right here with her,” said Winters.

With no time to lose, Winters led the team across the street through the open gate and over to the side of the building.  There was a narrow stretch between the building and the chain-link fence, which was covered with overgrown vegetation keeping them hidden.

Collette leaned her M4 against the building and began to tear her clothes off.  

“So, she's done this before, huh?” asked Amber.

“Oh yeah and it saved my life,” declared Laney.

“It did?”

“Yep.”

Amber noticed the tattoos on her thigh. “What's with the butterflies?”

“Something, some of us girls did, to remind us to hang on,” said Laney.

Collette was biting her lips as she stood there with her arms folded across her chest while Winters gave her some last minute instructions.

“Wait, you don't look pitiful enough,” said Laney as she poured some water from her bottle and ran it through her short black hair to mat it down.  “Perfect. I love you,” she finished giving her a hug.

Collette started taking heavy breaths before scampering barefooted towards the entrance on her bare feet.  She stumbled by the front door and fell to the ground, which grabbed the cops' attention.  They opened the front door and came outside  She wanted both of them to go after her, but only one did.  The other one just started laughing.

“How'd you get loose?” asked a skinny cop.

“Think you can get her?” his friend challenged him. 

Collette jumped up and pivoted around as the cop tried to grab her.  He appeared to have been up all night because he was slow and groggy.  She slowed down a little bit so she could lure him back around the corner of the building.  He came up behind her, and she sped up.  She turned her head to look at the other one who was now in hysterics.  She gave up on him and swung around the corner where Winters was waiting. 

The cop followed her and came to a full stop when he noticed a Glock with a suppressor pointed at his head.  He didn't have time to react before Winters depressed the trigger.  The hollow point struck him in the forehead, and he collapsed to the ground. 

Collette looked at Winters.  “There's one more.”

“Go get him.”

Amber shook her head.  “I still can't believe you're letting her do this.”

“Well, she is eighteen,” defended Winters.  “And besides, guys are pretty stupid.”

“Ah, yeah, you think.”

Collette ran back to the entrance where the second cop had lost interest.  He had just reached the glass door and gave it a knock with a raised fist.  He saw Collette's reflection in the glass and turned around.

“What the hell?” he said. 

Collette noticed he was locked out of the building.

“Damn that Jimmy, still drunk.  Get back here, you little bitch.”

Collette pretended to be confused and dashed away as soon as the second cop reached for her.  This was one was faster and was about to grab her arm but she wasn't halfway to the end of the building.  Winters stepped around the corner.  The cop had only time to go bug-eyed before Winters shot him in the mouth. The round blew out the back of his neck.  

Collette was out of breath.  “I think there's a problem.  He was, like, knocking on the door to be let back in.”  

“Must be locked from the inside,” said Burns as he bent down to pull the cop into the shrubbery. 

“You want me to knock on it?  I'm sure it'll work.”

“Of course, it'll work,” said Laney pointing at her friend with an open hand.  “Like, what guy is gonna turn this down?”

Winters gave it some thought.  The door pulled out so they'd have to be ready to bull rush the building.  It was risky but getting everyone inside before starting the attack was essential. 

“Okay, let's do it.  We'll stay off to the side, as soon as he opens it we'll rush inside.  If you can, fall back, if not, push on him and try to get off to the side.”

Collette gave short jerky nods as her heart pounded away.  She was feeding off the adrenaline surging through her body, which was in constant motion.  She tried holding back the exhilaration but was ready to go.  Her confidence had grown since the last time she had done this to save Laney and Finley.  

She raced across the grass and approached the door as Winters led everyone onto the wheelchair ramp.  She could see her reflection in the glass and had to put her hands around her eyes to rest them on the door to look inside it.

“I don't see anyone.”

“Don't turn to me.  Just keep knocking.”

Collette banged her knuckles on the glass door, but it wasn't loud enough. She bent down and grabbed a pebble.  The tapping was now high-pitched and loud. 

“Here's someone...he sees me.  He's coming, and there's another one, but he's staying by the desk.”

“Weapons?”

“In their holsters.”

The door opened, and Collette took a step back, but the cop grabbed her using his right hand. 

“How'd you get out here?” he said as he began to pull her inside.

Winters twisted around and plowed through the entrance.  The cop kept his grip on Collette's arm using her as a shield, so Winters pushed against her to prevent the cop from pulling his sidearm.  She was sandwiched between them and started hitting him with her free hand. 

Winters main concern was the second cop who was now grabbing his pistol, so he stopped pushing on Collette and aimed.  He fired twice in rapid succession.  The first bullet struck him in the shoulder.  The second hit him dead center in the chest.  He fell over spilling blood on the carpeted floor. 

Burns and Amber were right behind Winters and engaged the cop holding Collette. Burns squeezed a single shot to the head.  The cop tumbled backward taking Collette with him to the floor.  She rolled off the dead man.  

Winters extended a hand to her. “Nice job, junior.”  

She grabbed on and pulled. “Damn, that, like, happened fast.”

“It always does.”  

So far, their plan had worked flawlessly.  Not only had they killed four cops, but they were now inside, and their presence hadn't been exposed.  However, they still had the daunting task to go down two long hallways, with just five on their team.  They also couldn't fire into the bedrooms without risking the lives of the girls they came to rescue.  Most of the doors were open, but not all. Were those doors locked?  Were there cops in the rooms?

In a long empty hallway, there was nothing to hide behind, and it was a death trap if you got caught out in the open.  As soon as the cops realize they're under attack, they'll have the advantage of hiding in rooms and firing out into the hall while calling for help.
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Winters thought the hard part would be over once they got inside the building unannounced but he now realized that had been the easy part.  Going down two wide hallways while trying to keep quiet would be the toughest.  All it would take is one cop to alert the others, and then it'd be a bloodbath. 

He needed an edge and knowing he had one, turned to Collette.  She had already performed magnificently, and she still appeared eager.  He didn't particularly like having her do this, but he couldn't pretend it wasn't working and not take advantage of it.

“Can you keep going?” he asked her in a whisper.

Without hesitation, she nodded.  

“Just walk slowly and look in each open room.  If there's a cop, tell him you're lost.  Let him come to you.  No matter what he says don't go in.  When he gets to the door, drop to your knees, and I'll take him out.”

“What if he's asleep?”

“Turn to me and put your finger to your lips.  As a matter of fact, do that to any girl who sees you.”

Winters turned to Amber and Laney.  “You guys guard this hall and the front door.  If anyone comes through take 'em down.”

“Alright Burns, stay here and keep our six clear.”

Winters turned back to Collette who then wrapped her arms around him.  He patted her back and could feel her shaking.  This was more dangerous than luring the cops outside, and she knew it.

She pushed away and wiggled her arms while taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly to calm down.  She turned to Winters and forced a smile.  

She had to take another quick breath before starting.  When the cop had yanked her inside the front door, it happened so fast and was so violent, her heart rate increased to the point she thought she could actually have a heart attack. 

She started walking, but her steps were jumpy and fast, so Winters whispered to slow down. She took a few more breaths and willed herself to relax.  She came to the first door, and her nerves turned dark.  

Inside the room, was a cute little blonde girl with her hands tied to the bedpost.  She was pale, no older than thirteen, and appeared dehydrated.  

She knew to expect this, but knowing and seeing were two different things.  The poor girl's situation was way worse than what she had experienced back home.  

There was no cop in there, and Collette made eye contact with the girl.  She raised a finger to her lips.  She then turned to Winters and motioned him forward.  He snapped a concerned look, so Collette leaned over and pulled him to the door.

Winters realized she wanted to show this girl help was on the way.  Everyone in Jackson knew who he was and seeing him would go a long way in giving her hope.  Winters gave the girl a firm nod and put a finger to his mouth.  She managed to return a slight smile.

The next door was across the hall, and it was open.  Collette didn't need another deep breath.  Her nostrils flared, and she gritted her teeth.  Seeing the girl tied to the bed gave her the resolve to push forward with more intensity.  She hoped to hell there was a cop in there. 

She got her wish.  

She stood in the doorway and stared at him.  The cop sported sideburns and was overweight and young.  He didn't have any clothes on and appeared to have just finished with the girl tied to the bed.  Collette looked him up and down. She wasn't impressed but knew not to get cocky.  She held back a slight chuckle at the pun.

“Excuse me,” she said.

It startled him, and he spun around to look at her. 

“I'm lost.”

“How the hell did you get loose,” said the cop as he approached her.

She waited until the right moment and fell to her knees before scooting to the side.  The man kept coming as Winters swung around with an eight-inch, single-edged steel blade.  He rammed it right into the man's throat cutting off his voice box.  

Winters pushed the overweight cop into the room as his eyes began bulging out of his head.  Blood poured down his bare chest when Winters pulled the blade out.  He then stuck him in the side of the neck with such force that the cop tumbled over.  

The girl recognized Winters. “I knew you'd come, Mister Winters.”

She was older and no longer looked afraid.  

“How many cops are usually here?”

“They come and go all day, but about now, maybe ten or so. I think some sleep here.”

“Okay. We'll come back for you.”

She nodded.

Collette walked more upright with a purpose in her stride.  So far, so good.  She came to the next door and peeked inside to find an empty unmade bed.  She must be in the van.  She moved across the aisle to the next door and found that one empty as well.  She moved to the next one and got to the door.  Again, the bed was empty, and she turned her head to Winters but then noticed out of the corner of her eye, a tall naked man come around from behind the door.  

The naked cop grabbed Collette's black hair with his big ball glove sized hand and yanked her into the room.  With the suppressed Glock in his hand, Winters burst through the room ready to fire, but the cop saw him first and grabbed his weapon off the table. He pointed it at her head while throwing an arm around her chest.  

It was déjà vu as this was how he had first saved Collette back in Sabine.  Only this time, he was at a disadvantage, or so he thought.  

Collette was no longer a shrinking violet and had grown since then.  While he may have her as a shield, her hands were free, and they were searching for something, an advantage.  A slight smile formed on her face and she flicked an eyebrow a few times when she found it. 

Winters realized her petite stature was going to come in handy on the much taller man.  She needed him to relax just a little before she could strike.

“Drop your gun,” demanded the tall cop.

Collette stared deep into Winters' eyes as if to give him a message to trust her. 

“Alright, just don't shoot her,” said Winters bending at the knees.

“Shoot her? I wouldn't shoot a cute little thing like this.  No, no, I've got better plans for her.”

The tall man started to move the gun away from her head as Winters lowered toward the floor. 

Winters was putting complete trust in Collette.  Just as his Glock hit the floor, she made her move.

Collette grabbed his manhood and squeezed with such force that the man could only gasp in pain.  Winters leaped at him seizing his wrist and pushing the gun towards the ceiling.  He swung his knife over Collette's head as she kept an iron grip on his goods.  Winters stabbed him in the chest, and the cop stumbled backward taking all three of them to the carpet. 

Winters was on top of Collette as he stabbed the man sinking the blade into his throat.  He let go of the man's wrist and put all his weight behind the knife.  The man's eyes were like glassy saucers convincing Winters he was dead.

Struggling to control his rapid breathing, Winters lifted off Collette who's own breathing pace matched his. 

“Are you hurt?”

“No.  I'm good,” she panted.  “Are you? You got blood on you.”

“It's his,” he said as he rolled off her.  He then got into a seating position before getting on his feet.

He put a hand out to her.  She pulled herself up and then threw her arms around him.  

“Nice move,” said Winters as he tried to calm down.

“Thanks, but damn, that was intense,” she said still trying to catch her breath.

“Yeah, it was, and you were brilliant.”

“I've...actually done it before.”

“Have you now?” he asked leaning back.

“Oh yeah.  One of them Sherman boys, like, thought he could,” she paused to take a breath,  “he could, like, have me whenever he wanted, so, yeah, I, ah, did it to him too.”

“Nice.” 

Winters stepped back into the hall and gave Burns, who had no idea what had just happened, a thumbs up. 

Killing this one made it six kills.  They had a few more open doors to go through, and then they'd start on the closed ones.
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Meeks was driving a Ford Explorer on Interstate 75 headed south towards Toledo, Ohio.  He knew there was a fledgling sex trade happening in Toledo and if this was where they were headed, then they needed to take them out sooner than later. He also began to worry that van wasn't going to stop anytime soon and they'd lose their advantage afforded by the night vision goggles. 

The van was loaded with ten girls and two cops.  The main problem was how they were going to get it to stop.  It was going too fast to ram or to shoot out a tire.  The last thing they needed was for the van to crash.  Besides not wanting to injure the girls, he needed it to transport them.

He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel searching for an idea when one hit him.  He turned to his passenger who was one of Nordell's men.  His name was Perkins, and he was in his sixties. 

“How good of a shot are you?”

Perkins turned to him.  “What am I shooting at?”

“The back end of the van.  Just need them to think something is wrong with it.”

“Oh, I can do that, but won't they see the muzzle flash?”

“Not with this,” said Meeks handing him a Ruger 22/45 with one of the suppressors Winters had brought.  “Even got a red dot on there for ya.”

“Yep, this will do it.”

Meeks swung over to the far left-hand lane of the three-lane interstate.  He stepped on the accelerator and moved into position.  Perkins rolled the window down and aimed at the back end of the extended van.  The rear axle was a good five feet from the bumper giving him plenty of room.  He aimed and squeezed the trigger.  The bullet hit the van making a little hole. Perkins fired two more in the same area.  

“He's let off the gas,” said Meeks.  “Hit it again.”

Perkins fired two more in succession.  

Meeks anticipated the drivers' move and slowed down to keep out of sight.  The tail lights lit up just as he took his foot off the gas.

The van slowed and came to a full stop.  Meeks mirrored the move before opening the door and shouldering his M4.  He pumped his legs hard to close the twenty-five-foot gap as the driver opened the door.  Meeks aimed on the run and pulled the trigger.  It was a three-shot burst, and two hit the cop in the chest throwing him to the ground.  Meeks kept running toward the driver's door unsure where the other cop was.  He turned, looking inside the open at a cop who hadn't had time to react.  It was an easy shot.  Meeks squeezed the trigger hitting him with all three.

The girls in the van started screaming not understanding they were being rescued.  Meeks jumped in the driver's seat.  

“It's okay.  It's okay, you're safe,” said Meeks turning the dome light on.  

Perkins opened the passenger door.  Since he was from Jackson, he knew most of the girls. “Is everyone okay?”

The girls started to calm down as they recognized Perkins and then Meeks.  Some started crying with tears of joy knowing they would no longer be sex slaves.  Their celebration melted Meeks' heart, and he hoped never to get used to seeing it, but also hoped never to have to do this again.  

*  *  *  *  *

Scar had followed the van loaded with ten girls of various ages to a small strip motel.  They had traveled about thirty miles south, and the sun was just starting to rise.  Once he found where they were stopping, he parked one street over and broke through a back door of an abandoned retail business that had large plate glass windows.  He raised the binoculars to get an idea of what was going on across the street.

The two men with him were from Jackson, neither were former military, but both served under Nordell to defend their town.  He didn't know much about them, other than they were willing to be there.

Scar's stress level had been lowered as soon as he laid eyes on Winters.  It had been a hell of a week without him, and he missed not having him around.  When Winters told them what happened in his hometown of Sabine, it didn't surprise Scar in the least bit.  With what they'd seen over the past few months, not much did anymore.  

What did give him pause was the two young girls Winters had brought back with him.  It wasn't so much that they were girls because having Amber and Reese along with them had dissolved any lingering notions they couldn't fight.  And it wasn't how small they were, which they were, but their ages.  Granted Collette was eighteen, but she looked younger than Laney who was only sixteen.  It just didn't seem right.

Scar sighed.  Perhaps this was just the way it was going to be from now on.  With the war going on out west, most of the abled body men were already there fighting and dying.  They had trouble at times finding new recruits to join the Shadow Patriots.  Most everyone was either lying dead in a pit thanks to the Patriot Centers, too old, not brave enough or were taking advantage of all the unprotected females.  

When they first started the Shadow Patriots, Scar remembered Winters saying that as Americans, everyone had the freedom to come and go at will.  

“I guess he also meant it included young girls,” thought Scar.  Oh well, who was he to scoff at it?  Perhaps it was going to be the new norm.  Fighting was better than waiting to be scooped up and used as a sex slave.  Of course, the proof is in the pudding, and the two new girls would have to prove themselves just like Amber and Reese had to.


 


Chapter 52

Captain Vatter of the National Police touched the bandage on his face trying to relieve an itch.  He scratched lightly around the area from the slash he received from his cousin Carol.  It was the beard stubble that was making it itch as he wasn't able to shave the entire area. The wound was still fresh as was the memory of killing his cousin and selling off the twin girls in exchange for his head.  He didn't regret making the deal knowing if he had not, then he wouldn't be here, bitching about an itch on his face.

He threw the bed sheet off and swung his feet onto the floor before staggering to the oversized bathroom of the house in which he was squatting.  The decor wasn't really to his taste, but it didn't matter because it hadn't cost him a dime.  

It had been a late night at their new party-house, but he needed to get to the station and call in his report to Washington.  He hadn't done so yet because it was the weekend.  He also had to reign in the men.  They had been celebrating the last couple of days after having conquered the town of Jackson.  

It had been a big win despite losing thirty-one of his guys.  It was a high cost, but they did restock the party-house with a bevy of young girls, which added to the five local girls they managed to scoop up over the last week.  The pickings were slim, and bottom of the barrel in the looks department around Detroit as most of the pretty ones had already left the area. 

He had let them have their fun, but now it was Monday and time to get back to work.  They needed to help the M & M's search through what remained of the town to find any more stragglers.  It was still a dangerous assignment as Officer 'Walrus' Hendrix could attest, if he were still alive that is.  They found his body out on Kibby Road, so it was apparent there were still some remnants of the rebels in the vicinity.

After taking a shower and grabbing a quick breakfast, Vatter headed outside as Tannenbaum was walking across the street towards him.  The twenty-five-year-old cop with the splotchy beard on his baby face had been the one to suggest giving Mordulfah a gift in order to save his head.  It was an idea that germinated into taking the twin girls there.

“What up?” asked Tannenbaum after taking a sip from a coffee mug. 

“Where's your cruiser?” asked Vatter knowing he needed a ride to work.  It wasn't the first time and wouldn't be the last.  A lot of cops lived in the neighborhood, an area filled with expensive homes none of them could typically afford.  However, these weren't normal times, and these weren't regular cops.

“I think I left it at the party-house.”

“Little too much to drink?”

Tannenbaum stopped to take another sip. “Just a bit.” 

“So, if ya can't remember where the car is how can you remember what girls you had?”

“Oh, trust me, I can totally remember them...well, some of them.  But, hey, what's it matter, cuz, I'm gonna see 'em again tonight.”

“Ya got a point there,” said Vatter opening the door on his cruiser.

“There's a couple of them, I cannot wait to see.”

Vatter started the car.  “Well, I hope it's not the ones that are headed to Toledo this morning.”

“Wait. What?”

“We're taking ten to Toledo.  I finally got a contact there that wants to work out trades.”

“What are we getting in return?”

“We're getting fifteen of theirs.”

“Are they ugly?”

“Not at all, my man.  I picked 'em out myself.  They just need fresh girls is all.”

Tannenbaum threw back the rest of the coffee.  “Cool.”

“I've also sent another ten to the motel.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah man, I like having two locations.  I might even open a third location just in case something happens, you know, like in Saline.”

“Hell, this new place we got is like Fort Knox.  Bars on the windows, the back entrance is a steel door locked tighter than a clam with lockjaw.  And we got ten of our guys guarding the place.”

“Half of them are probably keeping themselves busy with the girls.”

“Can't hardly blame them.  I mean, c'mon now.”

Vatter threw his hands up at the lackadaisical attitude.  He hated the rebels but respected their tenacity and wasn't going to underestimate them.  He had no doubt any remaining would do their damnedest to rescue those girls.  Of course, they'd have to find them first, which wouldn't be an easy task.  

Vatter had chosen that particular nursing home for a few reasons.  One was because it was in a rundown residential neighborhood, not an obvious choice.  Two, because it was in a bad part of town, it had coils of barbwire on top of a chain-link fence that surrounded the place.  The only way in was a small entrance from the street which was visible from the glass entrance, making it impossible to come in unseen.  And lastly, even if they did make it inside, two separate hallways would divide their force.  His guys could take cover in the rooms while tearing them to pieces out in the halls.


 


Chapter 53

Being held hostage for the second time in her life had only made Collette's resolve stronger.  With her shoulders back and her chest thrust out, she stood taller as she approached the last few open doors.  She found the last of the rooms were either empty or had a lone gird tied to a bed.  Each time, she signaled Winters to show his presence and each time, the girl either nodded or managed a smile.

The last door on the left had a different handle on it.  This one led to a corridor and connected to the other hallway.  Winters made a mental note on that before deciding what to do about the last four doors that were closed.  They still needed to clear them, and Winters debated what to do.  Should they knock on the door or just open it? 

“I'll just knock and see what happens,” whispered Collette.

Winters gave her a nod thinking it was a crap-shoot either way.  He'd kept his knife in one hand and the suppressed pistol in the other.

She came to the first one and gave it a soft tap.  After a few moments, she looked at Winters and shrugged her shoulders.  

She grabbed the doorknob and turned it.  She peered inside to find it empty, so she headed to the next one.  Again, she gave it a light tap before pushing the door. A chill ran down her spine when she spotted a cop sleeping in the bed.  There wasn't a girl in there, so she stepped backward and ushered Winters over.

He looked in and decided to save time by shooting him.  He entered the room, aimed and pulled the trigger.  The single round hit him in the temple and disappeared into the bed.  A blood stain emerged as Winters walked back into the hall.

This last one made seven cops killed, and he was starting to feel better about the mission when gunfire erupted from Amber's position.

Collette grabbed Winters' arm not knowing what to do.  Burns who had come further into the hallway to keep Winters' six clear, turned and ran towards Amber.

Winters pushed Collette into the room with the dead cop.  She noticed a Glock 21 on a table and grabbed it.  Winters got down in a crouching position at the doorway.  The last thing they needed was to have a cop surprise them. 

More gunfire kept them on high alert when Winters heard a door open and rustling of clothes in the hallway.  A cop exited from the last closed door.  He was headed toward Burns' position.  Winters stood up and aimed.  He fired two shots both missing him.  The cop twisted around and hastily let a couple of shots loose at Winters.  Both rounds hit the wall.  

Winters slowed down and moved toward him.  The last thing he wanted was for him to take a girl hostage. He fired again and hit him in the butt.  The bolt came back and stayed, so Winters fished out another mag.  He ejected the empty, threw in a fresh one and hit the release button.  The cop was limping to one of the rooms.  Winters closed the distance making it an easier target.  He pointed and squeezed a final shot just as the cop made it into an empty room. 

Collette came into the hallway with the dead cop's pistol.  She heard a door slam into a wall as it was flung open.  Someone was coming through the back hallway door.  She spun around just in time to catch sight of a cop coming around the corner.  She remembered her training.  Chest first.  She aimed and fired a round missing him.  The recoil on the .45 was more than the 9mm she was used to.  She needed to adjust. 

The cop returned fire slamming one into the wall next to her.  Her adrenaline exploded as she fired off two more shots in quick succession.  The second one struck him in the chest knocking him off his feet.  He tried to respond with another but she outmaneuvered him and expended two more rounds.  One hit him in the side and the other in the lower jaw. 

Collette stood there heaving in deep lungfuls of air.  Her pulse was back to extreme levels again, making her think she really could have a heart attack.  She kept the pistol pointed at him.  He didn't need a headshot, he was dead. 

Winters came up to her and put an arm around her shoulder.  “You know Collette, you just keep impressing me.”

“Really?” she asked turning away from her kill.

“Oh yeah.”

She broke out in a big smile.

Burns came back into the hallway. “Captain, we got one more live one.  He's at the end of the hall.”

“Keep him busy.  I'll come in behind him.”

Burns ran back to Amber and Laney. 

“Stay here and guard this hallway,” ordered Winters.

He ran and had to side step the cop Collette had killed before he could push through the hall door.  The corridor was the length of the two bedrooms and a small common area between them.  Gunfire was echoing in the hall from both ends.  He peeked around the corner.  The cop was in his boxer shorts and was using one of the rooms for cover.  There was a girl tied to the bed and was squirming in a panic trying to break loose. 

It was time for Winters to act.  He had a decent shot, but it could hit the girl, so he came around the corner to get a better angle.  

Burns and Amber were poking their heads around the corner, so he waved his hand to get their attention.  They stopped shooting so he tiptoed to the middle of the hallway and got right behind him before firing.  The bullet hit him in the back knocking him to the floor.  The cop looked up unsure of what had happened.  Winters fired again using a double tap to finish him off.


 


Chapter 54

Scar continued to monitor the motel across the street.  All the girls had been put into separate rooms and so far, he had only three cops to deal with.  The two that brought the girls and a third one who came out of one of the rooms without a shirt on. 

Scar had hoped to learn if there was anyone in that room but wasn't able to.  There were fifteen motel rooms and only ten girls, which meant either they were empty or already occupied.

The sun was up, and he no longer had the advantage of the night vision optics.  He would have to do this the old fashion way and sneak up on them.  It was early, and he didn't think they'd get any more visitors for a while.  

As fifteen minutes stretched into thirty, Scar was biding his time waiting for the right opportunity and then it finally came.  The two cops who had brought the girls to the motel walked into separate rooms, each occupied by one of the girls they had transported.  The third cop went back into the room he had been in previously.

He turned to his two men.  Both were older than him, with one having a completely bald head and the other one thin gray hair.  He wasn't sure of their capabilities and barely remembered their names.  He wished Meeks was with him because he always knew what to do without being told.  

“Listen up.  I want you guys to cover me while I barge in on those three,” said Scar.  He pointed at baldy, “I want you in front of room five and you at room ten.  Stay about twenty-five feet back so you can watch all the rooms at once.”

Scar took another look through the binoculars and was satisfied all the curtains were closed.  After pulling out one of the Glocks Winters had given him, he threaded the suppressor on and was out the door. 

The three ran across the road and Scar opted to heave his six-foot-four-inch body into the first door, which was Room Two. He figured it was locked and he sure as hell wasn't going to knock.  His big frame hit the first door.  The impact made a loud thud as the door flew open.  The cop was already on top of a girl who wasn't tied up.  Scar had only a moment before the surprise wore off and the man reacted.  He couldn't shoot him without jeopardizing the girl, so he grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and yanked him backward.  He fell off the bed and Scar shot him at point-blank range.  The carpet exploded with blood splatter.  The short brown haired girl appeared to be mid-twenties grabbed a sheet to cover herself.  

“You okay?”

She stared at him blankly.

“Do you know who I am?”

She nodded.

“Are there any more cops besides the three.”

She shook her head. 

“Put your clothes on and wait here.”

Scar walked out and gave Baldy a thumbs up.  He swept over to Room Six and rubbed his shoulder.  The impact had worked but figured he was going to get some bruising.  He then took off and pounded against the door.  It flew open, and Scar's momentum threw him into the cop who was holding the girls' ankles while standing at the end of the bed.  The cop's grip on her tightened on impact, and she spun off the bed as Scar pushed him across the floor to a back wall sink.  The smaller cop didn't stand a chance as Scar threw a punch striking him in the jaw before shoving the gun to his chest.  It took only a single round to kill him.

Scar used the sink counter to pull himself to his feet.  He turned to the girl who had landed on the carpeted floor and was rubbing her head.  She was another brown haired girl only it was past her shoulders and covering her face.

Scar peeked out the door and gave them a second thumbs up.  He then knelt down to her.  “Are you alright?” 

“I slammed my head into the dresser.  Oh, man, it hurts.”

“Let me see,” said Scar.  When she turned, he recognized it was Mayor Simpson's grandniece.  “Leah!”

“Scar!  Oh, my God, I knew you guys would come, but when they moved us, I wasn't so sure.”

Scar could see a small bump forming on her forehead.  “You got a nasty bump.”

“I got stars too.”

“Just give it a minute.”

Leah had gotten to know Scar a little bit because she helped her uncle around the office and would chat with him on occasion.

“What about the other van?  It's going to Toledo.”

“Meeks is following them.”

“Is Amber with you?”

“No.  She's at that nursing home with Captain Winters.”

“He's back then?  Oh, thank God.”

“Can you stand?”

“I think so.”

Scar stood up and put his hand out for her.  He pulled her onto the bed.  “I got that third cop to take care of.  Get your clothes on and stay here okay?”

“Alright.  Hey, I heard them talking. There's other girls here.”

He acknowledged her before heading over to Room Fifteen.  He gave his shoulder another pat before sprinting toward the door.  By this time, Scar knew how much force these doors needed to break open.  He wasn't going to give it any more than he had too.  His shoulder was going to pay the price for the abuse.  He took off and hit it with just the right amount of force.  The door gave way just as the others did, only this time, he was able to stop.

The third and final cop was on top of his victim which he had handcuffed to the bed.  The wide-eyed cop slid off the girl to reach for his sidearm.  Scar caught the man in the lower back with a round, before burying another in the back of his head. 

The girl was another brown haired girl and shouted a big thank you.  She like everyone else in town knew who he was.  

“Do you know where the key is?” Scar asked not knowing her name.

“On that dresser.”

He grabbed the key and uncuffed her left hand before moving around the bed for the other one.  

“Thank God you came, Scar.  We were all praying you guys would.”

“Sorry, it took so long.”

“What about the other van?”

“Meeks is on it.”

“And that nasty ass nursing home?”

“Captain Winters is handling that one.”

Her eyes lit up.  

“Yes, he's back,” smirked Scar.  He got a kick out of her and Leah's reactions.  The funny thing was he had the exact same reaction.  

Scar walked out on the walkway and started going from room to room releasing the other girls.  He ended up finding five more girls, all were from the Detroit area. 

Scar loaded all the girls into the fifteen passenger van and grabbed his vehicle to follow it back to Hudson.  He had wished to join Nordell but wanted to ensure his precious cargo made it back safely.


 


Chapter 55

Burns ran to each room to double check for any more cops as Amber and Laney stood guard.  After he cleared the last room, Winters rushed back over to the other hallway which Collette was still guarding. 

“That's it,” said Winters. 

Her eyes lit up.  “We got 'em all?”

“We did, all thanks to you.”

She broke out in a big smile.  “Thanks for, like, letting me do it.”

“Well, let's hope we don't need your....um...acting abilities again,” said Winters contorting his face. 

“What's the matter, ya don't wanna see this anymore,” laughed Collette putting her hands on her hips.

“Ah, no, I'm good, thanks.  Now, go get your gear, and let's get these girls out of here.”

Winters began going from room to room freeing the girls.  For the second time this morning, it was déjà vu because of the party house in Saline, Michigan.  Thankfully, the condition of these girls wasn't as drastic since they had only been here for just a few days. 

Of course, even one day was too many, but some of the girls back in Saline had been there for weeks, and it showed.  Some were so underfed they were catatonic and looked like zombies.

The other good thing about this incident, everyone knew who he was and he even recognized some of them.  It made it easier for them to wrap their heads around being freed.  They all were excited and chatted amongst themselves giving each other hugs of support.  Some shed tears for joy, others for pain.  Winters hurried them to the front lobby where he did a head count.  He had a total of nineteen girls.  A cramp formed in his gut as this was the exact same number of girls they had lost in the Sandpit Battle when the cops chased them out of Saline. 

He put it out of his mind and turned to Burns. 

“Take Laney and Collette and go get the vehicles.”

Amber sidled up to Winters.  “This is the fourth time in three days I've seen this, and it pisses me off more each time.” 

“It's not an easy thing.”

“I just hope we never have to see this again.”

“Unfortunately, we still got Mordulfah.”

“Ah yes, but of course.  You know, that girl, Collette, she's uh...she's something else.  I got to hand it to her, that is not something I could have done.”

“Well, you almost did.”

Amber tilted her head.

“Remember, you took your shirt off for those two idiot Jijis holding you hostage.”

Amber put her hand to her mouth. “Oh my God!  I totally forgot about that.” 

The smile on her face lightened Winters' shoulders.  He had been worried about her change of attitude.  A moment of levity would help lower her stress.

“Yeah, you were wearing a white bra.”

Amber gave him a lopsided smile. “Really, you remember my bra?”

“Come on now, how could I possibly forget that,” said Winters with a wink.

Amber rolled her eyes.  “Well, you won't be forgetting any of this will ya?”

“Not anytime soon, but then, this is just another day with those girls.”

“Really?”

“Amber, try driving in a car half the night with, overexcited, non-stop chattering teenaged girls, busting on you, while you're trying to concentrate.”

Amber laughed.  “You poor man.  I so remember putting my dad through that when he drove me around with my girlfriends.”

“Did it give him a headache too?”

“Oh, I'm sure it did,” admitted Amber keeping the smile on her face as the vehicles arrived. 

Satisfied with this interaction, Winters began getting the girls outside and into the vehicles.  They were able to get everyone into three vans.  

He looked at his watch.  They were leaving just as Nordell would be starting his attack.  The cops were going to have an awful day, and he couldn't be happier.


 


Chapter 56

It had been a helluva last few days losing his hometown to these bastards, Nordell thought as he peered through the binoculars hanging around his neck.  He had a certain lightness in his step as he positioned his men around the police station.  It was part one of the payback he had in mind.  The main show would be when they attacked the invading bastards out on Grosse Pointe.  For now, these idiot cops would have to do to partially satisfy his quench for revenge.  It wasn't so much revenge as it was payback.  There was no justice out here so they had to do what they could.  They had taken so much from his town with all the murders and kidnappings that they deserved to die. 

Thankfully, Winters had arrived in style by bringing much-needed supplies and a bunch of new toys.  He had to hand it to the man for his timing, though it would have been better a few days ago.  Oh well, Winters had problems of his own to deal with back in his hometown.

Nordell scoffed at the thought of those raping bastards in Sabine, Iowa.  Having girls put out for food, which was stolen from them.  That was a new one on him.  He'd been all over the world, fought in three different countries and thought he'd seen it all.  The one common denominator was the young, and the females always suffered the worst and sex was generally their currency.  Usually, it was just straight up raping and then maybe a bullet to the head. 

Having the girls think they had a choice in the matter and could quit anytime they wanted was clever, but diabolical.  It put psychological pressure on them to provide for their families, which kept them in line and coming back for more.  It was undoubtedly easier than holding them prisoners somewhere, always having to feed and guard them.  This way, they hadn't even had to go and fetch them.  Nordell shook his head.  Just when you think you've seen it all, there's always something new. 

It didn't seem to break Laney or Collette's spirit.  Those two were quite clever themselves and despite being little things, damned brave.  Rescuing Reese was impressive enough, as it took a lot of guts to go up against an armed cop, but to break free of kidnappers while driving on the road, was even more impressive.  Nordell was grateful Winters had them along; otherwise, this police station wouldn't be surrounded and about to be destroyed.

“Gunny,” said Bassett over the radio.  “We're in position.”

“Copy that. Just waiting for a few more to come to papa bear.”

“Roger that.  We'll wait for your signal.”

Nordell put the radio down.  It was still a bit early, and he wanted as many cops as possible in there before he burned the place down.  They wouldn't be able to get them all, but between these and the ones Winters would be killing, it would be a good start. 

Another hour passed and Nordell was satisfied with the number of cops who had come into the building.  He keyed up the radio.  “Gentleman, commence firing.”

Nordell put the Type 70 RPG launcher to his shoulder.  It was loaded with a HEAT grenade.  The high explosive, anti-tank round could defeat modern armored vehicles and would have no problem punching through a brick building.  

Nordell was surprised the Canadians had sent these since they typically had better weapons on hand.  Though these were cheap and easy to use, which was probably why they had chosen to supply Winters with them.  Either way, he didn't care, he loved their destructive capabilities.  

He pulled the trigger, and the rocket took off trailing a stream of blue and white smoke.  It took only a couple of seconds to travel across the street and parking lot before slamming into the building.  It exploded dramatically and blew out a large portion of the wall it hit.  Pieces of brick and mortar began raining down on the cruisers in the parking lot.

An explosion from Bassett's position followed his and then two more on either side.  Inside the building, he heard blood-curdling screams as cops began to be devoured by the flames that were now ravaging the interior.  He fired another rocket hitting the building further down.  Nordell had no pity for them. 

He grabbed the SAW and ordered his friend, Bobby, to keep the street clear while he closed in on the building.  As he hustled across the street and stepped over the debris in the parking lot, he swept around the side and looked inside a large hole.  There were some cops in there scrambling around, so he racked the bolt and pulled the trigger.  

The sound of the gunfire echoed as hot shell casings bounced off the pavement.  The rounds punctured the windows and took down any cops who got in the way. 

Not seeing any more potential victims, Nordell moved down a few more windows and repeated the process.  Whenever he paused his weapon, he heard Bassett lighting up the back parking lot and picking off cops as they tried to escape.  After a few more minutes, Nordell decided it was enough.  He had gotten what he came for, and it was time to go.


 


Chapter 57

Vatter was enjoying the breeze from the open windows as he drove to the police station.  The air massaged the side of his face keeping his wounded cheek cooled down.  He hoped the pain would go away soon, but it was going to be at least another couple of weeks. At this point, the bandage was the most annoying as it didn't always stay on his face.  He kept having to adjust it and tape it more strategically.  The doctor's instructions were to leave it on for at least a couple of weeks, if not longer. 

Vatter made the last turn to the station when an explosion off in the distance caught his attention.  He let his foot off the gas and turned to Tannenbaum who sat up straighter.

“Sounds like it's coming from the station,” said Tannenbaum.

A shiver shot down Vatter's spine, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose.  He jerked the steering wheel over and took a left before stopping.  They sat there and heard more explosions, then a burst of staccato gunfire. 

Vatter yanked his foot off the brake and floored the gas pedal.  The cruiser flew down the street as his mind began racing.  His worst nightmare was being realized.  He knew full well it was the rebels hitting his station.  The bastards waited until the men showed up for work before attacking.  It was a smart play and bold.  He just hoped most of his personnel were as late to work as he was.  

The gunfire grew louder the closer he got to the station, so Vatter pulled off and parked.  

He ordered Tannenbaum to follow him.  Both grabbed their weapons and ran down an alley.  At this point, he knew they wouldn't be able to do anything, but he needed to make sure who it was. 

They were a block away, and he didn't dare get any closer for fear of being spotted.  He picked the tallest building on the block and found a back entrance to break into.  A small pane of glass was no problem for the butt of his rifle.  With Tannenbaum behind him, they rushed up the five-story building to an office window with the perfect view.

Vatter ground his teeth watching flames coming from all sides of the station as rebels fired into it killing whomever had survived the explosions.

“Oh, those poor bastards,” said Tannenbaum.  

“Poor bastards is right.  They don't stand a chance.”

“No, they don't.”

Vatter continued watching as the rebels finished the job they had come to do.  His blood was boiling because there was nothing he could do but wait.  He wanted to march down there and kill them, but that would be a fool's errand.  They'd finish him off in mere seconds.  He took a couple of deep breaths trying to figure out what he could do to extract revenge.  About the only thing he could think of was to follow them to find out where their new encampment was.

The gunfire stopped and the rebels hustled back to their rides.  Vatter cringed knowing they were going to leave the burning station, but there wasn't much they could do.  The rebels pulled down the street, and Vatter was satisfied he could catch up to them.

He smacked Tannenbaum on the chest.  “C'mon.”

They raced down the stairs and back out to the alley to their cruiser.  Vatter's hand shook as he turned the key.  He wasn't a soldier or even a cop, not a real one anyway and his nerves were getting the best of him.  He'd only ever killed one person, and that was his cousin Carol.  He was out of his element, but he pushed those fears away because he needed to know where these bastards were headed. 

Vatter took a shortcut and was able to catch the tail end of the five-car convoy.  He stayed far enough back to stay out of sight.  

“They're gonna get on either Twelve or Ninety-Four,” said Tannenbaum.

Vatter tapped his fingers on the steering wheel thinking if they got on either of those roads, it would take them back west.

“They're turning,” stated Tannenbaum. “Interstate it is.”

Taking Interstate 94 headed west meant they were headed back toward Jackson.  This was making Vatter's job of staying out of sight a little easier.  It was a hundred miles to Jackson, and thankfully, he had a tank full of gas. 

For the next hour and a half, Vatter stayed far enough to avoid detection and wasn't surprised the rebels got onto US 12, where Vatter's men had been guarding against escape from Jackson for the last couple of weeks.  There were a lot of abandoned towns throughout the area that could be used as a hideout. 

As soon as they turned onto 127, Vatter thought they were getting close, and his left leg started to shake. His hands were clammy because the risk he was taking increased exponentially the closer they got.  He let off the gas a bit more to ease his nervousness.

Tannenbaum leaned forward and stared ahead.  Binoculars would have come in handy, but they weren't prepared for anything like this.

“I think they're turning,” said Tannenbaum.

Vatter stared ahead.  “I think you're right.”

“Finally,” said Tannenbaum as he looked down at a map.  “It's Hudson.  It has to be, there's no other reason to turn there.”

Vatter used his pants to wipe the sweat off his hands and broke out in a smile. He'd never done anything like this before and was quite proud of himself.  All he had to do now was to take his time and sneak in to find what was going one before deciding what to do.


 


Chapter 58

Washington DC

Gerald Perozzi stepped into the sauna after a grueling morning workout.  After last night's broadcast, he had needed to release some pent-up rage. For a seventy-two-year-old, he could still pump sufficient heavy iron to make men half his age jealous.  Hearing his voice on the broadcast had made him angry enough to increase the number of sets on this morning's routine.

He had yelled at Reed last week about the recordings and how they damn well better not get out to the public.  That fat bastard promised him there was no way for that to happen.  He controlled Alex Dauber and everything he did.  If that was the case, then why did he allow the man to do the broadcast?  Was he in on it?  That didn't make sense, because he was implicated in the bombings.  

At this point, it didn't matter, whether Reed authorized it or not.  Either way, he was incompetent for letting it happened and needed to be killed.  Perhaps, he could blame everything on him and ride out the coming storm.  He'd already fielded a dozen phone calls from his people who were wondering what to do.  

He sneered at the ones who practically begged him for help.  Of course, most of them didn't have armed security like he did.  But still, did they not understand the dangers when they signed onto his plan.  They were like laps dogs when they thought about how much money they were going to make, but now, they wanted to turn tail and run.

The call from the President was by far the most pathetic.  He was the face of the nation, and now everyone was going to know he's nothing but a two-bit puppet.  He had no doubt the man would try to denounce any involvement and plead ignorance.  He'd then announce a full investigation into the matter hoping to buy some time.

Perozzi slammed his fist onto the cedar bench frustrated on how this could have happened.  They were so close to having complete control over the country and making billions of dollars.  He was going to have to feign innocence himself, all the while killing off anyone making too much noise. 

Perozzi stepped out of the sauna and threw on a bathrobe.  He headed to the dining room where his breakfast was waiting for him.  He sat down, picked up the morning paper, and began drinking his orange juice while looking at the morning paper.  His eyes grew, and he choked on the drink as he read the headline.  PUPPET GOVERNMENT!

He threw the glass across the room spilling juice on the newspaper.  He read through it wishing Reed was in the room with him.  He'd choke the life out of the fat man.  He balled his hands and began tearing up the pages of the financial records which revealed his deal with the Chinese.  The newspaper disclosed all the numbers, including payments made and payments due.  

“How the fuck did they get this?” he yelled to no one.

He continued to read and noticed his deal with Mordulfah wasn't in there and began to wonder why?  They had everything else except that?  The prince had helped him put the deal together and had arranged some of the meetings himself.  Was he in on this coup?  Was that bastard behind all of this?  

Perozzi's mind was spinning a mile a minute trying to make sense of it all.  Who was going to benefit from his downfall?  Certainly, the Chinese would benefit. They wouldn't have to share any future profits he had negotiated, but then neither would Mordulfah.  

He never trusted the man, which is why he had been using Albert Sauer to spy on him.  Sauer had connections in the financial world and in Washington, which was valuable to someone like Mordulfah, especially during the transition from a constitutional government to a centralized authoritarian government. 

Sauer had flown with Perozzi to a private island in the Bahamas for a secret meeting with financial and government leaders from around the world.  It was a three-day meeting with a couple of hundred people in attendance.  It was there that Sauer slipped away to meet with Mordulfah.  He came to him through a secret back channel Perozzi had set up.  

Mordulfah hit it off with Sauer especially when he found out Sauer had regular meetings with Perozzi and that they shared a common interest in young girls.  Over the course of the three days, both partook in the many that had been flown in for the three-day event. 

In actuality, the divorced, middle-aged, Sauer couldn't care less about young girls, but Perozzi was paying him a lot of money to be friends with the prince, so if it meant being with some stupid girls, then so be it. 

The two had formed, so Mordulfah thought, a secret partnership, and Sauer started lobbying for the prince in Washington.  While doing this, Perozzi gave Sauer tidbits of insider information that would benefit Mordulfah at Perozzi's expense. 

Perozzi managed a slight smile remembering how Mordulfah pretended not knowing Sauer when they exited his office the other day.  Terrible acting.

The more he thought about it, the more it made sense that Mordulfah and not the Chinese were behind this coup d'état.  Besides, their names were implicated alongside his, making them look just as bad.  No, it had to be Mordulfah, and he needed to be taken out.

He'd have to send Sauer to Grosse Pointe along with a couple of his assassins.  They'd have to come as friends though with a message regarding the broadcast.  Saying it was too important not to be delivered in person.  The only way to do that, of course, was to send along some young girls.  This always dazzled the prince as it was his weakness.  It was his drug of choice and the younger they were, the more effective the drug.” 

Perozzi picked up the phone and dialed his office.

“Yes sir,” answered Alicia, his secretary.

“Alicia, I need to schedule a flight to Detroit.”

“Your jet, sir?”

“No.  It can't be my jet.  Call Executive Charter.”

“How many passengers?”

“That depends  Call the agency first and arrange four or five girls.  Tell them they have to be young.”

“How young?” asked Alicia not thinking anything unusual about the request.

“They're for Mordulfah.”

“Oh, okay.  Will Mister Sauer be escorting them?”

“Yes, he and two from my private security team.”

“And when will they be departing?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“I'll get it handled.  Anything else?”

“No. I'll be out of the office all day doing damage control.”

“Yes, sir.

Perozzi hung up the phone.  He was fortunate to have Alicia working for him. With all the strange requests he had given her over the years, nothing ever seemed to faze her, and she always handled everything quite professionally.  

Perozzi took a sip of coffee and then yelled for his bodyguard. 

“Yes, sir.”

“Lawrence Reed has only one more use for me.”

“Yes, sir.  Quiet or messy?”

“The messier, the better, besides he'll have doubled his security.”

“That won't be a problem, sir.”

Perozzi took another sip of coffee and then continued eating his breakfast.  He was satisfied with his orders.  Reed's death might be enough red meat for the impending protesters that he could still stay in control.  Regardless, he was still going to board his private jet and take off for Europe tomorrow.  No sense in risking his neck here if he didn't have to.  He'd have to get to his office first and grab some things out of the safe before he left.  Fortunately, very few even knew where his office was located or even who he was.  That was the advantage of being the puppet-master.


 


Chapter 59

Marty Goodwin hung up the phone.  The sixty-year-old retired FBI man worked as a contractor these days.  He had done well for himself working as a private investigator after he retired.  He had high priced clients willing to pay him a lot of money for doing jobs that required a special touch. 

Most of that work dried up after the fall of the economy and country.  Since then, he'd gotten into the private security business.  This was an up and coming business since the government eliminated most of the law enforcement agencies, which included the FBI, ATF, CIA and a host of other alphabet agencies.  The only one left was Homeland Security, but it was merely a shell of what it once was and filled mostly with loyal insiders.  Most everyone who hadn't quit law enforcement filtered over to the new National Police.  This nationalized police force became the playground for the corrupt. It had been created to add to the instability in the country while maintaining a veil of respectability.  This allowed them access to the general public who had little choice but to trust them.  It attracted the worst people imaginable, which was why the security business was booming.  Those wealthy enough wanted security for themselves and their families.

Over the past year, Goodwin was able to assemble some of the best former law enforcement agents still available.  It had become difficult to recruit because many had signed up to fight in the war.  Others had joined the ranks of the National Police because they needed a paycheck.  The guys he hired recognized the National Police for what it truly was, a corrupt agency.  

Marty Goodwin had just gotten off the phone with a person he was familiar with.  He worked for Perozzi and was in charge of his security detail.  The job he had just accepted was too immense for Perozzi's private team.  

Usually, he wouldn't have accepted a hit order, but considering who the target was, Goodwin had no problem with it.  The target was Lawrence Reed, and after watching last night's broadcast, he gladly took the job.  The fat man was responsible for hundreds of thousands of deaths, but then, so wasn't Perozzi.  

This presented a dilemma for Goodwin, but he justified it knowing if he didn't take the job then someone else would.  Besides, truth be known, he would have done the job for free, regardless of who hired him.  Reed needed to be taken out for what he did to the country.  Yes, Perozzi should be next on the hit list, and perhaps that will happen down the road, but for now, he had the opportunity of doing the country a favor.

It would take a large force because of the manpower Reed had available to him.  He practically ran the National Police and their Commandant, Melnick, was his errand boy.  No doubt, he's increased his security detail, probably more than tripled it. That wouldn't be the biggest problem.  This would have to be a hurry-up operation because once they got word where Reed was hiding, they'd have to attack right away.  There was no way, Reed was going to stay in one place for very long.  It would have to be quick surveillance to get a general idea of the area and how many guards were in the vicinity.  This wasn't the best way to strike a target, but that was the job.  The payoff was big and had been paid for in advance.


 


Chapter 60

Reed ripped the pages of the newspaper and then crumpled them into a big mess before throwing it to the kitchen floor.  It just kept getting worse and worse as the day wore on.  He'd gotten word earlier from Commandant Melnick, that Alex Dauber managed to get away from Sergeant Capshaw last night.  

Reed couldn't believe the report that Dauber's kids had been taken hostage and that the kidnappers then helped Dauber get away. 

“What the hell kind of kidnappers do that?”

He also said a tall, beautiful blonde had escorted the girls to Dauber and both had given her a hug.  Reed had no doubt the woman was Stormy Robinson.  The bitch must have bleached her hair.  

She had escaped his clutches twice now.  The first time was at the Four Seasons when he sent his men to arrest her, but was stopped by the ever-horny Perozzi.  The man thought more with his penis than his actual brain. 

The second time, she took down a cop.  Video from the cruiser showed after the patrolman had felt her up, she easily overpowered him.  Once Reed had seen the video, he had Melnick fire him.

That girl was the key to all of this as she kept popping up in the thick of things.  She was obviously well-trained.  Her attack on the cop was lightning fast, and she was smart enough to subdue him, which gave her plenty of time to disappear.  Was she working for a foreign government?  No, that didn't seem right, hell, she was from Brainerd, Minnesota, which was probably what pissed her off.  Though the town was close enough to Canada.  Could they be sponsoring her?  No, that's stupid.  If they were she'd have had a fake ID.  He'd had her investigated in New York, but they came up with nothing.  Her friends loved her and didn't have an ill word to say, but had said when she left the modeling world, she didn't keep in contact with them. 

Whomever it was last night, was smart enough to get all the video from the convenience store.  The license plates on the cars came up with phony names and addresses.  They had little to nothing to go on and were grasping at straws.

For now, he just needed to stay alive.  He had no doubt Perozzi would be sending a hit team to kill him.  Even though he had to know it wasn't him doing this, Perozzi would kill him for not controlling Dauber.  It was a grave error, one that had to be paid for.  

He'd make them pay dearly for trying.  He quadrupled his security and was getting ready to leave for one of the spare houses he had scattered around the area.  He'd already sent his wife away to Florida to be with the grandchildren.  He would have joined her but didn't want to jeopardize the kids. No, he still had too many things to do in the district.  For now, he had to keep out of sight and watch the fallout.  No doubt, people would start protesting today, and by tomorrow there'd be enough on the streets for full-blown riots.  

The phone rang, and he reached over to see who it was. He'd been taking calls all morning and was getting tired of dealing with everyone else's problems.  It was Commandant Melnick.  “What now?”

“Sir, I have some good news,” said Melnick.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Wagner might have a lead from last night.”

Reed sat up in his chair.  

“They might have taken the video from the store cameras, but there was an ATM sitting outside.  He's in the process of getting the video.”

“How long will it take?”

“The video is housed off location, so he has to go there to retrieve it.”

Reed scoffed in frustration.  He didn't give a rat's ass how he was getting it, he just cared about when.

“Late afternoon, sir.”

“You call me as soon you have it in your hand.  Tell, no one.”

“Yes, sir.

Reed put the phone on the table and managed his first smile in quite a while.  Still, he'd have to restrain himself and not get his hopes too high.  The footage might be too grainy, or the subjects too far away. It was a long shot, but it was their only shot.


 


Chapter 61

Hudson Michigan

It had been a long night, and Winters' eyes began to get heavy as the adrenaline from the mission started to wear off.  They ended up not needing all the vehicles, so he was driving an empty moving truck. 

He kept watch on the rear guarding against any unexpected cops, but thankfully the only thing that came from behind him was Scar and Meeks.  It wasn't a total surprise as they had been trying to radio him way before they were finally within range.

His stress lightened a little knowing both had been successful even though he never really doubted the outcome.  He could always count on them, but because the mantle of responsibility fell back on him, the stress was back as well.  It was a heavy burden, and he had forgotten just how heavy it was until this morning.  As soon as they began preparing for this mission, leadership was given right back to him.  

Granted he had other burdens while back home, but they were much different than this one.  He had only the girls to worry about during that first night and then it was off to Winnipeg.  It was more like a mini-vacation since he had gotten to spend time with Sadie, grab a hot shower, eat a few hot meals and chat with the service personnel.  

Of course, the journey back wasn't easy and had been fraught with all kinds of dilemmas.  Still, it was just the two girls, who always managed to keep him entertained with their silly antics. 

The convoy took the final turn into Hudson, and all the drivers found a place to park.  Winters got out and arched his back.  He needed a cup of coffee knowing he wasn't going to get sleep any time soon.

Doctor Lunsford stepped out of one of the houses and approached the girls as they disembarked.  He started going around to each of them and directed them inside to get a check-up.  

Winters approached Scar and Meeks.  “Everything go well?”

“Easy peasy,” said Meeks.  “Took 'em down on the interstate.”

Winters gave him a nod of approval.

“Yeah, made 'em think something was wrong with the van, so they stopped.  Dumb assess.  What was interesting though, they were headed to Toledo.”

Winters raised an eyebrow.  He had heard of a fledgling sex trade but didn't know how big it was. 

“Well, I picked up five extra girls from Detroit,” said Scar rubbing his shoulder.

“I guess that's not so surprising,” said Winters as he watched Laney and Collette help the girls inside to see Doctor Lunsford.

“You get hurt?” asked Meeks.

“Had to break open three motel doors.”

“Oh.  That's gonna hurt later on.”

“It already is.”

Amber and Burns joined them.

“So, did Cole tell you guys yet?” said Amber with a mischievous grin.

“Tell us what?” asked Meeks.

“How we were able to take down that nursing home with only five of us.”

Meeks gave him a quizzical look.  “Yeah, how did you do that?”

“Collette, you know, the one with the short black hair,” paused Amber.  

Winters rolled his eyes at her. 

“She stripped naked to get the cops' attention.”

Scar and Meeks whipped their heads toward Winters.

“Really?” asked Meeks.  “Totally naked?”

“Yep,” said Amber.  “And then she pranced up and down the hallway like that.”

“It did work like a charm,” defended Winters.

“Must have,” quipped Scar. 

“It would have worked on me,” joked Meeks.

Burns interrupted them.  “It was actually a damn good idea.  We really couldn't have done it without her.”

“Burns is right, of course,” admitted Amber, “all kidding aside, she was actually a brave little thing.  I sure as hell couldn't have done that.”

“You did that one time with Elliott,” laughed Meeks.

“Yes, I know, haha.  Cole already reminded me.”

“Yeah, you were wearing a white bra,” smiled Meeks.

Winters let out a chuckle.

“Really!  Everyone remembers the color of my bra?”

Meeks raised his palms up.  “How could we forget?  Oh, and the drama was so suspenseful.”

Amber smacked Meeks' shoulder.  “It was pretty dramatic.”

“Guys, listen, ” said Winters putting up an index finger, “the one thing I know, about all of us, is that we'll do whatever it takes to get the job done and that girl is no different.  She knew it would work and she stepped up.  It wasn't an easy thing for her to do and my hat's off to her.”

Everyone looked at one and another in agreement.

Winters continued.  “You know, we've all been doing things we never thought we would.  And unfortunately, some of it has involved us pushing a line we thought we'd never cross, a little bit further away each time.”

Everyone hung their heads low because they understood what he was saying.  They had all changed over the past several months and had become more jaded.  

Winters didn't mean to be a downer and was surprised he even brought this up.  But he had made such a strong bond with the girls that he felt a need to defend them.  It had only been a week, but they had, like Sadie, become his surrogate daughters.  Perhaps it was because of the heartache of losing his own daughter, and the fact these girls came into his life the next day that he naturally latched onto them.  Whatever it was, he couldn't deny his attachment to them.  He would protect them as much as he could.

Winters stared at his friends and was grateful Meeks was about to break the tension.

“You're right, Captain, but there is one line I am not crossing...I ain't never getting naked.”

“Thank God for that,” laughed Amber.”

“Trust me, you don't wanna see that,” joked Scar.  “I've seen him, and it scarred me for life.”

“Scar got scarred, oh my, you poor dear,” said Amber as she rubbed his back.

“It was just terrible,” mused Scar.

Winters was glad he was back with these people because he missed their mindless bantering.  It lasted a few more minutes before they headed inside to tend to the girls they had just rescued.


 


Chapter 62

Washington DC

Monday Afternoon

Major Green leaned down to give Stormy a kiss on the cheek before leaving Manassas where they had spent the night there.  She was exhausted after being knocked out and taken hostage.  It had been a harrowing ordeal for her, and she needed more sleep.  Their whole team had spent the night there as a precaution and would do the same again tonight.  At this stage in the game, they didn't want to take any chances, even though driving into the District wasn't the smartest idea.  However, all the stations were still off the air, which made the broadcast seem eerier.  Green needed to know what was happening.  He thought for sure the local citizenry would be gathering in large numbers but he wanted to be positive. 

Jacob Gibbs was following Green in his own car wanting to witness the same thing but also had a couple of people he wanted to see.  The former FBI man had some contacts he wanted to talk to in person to get an idea on the scuttlebutt and who was doing what. 

As they got closer to the city the traffic started to get heavier.  This could be a good sign, or it could just mean there was an accident.  It wasn't morning rush hour, which was always a nightmare.  Green was glad he had decided not to go to work this morning, though he was curious to see if anyone else had shown up. 

The traffic was even heavier as they approached the inner city, and Gibbs pulled up beside Green motioning him to roll down his window.  

“You'll never find a parking spot if it's like this everywhere,” said Gibbs. 

Green agreed.  He wished he had brought his car instead of one of his decoys because he could have parked it at work.  

“Get off the next exit.  We're not too far from my place.”

It took ten minutes just to reach the exit and another fifteen to get to Gibbs' house.  He opened the garage door, and Green drove the Camry inside. 

Gibbs smiled at Green.  “It would appear things are heating up in the district.”

“I think you're right.  I've never seen traffic like this,” said Green putting his seatbelt on.

“I have.”

“When?”

“The last time there were massive protests.”

Green liked what he heard but still was not going to get his hopes up until he actually saw what the crowds were doing.

It took over an hour before Gibbs made it to a parking lot that he had a keycard for.  It was centrally located which was why it took so long to get there.  Besides all the vehicles, there were massive amounts of people walking the streets. 

Excitement flowed through Green as he watched people walking toward the White House, holding signs demanding new elections, for the overthrow of the government, and to arrest Perozzi and Reed.  It was just what he wanted to see, and it gave him hope.

“Major, I think we're looking good.”

“Yes, sir.  I think you're right.  Thank God.”

“C'mon, lets head over to the White House.”

They mixed in with the crowd and kept looking at each other excitedly, knowing they were the ones who caused this.  When they reached the White House, they were astonished at how many people were already there.  Thousands surrounded it as the National Police kept guard behind barricades they had set up outside of the fence.  The cops were brandishing automatic weapons and didn't look to be afraid to use them.  They weren't going to let the ever-growing crowd get out of control like it did the last time.

So far, the crowd was subdued, but it would be harder to maintain control as more people showed up.  All it would take would be a spark, and then all hell would break loose.

“I need to go see some people, do you want to come along?” asked Gibbs.

“How long are you going to be?”

“A couple of hours tops.”

“Tell ya what, I'm gonna head over to the Capitol to see what the vibe is like there and then to my office.  I'll meet you back at your car in two hours.”

“Perfect,” said Gibbs shaking Green's hand.

Green wasn't too far from his office, so he decided to head there first. He was curious if anyone had bothered to show up at work.  He doubted the protesters would be there because not many people knew Reed had an office in the building or even who he was.  The irony was it sat right next to Lafayette Park, which was right in front of the White House.

He walked into the lobby and didn't see anyone, so he headed upstairs.  The hallway was empty as were the majority of the offices.  A person here or there would be standing around to look out of a window.  

He made it to his office to see his secretary, Grace, hadn't shown up either.  Her computer hadn't been turned on, and the chair was still against her desk.  Green walked into his office and sat down.  He picked up the phone up and tried to call Captain Vatter only to find that the call didn't connect.  

He put the phone back in the cradle wondering if perhaps the lines were dead.  He tried a local number and got a connection telling him the lines were working.

He tried Vatter's number again, and still, the line didn't ring.  So, he swiveled his chair around and pushed it over to the window to watch the people milling around below.  

Another smile broke across his face because everything he'd done had been worth this moment.  The truth was out there, and now everyone was waking up to the hard reality that their government had betrayed them.  That a few key players had killed their fellow citizens by the millions to take control of the country.


 


Chapter 63

Hudson Michigan

Winters mingled around the crowded room of the house they were using as the central headquarters.  The rescued girls were taking their turns with Doctor Lunsford who was flying solo as the rest of the medical staff were either gone or dead.  

The next couple of days were going to be crucial for the Shadow Patriots.  Provided they could find the rest of their men, they had enough weapons and armament to take Mordulfah down, but in their present status, not enough personnel to do the job.  A familiar position he'd been in before.  They didn't always have enough fighters because of injury or death.

For now, they would have to concentrate on the cops' much smaller force.  Nordell was handling that right now and deservedly so.  It was his town and his friends that had been killed and raped.  He needed this more than any of his people did.  

Granted, Winters had lost a lot of friends during the attack, but they had signed up for it understanding the risks to life and limb.  They knew that the only way to truly commit was to put your life on the line and to sacrifice it, if necessary. 

Elliott and Nate had understood the risks.  For them and everyone else in the Shadow Patriots, putting your life at risk was worth the price to save the country they loved, to keep it for their families.

Losing those two weighed on his mind, but it wasn't any more substantial than losing his own daughter.  As devastating as it had been he had to let it go and move on.  They didn't always have the time to grieve because they were at war and they had more pressing matters.

Winters walked outside and found Scar in the garage checking out the supplies. 

“Captain, sure am glad to have you back.”

“I'm glad to be back, Scar and I want to apologize for taking off and anything I might have said to you that night.”

“No need, Captain.  It was a tough night for ya and having to step in your shoes for the last week, I can't say that I blame you for taking off.”

Winters cracked a smile.  “That bad huh?”

“You know I owned my own construction company and as the boss, I had anywhere between forty to fifty people depending on me for a paycheck.  I thought that was stressful but nope, your job, I happily give it back to you.”

“Thanks, I think.”

“So, have you given any thought about Mordulfah?”

“Until we round up enough of our guys, about the only thing we can do is keep tabs on him.  We'll use those drones tonight.  I'm sure after he finds out about the attack on the police station, he'll have his guard up.”

Scar massaged his shoulder to rub out a pain. “I know one thing he won't find out about and that would be the girls we rescued.”

“Ya think?”

“Besides the fact that they were well hidden, a lot of those girls we rescued were young and pretty enough that Mordulfah would have wanted them.”

“What's your point?”

Scar filled him in on a conversation he had with Omar, the Jiji, who along with his friends were keeping two twelve-year-old girls hidden.  He wasn't the only one doing it either, but the cops had taken a lot of girls in secret.”

“Lot of strife in the ranks,” said Winters. 

“I think so.”

Winters absorbed everything as he was weighing his options, which in truth weren't many.  Getting more intel on what the Jijis were doing was paramount before he could decide anything. He'd head out tonight to start their reconnaissance, and hopefully, by tomorrow they'd have their men back.

He told Scar he was going to need to find a place to sleep. Scar suggested a few houses down as the ones around here were now occupied.  Not a problem as the whole town was abandoned and there were plenty to choose from, although they wanted to keep everyone close to each other in case they had to leave in a hurry.  

Winters decided to go find how his innocent shadows were getting along.  It was well past noon, and they would want to get some sleep as well.  

He maneuvered through everyone still sprawled throughout the living room and kitchen and couldn't find them, so he went next door where he ran into Meeks.

“Hey, have you seen the girls?”

“You mean Laney and Junior?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I think they're one house over with Amber.”

Winters went next door and found them eating in the kitchen.

“Hey, I've been looking for you guys.”

“Cole, you've got to try this chicken?” said Laney holding a leg to his mouth.

Winters looked at it and took a bite.  “Where did this come from?”  

“I don't know, but there's, like, a whole bunch of it here,” said Laney pointing to the coolers on the floor.

“It's sooo good,” said Collette who had grease on her mouth.

Winters looked in the large coolers to find them filled with boxes of fried chicken that Nordell had brought back from Ohio.  They had eaten sandwiches with fresh bread and deli meat before they left for Detroit.  Whoever had supplied Nordell, must have owned a restaurant.  

He grabbed a couple of drumsticks and began eating them.  Every spice exploded in his mouth as he devoured them.  He tried to savor each bite but found it difficult as the food made him realize how hungry he really was.  The girls laughed at him when he grabbed a few more pieces.

“You girls look about as tired as I feel.”

“We're exhausted.  Where can we sleep?” asked Laney.

“That's what I'm looking to find out.”

“Amber is at the end of the hall with Reese,” said Collette.

“Is she asleep?”

“Probably not, she was just out here,” said Collette who was licking her fingers.

Winters grabbed a paper towel and wiped his hands clean.  He then walked down the hall and tapped on the door.  He opened it to find Reese sound asleep on one bed and Amber looking at him  from the other.

“Hey,” whispered Winters.

“Hey.”

Winters sat on the edge of her bed.  “How she doing?”

“She hasn't woken up, so good, I guess.  What about you?”

“Tired.  I need to find a place for me and the girls to sleep.”

Amber sat up. “Go across the street.  There's a back bedroom with a couple of empty beds.”

“Real beds?” smiled Winters.

Amber gave him a puzzled look.

“We've been sleeping on hay...in a barn...with half its roof gone.”

Amber started laughing.  “Really?”

“Yes, and Collette...is afraid of spiders.”

Amber threw a hand up to her mouth to quiet her laughter as her face began to turn beet red.  Her eyes teared up as she struggled to take a breath.

“I know, right, spiders.  I mean, c'mon, really.”  

“But that girl...just...she just,” Amber paused to fan herself and to settle down.  “That girl is complex and confusing.  Sweet as all get out, the both of them are, so sweet, but that's just too funny.”

“I told cha, just another day with those two.”

Amber used the sheet to wipe her eyes.  “That must have been a helluva time with them.”

“Oh, but there was a third one.  Finley, who, when she got nervous,” said Winters holding his fingers together while moving them up and down on his thumb.  “Couldn't stop talking.”

Amber started laughing again.

“I mean, you've never seen someone talk so much.  Well...until she took a bullet.”

Amber pulled her head back and stopped laughing.  “What?”

“Oh, you didn't about hear that?” 

“No.”

“Yeah, she was why we went to Winnipeg.”

“Well, how is she doing?”

“Oh, she's fine. Though it was touch and go until we got there.”

“Well, thank God you made it.”

“I actually miss her.  She was the first one I rescued that night, and she was just so hyper and adamant about wanting to help and did, I mean they all did.  They were all pretty amazing in their own right, and quite chatty.”

“I can tell you've really bonded with them.  That's good, Cole, you needed that.  I'm really happy for you and so glad you're back,” said Amber as she leaned in and locked her arms around him. 

“Thanks. I've missed you all.”

“And Reese never gave up on you.”

“I'm glad to hear that.”

“You think you'll be able to manage those beds?” joked Amber letting him go.

“We'll find out.  Might have to sleep on the floor.”

Winters got up and closed the door.  He motioned for the girls to follow him across the street where they found the back bedroom.  The two girls took one bed, and he took the other, and all three fell right to sleep.


 


Chapter 64 

Vatter pulled the squad car into a driveway.  The car stuck out like a sore thumb, and he needed to hide it.  Tannenbaum got out and walked to the side of the house and broke in through a door.  He then opened the garage door, and Vatter pulled the car inside.  

They ran through the house to make sure it was abandoned before heading back outside.  He was sure nobody lived in the town as his guys had cleared it out some time ago but he needed to be careful.  It was just the two of them with no backup, so it would be prudent to be cautious.

They took their time sneaking through the backyards in search of the rebels.  It took close to an hour before they finally came to the area the rebels had taken refuge.  It was right on Oak Street, which ran parallel to 127.  Smart.  Keep an eye on any traffic going up and down the country highway. 

They got down on their stomachs and crawled through the overgrown lawns, which gave them plenty of cover.  They stopped as soon as they spotted some of the rebels gather together outside one of the houses. 

“Look, it's that Homeland Security guy, Bassett,” said Tannenbaum.

“I see him.  Bastard cost us ten grand in reward money.”

“Look at the tall dude next to him.”

“Scarborough.  Yeah, there's another ten grand.”

“Too bad those Sarnia cops screwed up.”

“Don't remind me,” steamed Vatter. 

They continued to watch for a few minutes and were about to take off when a few girls came outside.  Vatter's mouth dropped realizing who they were.

“Hey, aren't those our girls?” asked Tannenbaum.

“Son of a bitch!  Those bastards found our party-house,” said Vatter as he pounded a fist into the ground.  

“Hell, that one right there, that red-head, she was the one I was gonna get with tonight.”

Vatter grabbed a handful of tall grass and ripped it out of the ground.  Not only had they destroyed his station and killed a lot of his men, but once again had taken away their party-house.  He had no doubt they found the motel as well.  He only hoped the van to Toledo made it through.

His mind was spinning nonstop trying to figure out what to do.  He needed to get even with these guys, but now that the girls were in the equation, it changed everything.  His number one priority was to get them back.  But how?

Tannenbaum turned to him. “Couldn't we get the M & M's to help?”

“No, we can't.”

“Why not?”

“Don't think Mordulfah will be too happy when he sees all the young girls we stole away.”

“Oh, yeah, good thinking.”

Vatter kept staring at the girls while thinking about Mordulfah when an idea dawned on him.  He turned to his partner and said.  “Although, our dear prince might be useful after all.”

“Whatcha got in mind.”

“If there's one thing I know we can count on, is that these rebels will attack the prince.  And when they do, they'll take all their guys with him.”

Tannenbaum started nodding while breaking out in a smile.  “Them girls will be easy pickings.”

“Exactly.  C'mon, we got to haul ass back to Detroit and see how many guys we got left.”

Vatter got back on the interstate and couldn't contain his smile as he fantasized about making the rebels pay for attacking his station.  After taking back the girls, he'd kill a couple of 'em and leave their bodies on the driveway as a final FU.  It would suck giving up two of the girls, but it's not like he needed all them anymore seeing how most of his guys were dead.  

He could picture it now, the rebels would be coming back from taking down Mordulfah, which no doubt they'd be able to do.  They'll all be in good spirits and proud of themselves, then pull up to their hideout and BOOM.  Disaster. 

He only wished he could see their faces when the reality that they had been outmaneuvered slapped them upside the head.  Their celebration would turn sour knowing, in the end, they had failed.


 


Chapter 65

Washington DC

Commandant Melnick stared out the window watching the protesters.  He had ordered his men not to use deadly force unless they felt like their lives were in danger.  He didn't think that would take too much longer as the crowds were growing in size as the day wore on.  By tomorrow it would be double the size, and that's when things would start to get out of control. 

He wondered how many of these protesters would have to die until they backed down.  Probably hundreds before they got the message.  Well, if that's what it took then so be it.

The phone rang interrupting his thoughts. 

“I got the video,” said Wagner. 

He'd been sent to locate the video from the ATM.  

“And?” asked Melnick.

“You're not going to believe this, but it's my old boss, Jacob Gibbs.”

Melnick leaned back in his chair.  He knew the former Deputy Director and had interacted with him over the years.  He was a man of integrity, a bit of a boy scout, but was now a criminal.

“Well, how the mighty have fallen,” said Melnick.

“Kind of what I was thinking.”

“Well, go find him and bring him in.”

“Shouldn't we surveil him first so we can identify the other ones are?”

Melnick disagreed thinking it might take too long.  “No, we'll just beat it out of him.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Of course with these protesters, we're a bit short-handed, so you'll have to use your goon squad.”

“No problem,” said Wagner.  “I know Sergeant Capshaw wouldn't mind getting even for last night.”

“I'll inform Reed,” said Melnick hanging up the phone.  He then dialed Reed's number.  It took only two rings before Reed answered.

“Good news, sir. we've ID-ed him.”

“Well, who is it?” demanded an impatient Reed.

“Jacob Gibbs.”

Reed let out a sigh.  He, of course, knew Gibbs and which side he had been on during the transition to the new government.  It made sense because he turned down a position with the National Police.  He was indeed smart enough to put this scheme together and knew the people who could do it.

“I put Wagner's team on it.”

Reed was happy to hear Wagner's goon squad would be handling it.  He used his team to do special assignments and had given them leeway to bend the rules a bit more than usual.  Because of this, the goon squad did a lot of dirty work for Reed, most of which was kept off the books. 

“What about the others?” asked Reed.

“Besides the blonde who is definitely Stormy Robinson, the other two, we still haven't been able to identify.”

“When you find him, I want you to bring him to me.”

“Yes, sir.”

Reed put the phone down.  Finally, he had the ringmaster and didn't doubt he'd be able to ferret out all his co-conspirators.  As soon as he did, he'd be able to shove it into Perozzi's face.  The thought elicited a crooked smile.  He'd enjoy that more than anything.  That would be of course, if the mob didn't have their way first.  If the President resigns, that would be the end of their fiefdom.  He'd have to make a quick getaway out of the country if that happened.  He had his own tropical paradise he could hole up in until the storm passes.


 


Chapter 66

Green left the empty office and headed toward the Capitol building.  It was just under two miles, and the masses of people on the streets made it seem shorter as it was fascinating to watch everyone gather together for a common cause. 

As he came around Northwest Drive that ringed the Capitol, he wasn't too surprised to find barricades all around the place.  Up by the visitor center, the barriers were more than thirty yards from the steps.  

Thousands of people stood in front of them holding signs.  The atmosphere was electrifying and was starting to get rowdier than at the White House.  

A sense of pride swept over Green not for what they had done, but for what his fellow Americans were doing right now.  No longer were they afraid of their government and as the numbers grew, so would their resolve to tear down this fake regime and reinstall the Constitution.

Green noticed his two hours were almost up and needed to get back to Gibbs' car.  He had seen enough.  It was everything he had hoped for and more.  

It took close to thirty minutes to reach the rendezvous point, and he found Gibbs had just arrived himself.  He gave the man a thumbs up as he approached.

“Jacob, it's a beautiful sight.”

“It is indeed,” said Gibbs getting into his car.  “The whole district is on fire.  Anyone at your office?”

“Only saw a few people and they were just staring out the window.”

Gibbs pulled out of the lot.  “Can't imagine many people showing up for work.  Most are scrambling for their lives.”

This got Green's attention.

“The people I went to go see, used to work for me.  One worked over in Justice, while the other works for the National Police.  They all told me that loyalties are shifting rapidly and people are jumping ship.  A lot of them were never fully on board anyway and didn't like what they were seeing or having to do, but needed a paycheck.” 

“Probably a lot more people like that.”

“Yes, and if these crowds keep growing like I think they will, then a lot more will change sides.  It won't surprise me if people in the National Police start stripping off their uniforms.  There wasn't a lot of loyalty, to begin with.”

“Well, maybe not here, but out in the Midwest, they seem to love working for them. Gives them a chance to do whatever the hell they want.”

Gibbs glanced at Green.  “Different breed of people work out there that's for sure.”

“It'll be interesting to see how that will change and if anyone's held responsible for their criminal acts.”

“Probably not going to happen, Major.  Think about it, they weren't given many guidelines, to begin with, and when this government falls, then it'll be a different government and different laws.”

“So they'll get away with everything?”

“Probably so.”

“Just doesn't seem right.”

“No, it doesn't, which is why I like hearing about this Cole Winters fellow.  He's doing us a big favor by killing them off.” 

“Speaking of which, I'm glad we left out what little we had on Mordulfah,” reflected Green. “It would have muddied the waters.”  

“Absolutely.  Besides, your Shadow Patriots will eventually take care of him.”

“I hope they're still able to.”

“Why what's wrong?”

“Mordulfah brought reinforcements in and attacked Jackson Friday.  I've no idea how it went.  I tried calling Vatter, but his phone didn't ring.”

“Does it usually?”

“Always.”

“Maybe he's been eliminated.”

Green liked the sound of that and did remember the last time Vatter's station had been attacked, the phones weren't working for a couple of days until they moved.  The thought brought on a smile. 

“So, did you hear anything about the President?” asked Green.

“Wasn't able to get much only that he's nervous as hell and is gonna try to ride out the storm.”

“Good luck with that.”

The traffic out of the district was just as bad as that going in, so Gibbs suggested they leave the car in his garage and pick it up tomorrow.  It took over an hour for them to finally reach Senator Seeley's house in Manassas. 

They told all they knew of what was happening in the district much to everyone's delight.  The risk they had been taking was finally coming to fruition.  Now they could sit back and watch what happens.


 


Chapter 67

Detroit Michigan

Pulling up to the smoldering police station was a mixed bag for Vatter. On the one hand, he was furious at what the rebels had done, but on the other, he relished the plans he had for them.  He would make them pay dearly for their actions.  They evidently prided themselves on shutting down the party-houses and rescuing damsels in distress.  Because it was a top priority for them, taking them back would cut deep into their souls.

Once he had the girls back, he'd take them straight to Toledo and auction them to his contact there.  They had just started weekly auctions, and he had no doubt they'd bring in a lot of money.  He'd keep three or four of them for his own pleasure and use them for a while before trading them off for different ones. 

Of course, he'd have to stay in Toledo, which wasn't a problem as he knew his days in Detroit were numbered anyway.  He always had it in the back of his mind that once Mordulfah had complete control of Michigan, the prince would kill him.  After all, he was an infidel and would be a useless infidel once they controlled everything.  

Knowing all of this was why he had no intention of helping Mordulfah when the rebels attacked him.  Why fight on the losing side?  Sure Colonel Khan and his men were still a formidable force, but he had lost close to half his men during the attack.  That's a devastating figure when you initially had only with five hundred, and there would be no replacements. The rest of Mordulfah's men were local punks with little to no training. 

Vatter threw the gearshift into park.  “Looks even worse than when we left.”

“Yeah, well, I know one thing, I'm glad I was late for work,” admitted Tannenbaum.

“No kidding.”

They got out of the car, and the stench immediately stung their noses.  It was a combination of soot, burnt rubber, and drywall mixed with charred flesh.

“There's Stan,” said Tannenbaum.

Stan Jervis was a tall guy standing at six-feet-two-inches.  His clothes and face were covered with ash because he had been climbing over the debris looking for anyone still alive. 

“Damn, you guys are alive,” said Jervis.  

Tannenbaum waved as he stumbled into the mass of debris.

“You find anyone alive?”

Jervis shook his head.  “We ain't sure who we lost, but it's a lot.”

“How many you think?” asked Vatter.

“It's bad, like over a hundred.”

Vatter's blinked his eyes at the number.  He didn't think it would be that bad.

“There's bodies everywhere.”

“Where's everyone else?” asked Vatter.

“Gone.”

Vatter gave him a confused look.  “Whaddya mean. gone?”

“They took off.  They don't want any more of this.  Everyone is so scared of the rebels they didn't even want to stick around to help.”

Vatter took a deep breath but regretted it as the stench began choking him.  He turned his head to cough a few times.  He regained his composure and looked at Jervis. 

“What about you?”

Jervis wiped the sweat off his forehead.  “I'm not sure.  Did you know they hit the party-house as well?”

“We know.”

“That just sucks.  I mean, this whole thing sucks, I lost a bunch of my friends, and I don't know what, if anything, we can do about it.”

“How'd you like to get those girls back?” asked Vatter.

“Whaddya mean, back?”

Tannenbaum finally spoke. “Buddy, we know where they are.”

Jervis wiped the sweat off his forehead. “You do?”

“Yep and we aim to get them back.”

Jervis scanned the debris and then turned back to Tannenbaum. “Count me in.  I'm not one to run, and I'm pissed off enough to want to get even with these bastards.”

Vatter hadn't contemplated how difficult it was going to be to gather enough who were willing to join him.  He hadn't really thought about that as his anger had clouded his thoughts.  All he could think about was getting even with the rebels and getting their girls back.  If he were going to have trouble finding enough guys, then he'd have to get as creative as they were. 

His mind was spinning a mile a minute trying to put together a simple plan, and one slowly came together.  They would do what the rebels had been doing to them.  They'd pretend to be rebels.  Dress in civilian clothes and drive a raggedy old van into Hudson.  He'd just wait until everyone left and then arrive all calm and cool wanting to help them.  Find out how many guards they left behind and take them out quietly.  It would be dark enough the girls wouldn't be able to recognize them until it was too late.


 


Chapter 68

Hudson Michigan

Monday Night

Winters was sleeping on his left side, facing the wall, when he opened his eyes and found it completely dark in the room.  It was nighttime, and he couldn't see anything as he thought about where he was.  Then it hit him, he was in a bedroom and not in a barn on a bed of hay.  He had come here with the girls who were sleeping in the other bed.  He then felt a body next to him and thought perhaps it was Collette scared of a spider.  

He turned over on his back trying to figure out who it was.  Whoever this was, slept on her back, which meant it could be either one of the girls.  He turned over on his right side and touched a shoulder to find hair.  Definitely not Collette, which meant it had to be Laney.  He could hear her steady rhythmic breathing and listened for a moment.  It then began to dawn on him it wasn't Laney either.  He remembered how she breathed and this wasn't it.  

Winters put an arm around the girl's waist and realized it was Reese.  Her presence brought a smile to his face because she wanted to be here, to be near him, if only for a little while.  It gave her great comfort, and now, gave him the same.  He continued to listen to her breathing.  It was hypnotic as the air flowed in and out of her lungs.  The calm and steady breathing was the complete opposite of their lives, which was chaotic and dangerous.

He reached down and put his hand over hers while continuing to listen not wanting to leave her side.  After a few minutes, she spread her fingers apart and squeeze. 

“You're awake,” said Reese.

“I am,” said Winters, “as are you.”

“I've been up for a while.  Those two girls, the ones who found me, said you were still sleeping and thought I should slide in with you.”

Winters tightened his grip on her hand.  She was still struggling with short-term memory.  “I'm glad you did.  It was nice to wake up next to you.”

“Really?”

“Oh gosh, yes.  I've been listening to your breathing. It was soothing enough to be hypnotic.”

Reese let out a chuckle.  “I did the same thing to you when I came in here.  I loved listening to you breathe.”

“Well, aren't we just a pair.”

“I brought a candle in here.  It's right on the floor by me if you want to reach over and get it.  There's a lighter too.”

Winters gingerly reached over her careful not to touch her damaged right side.  He grabbed the lighter first and lit the wick of the round pillar candle.  It was sitting in a glass base, which he picked up and set on a table by the bed.  The candle lit up the room with a soft glow.  It was enough for them to look at each, which made them both smile.

“There you are, Mister,” said Reese raising her left arm around his neck and pulling him down to her. 

The soft kisses were the same as the first day in the pickup truck.  Not as forceful though, as she was still weak.  

“If we keep going, I won't want to leave,” said Winters after pulling back afraid of hurting her.

“You have too?” she wondered anxiously.

“Hmm.  I have to go to Grosse Pointe tonight.”

“What's there?”

Winters treaded lightly not wanting to confuse or upset her.  It had to be frustrating not to be able to remember things.  “Do you remember Mordulfah?”

She looked up at the ceiling with a blank stare.  “I think so.  He's bad right?”

“Yes.”

She let out a frustrated breath.  “I'm sorry.  It's just so hard.  Sometimes it comes, but then it goes.”

“It's okay.  It's only been a few days since your injury, so don't be so hard yourself.”

“I'm just thankful I can remember you.”

Winters leaned down and gave her another kiss, which turned into a five-minute session.  He couldn't get enough of her but had to pull back when a pain shot through her shoulder.

She winced and then apologized, “I'm sorry.” 

“Reese, you're the one hurt here, and I'm the one on top of ya.”

“But I like you there.”

“As do I and we'll do this again.”

“But you need to go.”

“I do.  Now, come on let's get you up.”

Winters got off the bed and then helped her to her feet.  She was wearing a white cami top and a pair of red shorts.  He handed her the red crutch, and they walked down the hallway to the living room where several candles were burning.  Laney and Collette were sitting on a couch chatting with each other.

“There they are,” said Collette.

“Were you guys making out?” laughed Laney.

“Of course they were,” said Collette. “Look at Cole's face.”

“You two are just, like, so damn adorable,” said Laney as she got to her feet.

“Are you two done?” asked Winters.

“I don't know, Cole.  We're definitely having some fun here,” said Laney looking at Collette.

“Hey, this is great fun for us,” mused Collette.  “We even, like, helped her out with this.”

“Yeah, Cole,” chuckled Laney.  “We were having some girl time with Reese, and before you knew it, we were, like, helping her get into bed with you.”

“So yeah, we've been sitting here waiting for this moment,” said Collette resting her chin on her knuckles.  “We haven't seen any true romance in a long time, so you two, are like, it for us.”

A light went on for Winters.  The girls were sincere, albeit in their usual fun way.  But because they had also been subjected to psychological slavery, they hadn't seen any kind of real human connection in a while.  They were girls and yearned for that type of closeness.  It had been stolen from them and probably wanted to be reassured that it still existed.  With that in mind, Winters leaned over and gave Reese a tender kiss much to the delight of his two innocent shadows.


 


Chapter 69

After entertaining the girls, Winters took Reese to get something to eat and then handed her off to Amber.  He had to go and get ready for tonight's foray into Grosse Pointe.  They would utilize the two drones Sergeant Armstrong had given them.  They each had a thermal camera option and which would be ideal for their situation.

Before attacking the compound, they needed as much information as possible and be ready once they found the rest of their men.  Even then, they'd still be up against a superior force, so they needed considerably more intel on Mordulfah's troop strength and where they were quartered.

For tonight's reconnaissance, he needed two different teams to operate the two drones. Each team would consist of four members.  He had thought about backups, but they were not going to get too close to the compound.  Each drone could fly just over four miles away and had a battery life of thirty minutes.  This gave them plenty of room to operate in. 

Of course, the two girls were coming because Laney knew how to fly drones.  Besides Bassett, none of the others had ever flown one.  He didn't think it would be too difficult to learn, but they hadn't had the time to do so.  Since Laney was coming, he couldn't very well leave Collette behind.  They were a matched set.

However, he had decided not to let the girls join them when they attacked the compound.  Because of their lack of experience, he wouldn't allow it, but also if they were there, he'd worry too much.  This would hinder him, and that would be the last thing he needed.  Things would be happening too fast, and he would need all his facilities in sync.  

Also, he knew he could trust them to guard their new encampment.  It wasn't the most glamorous assignments, but it was just as important.  It had been decided to not to move the girls into Ohio.  Most didn't want to go, and if they could defeat Mordulfah, then it would no longer be a worrisome problem.  They had already put such a hurting on the cops that they'd no longer be a problem. 

Winters joined Scar and Meeks outside. “You guys get enough sleep?”

“Slept like a baby,” said Meeks.

“Me too.  Found myself a comfortable bed and got an easy seven hours,” said Scar.

“Good to hear.  Probably going to be a long night.”

“Who do you got going along?” asked Meeks.

“You guys, Bassett, Burns, Gunny, and the two girls.”

“Those girls are awfully chatty, ya think that's a good idea?” joked Meeks.

“Well, Laney knows how to fly a drone, so she's your team leader.”

“Wait, what?”

“Any of you guys know how to fly one of those things?”

Meeks looked at Scar who put his hands up and said, “don't look at me.”

“Doesn't Amber wanna come along?” asked Meeks.

“She wants to keep Reese company.  So it'll be you, Scar and Gunny with Laney as your pilot and team leader,” said Winters with a half smile.  “Be careful, she's pretty quick-witted.”

“That's cool.  So, Junior is with you then?”

Winters shook his head.  “You just love calling her that.”

“Don't know why I find it funny, but I just do.  I mean, c'mon, until you, I've never even met a Cole before, let alone a Collette.  Isn't it French?”

“I don't know, I guess so, but yeah, her and I have actually had the same conversation.”

“See!”

Winters conceded his point before walking inside the house they'd been using as their headquarters.  The place was lit up with candles and battery-powered camping lanterns.  Nordell and Bassett were sitting down at the kitchen table in front of a map of Grosse Pointe.  

“How's it looking guys?” asked Winters sitting down with them.

“Captain, just going over some ideas,” said Bassett.

“Good. I'm gonna rely on you guys to come up with a battle plan.  You got more experience with this, especially with our new toys.”

“We need to send that supply sergeant a big fruit basket,” joked Nordell. “He pretty much sent everything I would have requested.”

“Glad to hear,” said Winters.  “Tonight, we'll have two four-man teams.”

“Oh?” asked Bassett.  “Someone else knows how to fly one?”

“Yeah, Laney does.”

“That's perfect.  We can cover a lot more ground then.  Which one is she?”

“Light brown hair.”

“Both those girls are smart and pretty damn brave,” said Nordell.  “I heard what the one did this morning.  That's was, huh, definitely outside the box thinking.”

“Well, outside the box thinking has been our bread and butter from the start.”

Bassett scoffed.  “That's for sure.  Took me a while to get used that. So, what are the teams?”

“It'll be you and me with Burns and Collette,” said Winters.  He turned to Nordell, “You'll lead the other team, with Laney, Scar, and Meeks.”

“Sounds good,” said Nordell.

“Oh, and I was messing around with Meeks, saying that Laney was team leader, so if you wanna have a little fun with that, by all means.”

“Now that does sound like fun,” said Nordell giving a rare smile.

Bassett stood up. “I'll get with her right now so we can give them a test run before we leave.”

Winters turned back to Nordell.  “Did you want to send any of your guys back into Jackson tonight?”

“Yeah, I've got Hollis and Bobby on that.  Besides, looking for any more stragglers, they want to pick up some clothes and a few other things for the girls, since they're staying put.”

“See if they can get up on one the tall buildings and radio for any of our guys.”

“Yeah, I'll definitely have him do that.”

“I can't imagine any of them not coming back to check things out.”

If they couldn't find them, then it was going to be next to impossible to take down Mordulfah.  About the only thing they'd be able to do would be to harass him with guerrilla-style attacks.  That would take too long and probably continue right into the cold winter months.


 


Chapter 70

Grosse Pointe Michigan

The quiet drone hung high in the air while circling Mordulfah's small army.  The four-prop DJI Phantom 4 Pro traveled at a top speed of forty-five miles per hour.  The customized thermal camera was sending back clear black and white images of the compound. 

Corporal Bassett was manning the remote control on top of the former St. Clair Shores Housing building, which was a mile and a half away from the mansion.  The eight-story building offered them interference-free control and a perfect view of the area including any approaching vehicles.  It was also close enough they could save on the battery, which wasn't too much of a problem seeing as how each one had a thirty-minute operational time and they had fully charged spares.  Winters liked this position so much he wanted to incorporate it into the battle plans so they could launch the drones from there.

Nordell's team was to the south on top of a high school, which was just over a mile away from the mansion making it another ideal place to set up.  Once they were on the roof, they too could monitor anyone coming and going. 

The mansion and the surrounding buildings were lit up with lights as well as the field directly in front of it.  Floodlights had been erected and placed all along both sides of the field from one end to the other. 

A large crowd was assembling on the field and making the job of seeing how many men Mordulfah had easier.  By the looks of it, he still had over a thousand men and maybe a bit more.  

“Look at all those tents, there's, like, hundreds of them,” said Collette as she stared at the monitor over Bassett's shoulder.  “How come they're not using those houses?”

“Easier to keep an eye on the troops, such as they are,” said Bassett.  “Though some of the commanders are probably using them.”

“It's something to bear in mind when we're attacking them,” said Burns.

“We should see if they're in use now,” said Winters as he pulled the radio out of his pocket to call Nordell.  The houses were on the south side of the field where their drone would be.

“Gunny, here.”

“Can you check out those houses on the edge of the field, see if they're occupied?”

“Roger that.”

Winters pulled out the binoculars and pointed them across the lake towards Canada.  He could barely make out the twinkling lights of a country that wasn't participating in the war.  At least not officially, thankfully, they, or at least some of them, were helping the Shadow Patriots.  

On the drive to Grosse Pointe, Scar had filled Winters in on what happened to them over in Sarnia.  Winters had seen and experienced enough that it didn't surprise him.  If anything, he expected something like that.  There had been plenty of opportunists on the American side, why wouldn't there be across the lake.  People are people no matter where you are.  Most are good, but there's always some bad ones in the mix.

“What was that?” said Collette tapping Bassett's shoulder.  “Go back.”

Bassett toggled the joystick and swung the drone back around.

“Right there, see 'em.”

Everyone moved closer to the monitor.  Ten people were being marched across Lake Shore Road into the lit up field directly in front of the mansion.  They were prisoners and had their hands tied behind their backs.  It took close to a minute for them to be brought across the field amid a growing crowd of Jijis.

Bassett flew in a little closer.  The black and white imaging was bright enough to show that the prisoners consisted of older men. 

“What are they doing?” asked Collette.

Winters didn't want to answer her knowing these prisoners were going to be tonight's entertainment.  It was going to be a spectacle as Mordulfah took their heads.

Nordell called over on the radio.  “You seeing this?”

“Affirmative.”

Collette grabbed Winters' hand as the prisoners were forced into a kneeling position.  She didn't need to be told what was happening now, as it had become apparent when Jijis holding large machetes got behind them.

“Is that him?” asked Bassett focusing in on a man with flowing white robes.

“It is indeed.”

Mordulfah had jumped on top of a platform and was now addressing the crowd in front of him.  The Jijis yelled with their hands high in the air in celebration while the prince riled them into a frenzy.  He then jumped off the platform and sat down at a small table set up just for him.  

Collette squeezed Winters' hand as the first Jiji started hacking away at his victim.  This wasn't going to be a quick beheading like you'd get from a guillotine or from a trained swordsman.  This was slow and messy but made for better entertainment as was evident from the screaming masses.

The four of them stared in silence at the bloody scene.  It took about twenty seconds before the head came off, which made the crowd cheer wilder.  Then the next Jiji started in on his victim and began hacking away.

Collette turned from the screen and buried her head into Winters side.  She didn't want to see anymore.

“I think we've seen enough,” suggested Winters.

Bassett toggled away and resumed scanning the grounds.  “Too bad this drone wasn't big enough to carry a Hellfire missile.”

“Make our job a lot easier,” said Burns. 

Winters wrapped his arm around Collette's back while Bassett continued to collect more images of the area.  It was something she would never forget, and Winters wished she hadn't seen it. Granted, the two girls were no longer innocent shadows having participated in several operations, but witnessing a beheading was entirely different.  The sight had unnerved him enough that he didn't even want to see anymore.  

For the next couple of hours, they continued to monitor the enemy watching how they moved around the grounds.  It was during that time they noticed movement to and from two particular houses that were located on the edge of the field of their encampment.  Jijis were filing in and out of there.  This had to be where they were holding all the female prisoners.  It made sense to have them there as they could control who came for a visit and how often. 

After four of hours of surveying the area and monitoring the Jijis as they turned in for the night, they packed up and headed back to Hudson.  They had the information they needed on sleeping quarters and where they posted the guards around the area.  This had been their most significant takeaway from the recon. Knowing where all the guards were posted would allow them simple access to the grounds and a surprise attack.


 


Chapter 71

Hudson Michigan

After pulling into Hudson, Winters stretched his legs as he got out of the SUV. It had been a long and unforgettable night.  How do you forget seeing a man lose his head?  It wasn't a pleasant experience and even less so for the victim.  He couldn't imagine what that was like and had no desire to find out. 

Collette staggered out of the truck having just woken up.  She had fallen asleep not long after leaving Grosse Pointe.  She pushed past Winters and rushed over to Laney.  They embraced each other, and Winters could hear them talk about the beheading.  

Winters started walking inside before he noticed there were extra vehicles parked on the streets.  It took him a second to realize they were there because the rest of the Shadow Patriots had been found.  

A smile formed on his lips because they couldn't have come back to the fold at a better time.  After seeing the way Mordulfah entertained his men, he'd had a pain in his stomach all the way back to Hudson.  He wanted to take Mordulfah out as soon as possible.  There were still prisoners to be saved and certainly a lot of women.  There wasn't a moment to lose, because the sooner they came knocking on Mordulfah's door, the sooner they could save others from the same fate as those who had lost their heads.

Bill Taylor came out the door and smiled seeing Winters.  He'd been out searching for the lost Shadows and hadn't seen him yet.

“Captain,” said Taylor spreading his arms out.

Winters gave the grouchy man a rare hug.  He wasn't one to show his feelings, but he was obviously glad Winters was back. 

“Badger, so glad to see you.”

“Glad you're back, I'm sorry about your daughter.”

“Thank you.  So, did you find everyone?”

“Sure did.  Wouldn't you know it, Eddie took off to Paw Paw like we did after South Bend.”

“Of course, they did.  I should have had that setup, to begin with.”

“Well, who would have thought we'd be chased out of town.”

Laney and Collette glided up to them. 

“Who do we have here?” asked Taylor noticing both girls were armed.

Winters put his arms around the girls' shoulders.  “This is Collette, and this one is Laney.  Girls, this is Bill Taylor, but you can call him Badger.”

“Hello, sir,” said Collette putting her hand out.

“Well, hello to you,” said Taylor shaking her hand and then moving over to shake Laney's.  

“Why do they call you Badger?” asked Laney.

“Cuz, I'm as mean as a Honey Badger.”

“You don't look mean to me.”

“Yeah, you look like a sweet man,” said Collette.  “And besides, Honey Badgers, aren't mean, they're just fearless.”

Taylor raised an eyebrow and looked up at Winters. “I like these two.”

Winters turned his head as the rest of the men came outside.  He broke out into a smile seeing them all step outside.  Everyone started to approach him wanting to shake his hand and give him a hug.  There was just under a hundred of them, and most expected a personal greeting. 

The girls stood off to the side watching how everyone responded to him and were filled with delight.  They liked that their hero was someone everyone else looked up to as much as they did.

It took nearly ten minutes before everyone had a chance to greet Winters and say a private word of sympathy for the loss of his daughter.  It was a little overwhelming, to say the least, and Winters needed to bring these men up to speed, just as he had done for the Hudson crew the other night.  He noticed the two girls off to the side and waved them over.  He couldn't tell the story without them, as they had been such a big part of it.  

Winters had them stand on either side of him and introduced them to everyone.  He then told the story of how he had met each one of them and how that first night went.  He didn't leave a detail out because the men wouldn't allow it.

After finishing, the girls were beaming with pride, and he was glad to include them because they had earned it.  He wouldn't be here right now, had it not been for them and he wanted everyone to know that.

“So, Captain, we getting some payback tonight?” asked Eddie.

“Ya damn right we are.”

Everyone started cheering eager to take the fight to them.  

“Get your rest men, because we leave tonight.  Gunny and Corporal Bassett will put together our battle plan and pass out your assignments.  We'll be well prepared as we have a lot of new toys to work with.”

Winters turned to the girls whose eyes were glazed over.

“You girls okay?”

“Cole, that was really cool,” exclaimed Laney.

“What do you mean?”

“The way they respond to you, it's really cool.”

“Well, we've been through a lot together.  Some of them have been with me since the beginning, so we're like family now.  That's what happens when you fight alongside someone, you bond with that person, and it's forever.”

“Yeah, I get that,” said Collette.  “It's like us.  With what we've been through together, like it or not...you're stuck with us forever,”

“Yeah, Cole, you're like our dad now,” said Laney wrapping an arm around his waist.

Winters broke out in a smile, “Forever huh?”

“Sorry Mister, but yeah,” said Laney giving him a love pat.  

“I suppose I can handle that.”

“Ya better,” said Collette reaching around his other side.

Winters liked hearing them say it, since he, of course, had been feeling the same way. How could he not?  They had been his savior as well.  It was the main reason he wasn't going to allow them to come with him tonight.  Despite the men being back and the new toys they had, it was still going to be a hard fought battle.  They wouldn't come out of this unscathed, which was why he wasn't going to allow them to be anywhere near it.  They had done enough and didn't want to jeopardize their lives.  He needed them as much as they needed him.


 


Chapter 72

Detroit Michigan

Tuesday Mid-Morning

The muscles tightened in Albert Sauer's stomach as he looked out the window of the Cessna Citation Sovereign.  The twelve passenger jet was on final approach to the closed to the public airport in Detroit.  The passengers included him, four glassy-eyed young girls and two oversized bodyguards watching them. 

In light of the broadcast, most everyone with money now had bodyguards to protect them from the marauding bands of protesters who had started taking to the streets.  At least this was the excuse he was going to tell Mordulfah.  In reality, they were Perozzi's assassins, and they came to kill Mordulfah.  It was unnerving because this wasn't something he was used too but now had signed up for.  Perozzi had made him a wealthy man, and he had no choice but to follow through with his orders.

What he should have done was to turn tail and run like more than a few people connected to Perozzi and Reed were starting to do.  Anyone connected to them was either taking off or firming their resolve to weather the coming storm.  

It was going to be interesting to watch what happens over the next few days and to see who was going to be left on whose side.  The safe bet was to remain on Perozzi's because of his enormous wealth, but then Reed had power and connections as well.  

Money bought you a lot of protection but would it be enough to quell the protest which was already happening in the streets of Washington.  The last time the country had a massive protest, the only thing that had stopped them was the Chinese invasion.  That single event had rallied Americans en masse, but now that has been exposed as a fraud.  What would stop the protesters now?  Nothing.  It would end up being every man for himself.  Sacrifice your best friend to save yourself.  

The jet landed, and the young passengers who ranged in age from twelve to fourteen undid their seatbelts.  The girls were either runaways or refugees that had been scooped up over the past week.  The agency always provided just the right kind of girls: blonde, young, pretty and virgins.  It cost Perozzi extra for the guarantee of virgins, but money didn't matter to him. 

Sauer was grateful Perozzi had given him the girls as his ticket to visit with Mordulfah.  It would put the man in a good mood and at ease giving him a natural lead in conversation of their mutual interest.  Not that he had ever needed it in the past, but since the broadcast, things had changed, and Sauer needed to put on a confident facade to cover his nervousness.  At least until the assassins found the right opportunity to kill the prince.

A shuttle bus was waiting for them on the tarmac, and everyone hopped on for the ride to Grosse Pointe.  The girls remained silent for the twenty-minute ride as they didn't know each other and had no idea what was about to happen to them.

The bus pulled onto the grounds, and Sauer's eyes widened as he looked at the field with rows of tents of Mordulfah's army. There had to be over a thousand men here, and it made Sauer wonder how they were going to get out of there alive.  The two assassins turned their heads not expecting such a large force of men.  One shrugged his shoulders at the other, as if to say, we've had bigger challenges. 

The bus parked in the driveway and Mordulfah approached the van to welcome them. His white and black robes fluttered behind him from the breeze off Lake St. Claire.

“Albert,” smiled Mordulfah.  “It is good that you came to see me.”

“Prince Mordulfah, it is good to see you,” said Sauer stepping onto the pavement and giving him a slight bow.  They may be buddies, but Sauer always knew his place and how to appease the prince.

“You've come a long way to see me.”

“I have, and I brought along some gifts,” said Sauer looking inside the bus.  “Girls, come on out.”

The girls stepped off the bus one by one and Mordulfah's expression became brighter with each one's appearance. 

“Albert, you've outdone yourself.  They are absolutely precious.  They will add wonder to my growing collection.”

“Growing?  Oh, do tell.”

“Since we've defeated those rebels and burned through that town they were hiding behind, I have a large collection again.”

“I hope I've not burdened you with too many mouths to feed?”

“Are they all virgins?”

“Of course.”

“Then it is no burden.”

The two bodyguards stepped off the bus and stood off to the side.

Mordulfah gave them the once over.  “I see you are frightened because of the broadcast.”

“Unfortunately, we've entered precarious times, which is why I am here.  We want to alleviate any worries you might have, and also so we can find solutions to our growing problem.”

“And we will do just that, but while you're here, as you can see,” said Mordulfah pointing to his army.  “We are perfectly safe.”

“That's good to know.”

“Come, come, you and your men must be hungry and tired.  I have rooms for you,” said Mordulfah as he snapped his fingers at his manservant, Wali. 

Wali led the girls away as Mordulfah walked with Sauer across the parking lot and to the mansion where a wide variety of food was waiting for them.

Sauer thought something seemed out of sorts with the prince and began formulating a plan for survival.  Mordulfah had so many men here that it didn't seem possible the assassins could pull the job off and still get away with their lives.  If they failed what would happen to him?  Would Mordulfah blame him?  Of course, he would, and he'd be a dead man.  What if they killed Mordulfah and then took off without him?  What then?  They would definitely leave him hanging if it meant saving their own skin.  

Sauer looked around the room and counted the number of armed men.  There were fifteen of them, some wore Saudi army uniforms.  This wasn't good.  He needed to make a decision.  He'd wait till he could talk with the assassins, but if he didn't like what they said, then maybe he should tell Mordulfah who and what they were.


 


Chapter 73

Manassas Virginia

Tuesday Noon

After spending another night in Manassas as a precaution, Green wanted to get back and see how the protesting was shaping up.  It was history in the making, and he didn't want to miss it.  He also wanted to grab the car he had left in Jacob Gibbs' garage.  It was one of his decoys with the phony tags and needed to be put back into its storage unit.

When Gibbs and Green had come back yesterday, they'd enjoyed telling everyone what was going on inside the district.  They were starved for news because the stations still hadn't been put back on the air.  Gibbs felt it had more to do with the regime not wanting to report what was going on than actually fixing what Dauber had done to the broadcasting equipment.  Of course, the real damage had been the broadcast itself, and it was far too late to put that genie back into the bottle.

Green watched his girlfriend getting ready.  He smiled because he now had a girlfriend, one who was not only drop-dead gorgeous but could also handle herself.  He was a lucky man to have her in his life and would never take it or her for granted.

She was beginning to look better after the treatment she'd been subjected to while being held hostage by Dauber.  She, of course, still had some bruising from the punch she'd received at the restaurant, but it was nothing a little a makeup couldn't cover up.

Stormy wanted to come along to see the protesters, which was something Green didn't necessarily want her to do.  She was wanted by Reed, and even though she had a phony passport, it was still a risk.  However, she wanted to pick up some things up from her place and she was going stir-crazy just sitting around.  She wanted to see the history in the making and he didn't blame her.  Seeing it yesterday had been exhilarating.  Both he and Gibbs couldn't contain their smiles as they watched all the people.  They must have looked strange smiling because no one else was, but of course, they had reaped rewards that no one else had.

Stormy slipped on another summer dress.  This one was light pink with different colored pastel flowers.

“That dress looks great on you,” said Green earning a quick kiss.

“Thank you.”

“I like that you're always in dresses.  It's a great look for you.”

“I probably have close to a hundred of them,” laughed Stormy.

Green hiked his eyebrows at that.

Stormy raised a hand. “I know, I know, it's a lot.  You know, some girls buy lots of shoes, I buy dresses.  These light summer ones are easy to pack, and I get to wear flat sneakers with them.”

“Not into heels?”

“I can't kick ass in heels,” bragged Stormy.

“No, you can't.”

“Besides, I don't want to be taller than you.”

“That would be terrible.”

“I don't want to look down on you, not that I ever could,” she assured him with a quick peck on the cheek. 

They walked upstairs to the main floor where everyone had gathered for a quick lunch.  Green's mother, Sarah, was helping Alison O'Connor put the final touches on sandwiches, while Senator Seeley filled the salad bowl.

Kyle Gibbs and Sam had already eaten and taken off an hour ago.  They took off to pick up some more supplies, figuring there might be a run on the grocery stores.

Sarah served the sandwiches and sat down next to her son.  “How long will you be?”

“Depends on the traffic, but I would imagine no more than four or five hours.  I'm going to pick up the car from Jacob's first.”

“Don't take any chances,” pleaded Sarah.

“We won't, I promise.  I don't want to put this lovely thing in any more danger.  She's had enough of that already.”

Stormy grimaced.  “That I have.”

Green could appreciate what was going through his mom's mind.  Her worries about him had doubled now that Stormy was in the picture.  She loved Stormy and they got along famously.  She would make the ideal daughter-in-law she had been longing for.  She wanted grandchildren and thought Stormy would be the perfect person to give them to her.

Truth be told, she had every right to worry after what he had put Stormy through.  She'd been held hostage and threatened with rape.  Not a pleasant thought nor a thing to do to a girl with whom he was falling in love with.  It didn't seem very chivalrous, but then, she had signed up for this. 

After lunch, they got into Gibbs' car and headed to the district.  It didn't take too long before they ran into heavy traffic.  This only meant one thing, more people were pouring in to protest the government.  This thing was just going to grow into the biggest thing this country has ever seen.  They were going to take down this government no matter how long or what it took.  What will it take is going to be the real question.  What are the people willing to do?  And how far are they willing to go?


 


Chapter 74

Washington DC

Wagner was in command of the small goon squad Lawrence Reed used for special assignments, and this was an extraordinary assignment.  Bringing in Jacob Gibbs was going to be a feather in his cap.  Gibbs had been his boss years back, and he didn't particularly like the man.  He was too much of a boy scout, always following the rules.  

He would never have approved of the goon squad.  Wagner liked the arrangement he had with Reed since he wasn't much of company man.  He didn't like a lot of rules and loved being paid more than the average cop.  It was a sweet arrangement, one that was in jeopardy because of Gibbs. 

The boy scout finally showed some nerve and was now a rule breaker himself.  He had to give Gibbs credit for the way he was able to pull off the broadcast.  It was some quality espionage, bold and underhanded.  Unfortunately, his boss was the target of the broadcast so finding Gibbs was personal for him.  

Wagner had to admit Reed was a bit of a dumbass for letting Bruce Pruitt keep copies of those recordings.  He should have gotten rid of Pruitt a long time ago, and now he was paying the price for that error.  The damn broadcast was bringing the protesters out in droves, and it was only going to get worse in the coming days.  

Wagner didn't like doing the grunt work of surveillance.  Sitting in a car with three other guys waiting for something to happen was boring.  He should be the one keeping Reed company and not his boss Commandant Melnick.  That kiss-ass always got the sweet gigs. 

Had he not had to spread his goon squad around the city, he would be sitting with them instead of here trying to stay alert.  This was key because once they spotted Gibbs, they needed to rush him with guns blazing, so there'd be no chance to respond.  No telling if he would have anyone with him like the one who brandished the carbine last night. 

Wagner's skin tingled when a car with tinted windows was slowing down to turn into Gibbs' driveway.

“There he is.  Looks like he's a got a passenger so be ready.  We go in hot and heavy.”

As soon as Gibbs started the turn, Wagner stepped on the gas of the black van.  He charged in behind Gibbs' car and threw the van in park.  The four hopped out brandishing their weapons.  They rushed Gibbs' car on both sides screaming at the occupants to put their hands up. 

Gibbs' head darted around a couple of times before signaling with his hands he was cooperating.  He unlocked the doors and then put his hands on the steering wheel.  He didn't want to give these thugs any reason to shoot them.

A cop pulled the driver's door open and dragged Gibbs out of the car throwing him against the front fender.  Wagner approached him after his weapon had been removed and he was cuffed. 

“Agent Gibbs. We've been looking all over for you.” 

“Officer Wagner, still a little weasel I see.”

“It's Lieutenant Wagner now.”

“Lowered the bar, have they?”

Wagner laughed.  “Betcha wondering how I found out it was you?  The ATM outside the store.  It's got an offsite recording, but you probably knew that.  Probably thought it'd be too grainy to show who you were.  Well, it wasn't so here we are.”

“You still taking bribes these days?”

“Don't have to anymore.  Mister Reed pays plenty, thank you.”

Wagner's eyes grew wide as Major Green was being pulled out of the car. “Well, I'll be damned.  If it isn't Major Green.  It was you in the black ski mask, man, I was wondering who you were.  Hell, you're still wearing the same jacket.  I am for sure getting a bonus.”

Wagner then backed up as the third cop pulled Stormy Robinson out.  He chuckled as he realized his day just kept getting better and better but then remembered what she was capable of.  He'd seen the dash-cam recording of her taking down a cop like it was nothing.  

She wasn't struggling, and Wagner didn't have any more men with him.  She was just being thrown against the car.  That's precisely what happened the last time.  She was pretending to be a weak cooperating girl but would strike any second now.  The cop was about to grab her wrist, so Wagner rushed in against her to prevent her from repeating the same move.  There was no way in hell he was going to let her grab a gun.

“Ouch, you're hurting me,” screamed Stormy.

“I don't' give a damn, honey,” said Wagner pushing against her.  “C'mon, cuff her already.”

The cop put the cuffs on, but it didn't eliminate his concern.  She could still use her feet. There was just the four of them, and they didn't have any leg shackles.  Still leaning into her, he pulled out a knife, while grabbing the back of her neck and forcing her right cheek onto the roof.  He then placed the tip of the blade onto her left cheek. 

“I know what you're capable of,” said Wagner as the blade bit into her skin.  A droplet of blood trickled out. “It'd be a shame to ruin such a pretty face, but if you try anything, that's what will happen.  You understand?”

Stormy managed a stiff nod.

“What's happening?” yelled Green from the other side of the car.  “What are you doing to her?”

“Oh, don't worry Major, she's quite alright, but I've seen what she can do,” said Wagner while he turned her around keeping the knife in plain sight. 

Stormy shot him daggers.

“Whoa, look at you all tied up and pissed off.”

“Of course, I'm pissed off.  You would be too if you had a knife to your face.”

“Listen, sweetie, I've seen the dash-cam recording of you taking down a fellow cop like it was nothing.  Oh, by the way, he lost his job because of you.”

“Well, he shouldn't have groped me.”

Wagner laughed.  “No, he shouldn't have, but I can certainly see why he did.”

“Oh, you gonna be creepy and grope me too.  Is that why Jacob called you a little weasel?”

A sudden coldness swept across Wagner's face.  It was one thing for Gibbs to call him a weasel.  They had a history together.  This girl was pushing his buttons and was smarting off about things she knew nothing about.  

He stepped back closer to her.  “Keep pushing me, sweetie, and I'll tear this pretty little dress off ya and let everyone have a turn.”

Stormy went bugged eyed.  This weasel meant what he said so she kept her mouth shut while the three of them were manhandled to the back of a black van.  Wagner opened the back door, and his men shoved them in, on the metal floor.


 


Chapter 75

Disappointed by their predicament, Green let out a sigh.  After pulling off the impossible, they were now stuffed in the back of a van like so much baggage.  It was a rookie mistake to get busted the way they did, but there was no sense in beating yourself up over it.  For now, he had to think about how they were going to escape.  He had no idea how that was going to happen and would just have to wait for an opportunity to presented itself. 

Regardless of whether or not they come out alive, they did a great deed, and things would never be the same.  He could at least go to his grave knowing he had done the right thing.  Unfortunately, Stormy had been dragged into this, but truth be known, they couldn't have gotten this far without her.  

He turned to her and forced a smile before leaning sideways to whisper a word of encouragement.  

“We'll get out of this, don't worry. I've been in worse situations.”

“I'm trying to stay positive.”

“It's all you can do.”

“My cheek hurts.  Does it look bad?”

Green shook his head.  “Just looks like you popped a little zit.”

“Doesn't feel little.”

“It's nothing, really.  It shows how afraid of you they are.”

“I suppose so.”

“That dash-cam video showing off your moves must have been damn impressive.”

A slight smile broke across her face.  “I don't want to brag, but it was pretty good. Busted his nose and all.”

Wagner looked in the rearview mirror.  “Is she your girl, Major?  Are you tapping that?”

Green shot him a glare.

“If you ain't, then you're a bigger fool than I thought.”

Green wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of an answer.  He had interacted with Wagner on a couple of different matters and had never liked the man.  He was rude and obnoxious to everyone, especially women.  It was probably why Reed kept him around to do his dirty work.  

Green was aware of the “goon squad,” a moniker they had given themselves.  They ran roughshod over certain individuals who needed to be kept in line and did harsh interrogations with uncooperative prisoners.  

Green thought about what was in store for them.  He hoped to hold out long enough that his mother and the others realized they were being detained.  They'd know to take off and stay hidden at least until the government fell. 

He leaned back over to Stormy.  “Reed will want to know who else is involved.  Tell him nothing.”

Stormy nodded followed by Gibbs.

“In a strange way,” said Gibbs,  “I'm looking forward to seeing Reed's face when he finds out it was you all along.”

“Now that you bring it up, yeah, me too,” admitted Green.

“Not many people put anything over him,” said Gibbs.

“We just need to hold on until the government falls.  It shouldn't take too much longer,” said Green hoping his words would give Stormy courage.  He wasn't worried about Gibbs as he was a trained professional like himself.  It was Stormy that concerned him.  As a female, she was the most vulnerable, especially with someone like Wagner around.  He had already used the vile threat of rape.  It scared the hell out of her and why shouldn't it?  

Wagner made the last turn into Reed's long driveway.  The brick house was set forty yards from the street.  It was four thousand square feet with a portico rising to the second floor.  The van drove under the overhang and parked in front of the entrance.  There were guards posted throughout the grounds including one on the portico.  Reed wasn't taking any chances with his security and why would he?  Most of the country hated him now, and he figured Perozzi was trying to kill him for screwing up. 

Wagner came around the back and opened the door.  “First you Agent Gibbs.”

Two cops pulled the former FBI man out and escorted him to the entrance.  Wagner then instructed the third cop to draw his weapon and keep Green and Stormy guarded.  He wanted to surprise Reed with the hopes of a big bonus.

Green heard the entrance open and Reed's voice congratulating Wagner on a job well done.  

“Nice work,” said Commandant Melnick.

“Sir, I also have a surprise for you?”

“What is it Lieutenant?” asked Reed.

“Check out who else I have in the back of the van.”

Melnick followed Reed as he shuffled his rotund body over and came around the door.  Reed's jaw dropped when he saw Major Green and Stormy Robinson.


 


Chapter 76

Perozzi got into his car for the long ride to his office. Typically, it wouldn't be this long, but all the protesters driving into the district were causing massive traffic jams.  Thankfully, he had things to do while his chauffeur drove.  Had he not needed specific items out of his safe, he wouldn't have bothered going there.  He cursed himself for not taking care of this yesterday, but he had been busy putting out the many fires that had cropped up all over the place.  He even had to talk to his Chinese partners and assure them everything was alright.  Of course, it wasn't, which was why he was leaving the country.  

He leaned back in his seat wondering how it had come to this.  They had put together the perfect plan to overthrow America and divide it into several pieces.  They had a great diversion with China attacking the west coast.  It had covered their tracks of dismantling the Republic.  

It really hadn't been that difficult since it had been ripe for a takeover.  Over the last couple of decades, they had managed to persuade the populace that a more socialist type of government would be better for them.  The thought made Perozzi laugh to himself.  The rubes.

What he hadn't counted on was some idealists being able to organize a coup of their own.  Whoever put this together had come up with a brilliant plan that must have involved a lot of people.  This was the thing that bothered him the most.  That idiot Reed should have had people who would pick up on pertinent rumors and track them down.  Oh well, the fat man was going to pay for his stupidity.  

With Reed and Mordulfah out of the way, neither would be able to defend themselves, which would work in his favor.  He'd put the best PR firm on it and start the campaign of deceit and lies blaming them for everything.  It'd probably take a year or so, but it wouldn't matter.  He had enough money to do whatever he wanted.

It took over an hour to get to his office.  Thankfully, not many people knew he had an office in the district.  He stepped out of the limo and walked in to find Alicia waiting for him.  She'd been a loyal secretary, and he had already direct deposited a bonus for her.

“Afternoon sir,” said Alicia who stood five-foot-two and had a pixie hairstyle that matched her bubbly personality.  She'd been working for Perozzi for ten years now and was always at his beck and call. 

“Did you get everything together?” 

“I did sir,” she answered following him into his office.  I've got those files sorted out on your desk.”

Perozzi opened his safe and emptied the contents into his briefcase.  He then sat down and looked at the various piles she had laid out.  

“Okay, so what do we have?”

“I have notes on top of them, sir.  I'll get you a drink.”

Perozzi realized it was going to take a little time to go over this.  It needed to be done and it would be better to do them now rather than wait until later.  He wouldn't want to interrupted while on a yacht in the south of France with a bunch of scantily clad women.


 


Chapter 77

Green thought Reed's head was going to explode when he saw him with Stormy in the back of the van.  He had been duped, which wasn't something that ever happened, well at least not without dire consequences.  

The man stared at them for a moment without saying a word before ordering them to be brought upstairs.  Green tried to give Stormy a reassuring smile, but she was too frightened to return it.  Wagner and another goon were holding tight to both arms, afraid she might try to kick them. 

Green was hoping for some kind of miracle because it wasn't looking good for them.  Reed was a man who expected absolute loyalty and killed anyone who didn't comply.  He'd proven that time and time again.  

They were led upstairs to a large bedroom which had been converted into a makeshift office.  The walls were stark white with no pictures on them, and the draperies were a dark burgundy that hung to the gray carpeted floor.  A big oak desk sat in front of the window.  There was no other furniture in the room, so Wagner threw Stormy on the floor.

Reed waddled inside and moved around to the desk and sat down in a swivel chair.  He stared at Gibbs and finally spoke.

“Well, Agent Gibbs, this is a fine mess you put us in.  I suppose you thought you'd be able to get away with it.”

“I could say the same to you.  Surely, you didn't think your puppet government would last.  If it weren't me, it would have eventually been someone else.”

“I don't know about that.  Many have already tried and paid for it with their lives, just like you're going to.”

“As will you, Mister Reed.”

“Not me. I've got a tropical island I'm headed to in a couple of days.”

“Regardless, you'll no longer be in charge, and the right people will hunt you down.”

“Well, it won't be you or even you Major Green.  I'll hand it to you, Major, that shoot-out in the garage, was a nice touch.  You had me fooled.  Got me holed up and pissed off at Perozzi.  Got your girlfriend here involved in that one.  He never could say no to a nice piece of ass.”

“That one's all on you, sir.  That was a happy accident,” responded Green.

Reed let out a scoff.  “Happy accident huh?”

“Afraid so.”

Reed turned to Gibbs. “I'm gonna need to know who else is involved.”

“I won't insult you by telling you we're it, but then, I'm not gonna divulge their names either.”

Reed nodded to Wagner who came around and belted Gibbs in the stomach.  He then drove his fist right into the side of his face knocking him to the ground.

Wagner leaned over next to Green.  “Don't worry Major we'll get to you, though I'm thinking if I rip that dress off your girlfriend, that'll get you talking.”

Green didn't like Wagner and saw the perfect chance to show him.  He cocked his head back slightly pretending to get away from Wagner but was really winding up.  He slammed his forehead into  Wagner's nose.  Blood splattered in several directions as he screamed.  

Sergeant Capshaw raced over and threw Green against the wall.  He then threw a couple of punches to his gut and to his face. Green collapsed to the floor next to Stormy. 

Blood was pouring out of Wagner's nose and was yelling obscenities. “She's friggin done, do you hear me.  I'm gonna have my way with her.”

“Lay a hand on her, and I'll kill you,” Green returned with a hollow threat.  

There wasn't going to be anything else he could do other than antagonize him. He'd taken his one and only shot.  It felt good to have done it, but it just pissed him off.  Stormy was going to get the brunt of the punishment.  He glanced over at Reed who seemed quite calm about the whole thing.  It was apparent this wasn't his first rodeo.  He'd tortured people before and appeared to have a taste for it. The man had the upper hand and would get what he wanted.  All Green had at this point was resolve.  There was no way in hell he'd give up his mother no matter what they did to Stormy.  It was going to suck, but he wouldn't talk.

“Get her up here,” ordered Reed.

Capshaw and Melnick grabbed Stormy who attempted a roundhouse kick but was stopped when Capshaw ducked and landed a punch to her stomach.  She keeled over gasping for air as they dragged her over to Reed's desk.  With her hands still cuffed behind her they forced her face onto the desk.

They were going to rape her.  It was her biggest fear, and Green didn't want to watch, but Wagner came over to make sure he did.  The man's eyes were full of anger as he covered his nose in a hand towel.  He used his other hand to drag Green over to the other end of the room.  

“This will give ya a nice angle,” said Wagner.  

Melnick got on his knees behind Green and threw his arm around the Major's throat to make sure he watched.  “Don't want you to miss the show, Major.”

“Pull her dress up,” said Wagner getting behind her.

Stormy started yelling for them to stop.  She tried to wiggle free, but Capshaw had his big hand around her neck keeping her face forced to the desk. 

Reed was still sitting in his chair and looked over Stormy's head at Green.  “Major, she wants you to stop this, so it's up to you.”

“Don't do it, John.  Don't say anything.”

Reed formed a half smile. “Oh, the bravado on this one.  She certainly has spunk.  Definitely a keeper.”

“Fuck you, you fat bastard,” screamed Stormy.

“And she's a got a mouth on her,” said Reed getting out of her chair.  “She must think we're kidding here.”

He moved around and admired her backside before leaning on the edge of the desk next to her.  He looked down at Green giving him a repulsive smile before raising a hand and smacking Stormy on the butt.

Green tried to close his eyes, but Melnick tightened his grip cutting off windpipe.  “C'mon Major, we're getting to the good part.”

Reed looked down at Stormy.  “What about you sweetie.  You want to tell me something?  Hmm?  Yeah, you're not so mouthy now are you?”

“Let me have her, sir,” said Wagner still holding the towel to his nose.

Reed gave him an approving nod.  “She's all yours.”

Wagner cackled.  “You watching, Major.”

Green struggled for air and prayed for a miracle as Wagner started to pull down her underwear.


 


Chapter 78

Alicia walked over to the bar and flipped over a glass to pour Perozzi a drink.  The moment had come, the moment she'd been contemplating for the last few months.  She reached into her bra and pulled out a small two-inch paper envelope and spilled the white powder into the glass.  While doing this, she thought about how she got here.

While living in London after college, she'd been out at the bars partying with friends.  She'd had too much to drink and got into her car to drive home.  She ended up killing a pedestrian and fled the scene. She panicked and called her friend Mordulfah who was still at Oxford.  He then called his uncle, Prince Faisal to intervene.  He had her picked up and flown out of the country.  He also got rid of the car and paid off witnesses. 

It had come at a price, which was to go to go work for Gerald Perozzi and spy on him.  She been so grateful for his help and loved the idea of being a spy that she readily accepted.  In the early years, it hadn't taken much to spy on him, but it grew as Mordulfah's family connections to Perozzi became deeper.  Once the takeover of America came into play, she had really begun to earn her keep.  

By then, she had the old man's complete trust and total access to his affairs.  She had also been sleeping with him for the past ten years.  It had started the first week she was there and wasn't something she enjoyed but had to put up with.  Even when he had other girls, he still expected her to satisfy him whenever he wanted, which was more often than you'd think for an older man.  He had a lot of energy and a high sex drive.

It was one of the reasons she hadn't married yet.  She couldn't marry someone and continue to have sex with her boss.  She had dated several men over the years but sleeping with Perozzi always became an issue for her.  Not only in her mind but pretending like it wasn't happening.  It was no way to start off a marriage.  

She wanted to quit, but it was never the right time.  Also, she was making a hefty salary from Perozzi and being paid by Mordulfah at the same time.  She was only thirty-three and had already socked away close to five million dollars.  

However, she was getting tired of him and wanted to get married before she lost her good looks.  She had expressed this to Mordulfah, and he understood.  He promised her it would be over soon, but he would need one more big favor.  

At first, she rejected the idea of poisoning Perozzi, but then Mordulfah upped the ante to a cool ten million.  Ten million dollars was a lot of money, and with the money she'd already saved, she'd be set for life.  

Even with that large sum though, she still needed to think about it.  Taken another person's life wasn't easy for her.  She had already experienced it when she drove drunk, and the memory had haunted her for some time.  

She had been growing tired of Perozzi's sexual needs, which lately, had increased and had become rougher.  For whatever reason, over the last couple of months, he had grown meaner.  She had finally given in and told Mordulfah she would do it even though she still wasn't sure she could go through with it.  

That changed yesterday when she found out why Albert Sauer was going to Grosse Pointe.  She knew who his bodyguards were.  They were assassins Perozzi used and were among the best.  So, she had been put in an awkward position.  If she didn't tell Mordulfah, he would die, and if she did, then Perozzi would know it had been her who had said something.  She was the only one who knew they were going to Grosse Pointe.  After all, she had scheduled the jet and ordered up the young girls for Mordulfah.  Perozzi wasn't a stupid man and would figure it out.  She was left with no choice but to kill him. 

Alicia tapped on the small paper envelope and emptied the contents.  She was surprised her hands weren't shaking when she poured the bourbon.  Was she that cold-blooded?  Or was she that done with him?  She let out a quiet scoff as she watched the powder disappear.  She wasn't cold-blooded, she was just sick of Perozzi and loyal to Mordulfah.

He had given her the Fentanyl a couple of months ago promising he wouldn't notice it his drink and it wouldn't take too long to take affect.  He'll start to get drowsy and then fall into a deep sleep from which he would never wake up.

Alicia swirled the glass a few times before bringing it over to him.  He took a small sip before putting it down and continued going over the papers.  He wouldn't need to finish the whole drink, half of it would be enough for someone his age.

She left his office and walked over to her desk to use the phone.  Mordulfah wanted to know right away.  She dialed his satellite phone, and Wali answered before handing it to the prince.

“Is it done?”

“Just about,” said Alicia as she turned around and watched Perozzi take another sip.  “Two sips already, a couple more will finish it.”

“Thank you, my dear.  We'll talk soon, but in the meantime, enjoy your trip.”

“I will and thank you.”

“Who was that?” asked Perozzi.

“Just ordering lunch, sir.”

Alicia watched him take another sip.  The drink was just about gone.  She walked back into his office.  “Want another one?”

It took a second for him to respond.  He threw back the last swig and handed her the glass.  Alicia went back to the bar and rinsed the glass out a few times in the sink before pouring him another one.  She turned around and realized it was starting to work on him.  He leaned back in his chair struggling to keep his eyes open.

The phone rang, which startled him and got his attention, but his arms were too heavy to answer it, so she walked over and picked up his private line.

“Mister Perozzi's office.  I'm sorry sir, but I'm afraid I have some terrible news,” said Alicia as she stared at Perozzi.  “He died of a heart attack.  It just happened sir, an ambulance is on the way, but I'm afraid it's too late.  Well, I'm so sorry to hear that.  I don't know what else to tell you.”

Alicia put the phone back in the cradle and looked at Perozzi who was struggling to keep his eyes open.

“That was Mister Reed.  I guess he wanted to apologize to you for something he said or did.”

Perozzi fought to move his mouth to tell her something.

“Oh, don't fight it.  It'll be over soon. You're just going to go to sleep.  I suppose you want to know why I did this.  I think we've got another minute.”

Alicia sat down in front of Perozzi's desk and told him how she and Mordulfah had been friends for years going back to her time in London.  That they helped her out of a terrible situation and that she'd been spying on him for the Mordulfah family.  

Perozzi's face was burning red hearing this. 

“Yes, I can see why you'd be upset.  I fooled you and good too.  Oh, and those assassins you sent, yeah, they won't be coming back.  And I'm sorry about poor Albert, but he should be losing his head right about now.  One other thing, I never enjoyed our sex, as a matter of fact, I hated every minute of it.”

The red in Perozzi's face was starting to fade as he passed out before taking his last breath.  It had all been going so well these past few months, or so he thought.


 


Chapter 79

Despite the broken nose, Lieutenant Wagner was worked up enough and excited to have his way with Stormy Robinson.  While still holding a towel over his nose with one hand.  He had just placed his other hand on her backside to pull down her underwear when multiple gunshots came from outside.

Both Reed and Wagner stopped what they were doing and looked out the window.  Dozens of black-clad men were attacking Reed's security and were scattered everywhere.  The sound of battle increased as Reed's men began returning firing. 

Reed turned to Wagner.  “Get out there.”

Wagner looked down at Stormy. “But...”

“She can wait.”

Wagner let out a frustrated scoff and backed away.  He looked at Capshaw who still held down Stormy down by the neck and ordered him along. 

Capshaw let go of Stormy, and she gave him a second to move away before she sprang into action.  Reed was still standing right next to her, and she leaped at him.  She used her forehead and hit him on his left eye.  The force threw the fat man against the wall.  She twisted around and threw a roundhouse kick at Wagner striking him across the face.  

Capshaw ducked away from another one of her kicks and threw a haymaker across the right side of her face.  The blow knocked her to the ground beside Gibbs. 

Wagner drew out his pistol and pointed it at her when Reed yelled at him. 

“Get the hell out there. You too Melnick.”

“I'm not a soldier.  I'm a friggin lawyer,” protested Melnick.

“You know how to shoot a gun, so get out there,” steamed Reed.

Wagner scoffed at Melnick knowing the man was a wuss.  He didn't think much of ass-kissers, especially ones that didn't want to do any of the heavy lifting.

Melnick relented following Wagner and the rest down the stairs and out the front door.

After being let go, Green crawled over to Stormy who was dazed from the blow.  “Are you alright?”

She struggled but gave him a slight smile. 

Reed opened a desk drawer and pulled out a Colt Agent Cobra.  The .38 revolver wasn't known for its accuracy, but it was enough to keep the three prisoners under wraps.  

“Any of you try anything, and I will kill you,” growled Reed.

Reed peered out the window.  His hands started to shake when the guard on the portico fell over from a bullet to the face.  The battle was now raging, and gunfire was coming from all directions.  An errant bullet smashed through the window and Reed dropped to his knees. 

Green stared at the fat man.  He was afraid and should be.  If there was one thing Green knew, it was the sound of battle and whoever was attacking was winning.  

Reed was kneeling on the floor and reached up for the phone sitting on the desk.  His fingers fumbled the buttons as he tried to dial a number.  His breathing was out of control, but he managed to make the call. 

“Where's Gerald?  Is he there?”

Reed's eyes widened.

“A heart attack?  He's dead?  When?  But I needed to tell him something and to apologize.”

Reed dropped the phone.  His face turned ashen as he slumped back against the desk in despair. 

A rush of excitement came over Green as he learned the billionaire was dead.  The irony was that his hit-squad had no idea he was dead.  The only thing that could be better was if they weren't prisoners.  But at least they were still among the living, even though Reed now had no reason to keep them alive.  

The gunfire ceased, and he heard footsteps stomping up the stairs. The door opened and a single masked man holding a Glock 30 entered.  Reed had abject terror in his eyes and tried to fire a shot, but his aim was hurried.  The round hit the wall several feet away from the intended target. The masked man pointed the pistol at Reed and fired a single shot into his face.

The assassin then turned back to the hostages and stared at them for a second before shaking his head.  He holstered his gun, pulled back his mask and knelt in front to Gibbs while fishing a key out of his pocket.

“Jacob.”

“Marty.”

“Nice little mess you got yourself into here,” said Marty as he undid Jacob's handcuffs. 

“Yeah, it is.  Perozzi's dead too.”  

Marty stood up and extended his hand.  “Your doing?”

Gibbs grabbed on and pulled himself up.  “Not us.  Apparently a heart attack.”

Marty scoffed. “That's too bad.  A bullet to the head like this one would have been better.”

“Well, dead is dead.”

“Glad I got paid up front.  I'll see ya around,” said Marty handing Gibbs a key before shaking his hand.

Green watched him leave and gave Gibbs a long puzzled look.

“I told ya, loyalties are changing fast.  Marty and I go way back,” said Gibbs as he undid Green's cuffs and then Stormy's.  He then pulled her to her feet. 

She threw her arms around Gibbs and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank God, you know the right people.”

“Well, it pays to be a stand-up guy.  Marty knows this and knows which way the wind is blowing.”

Stormy let go of him and threw her arms around Green.  “Tell me we're all done, cuz I've had enough.”

“If Perozzi is dead then yeah, I'd say we're done here,” said Green giving her a kiss.  He then turned to Gibbs.  “But I don't get it.  Wasn't this Perozzi's hit.”

“It could have been at first, but with Marty involved, who knows, and at this point, it doesn't really matter.  Let's just get the hell out of here.”

Green didn't need to be asked twice and grabbed Stormy's hand.  They ran down the stairs but stopped when they got outside.  Dead bodies were laying everywhere.  They included Commandant Melnick, Wagner and all his crew.  It was total carnage.

After finding a car with keys, they peeled out and headed back to Manassas.  Their job was finished, and with all the main players dead, they just needed to lay low while the government falls in on itself.


 


Chapter 80

Grosse Pointe Michigan

Tuesday Afternoon

Mordulfah had been waiting all afternoon to kill Albert Sauer. However, he wasn't going to remove his head until he knew Perozzi had been taken out of the picture.  No sense in exposing what he was planning to do, in case Sauer was supposed to contact him at regular intervals.  

He finally received the phone call from Alicia telling him Perozzi was taking his last breaths.  It was a moment he'd been waiting for ever since he had met him.  He always knew the old man would try to eliminate him because he had given away too much too quickly.  

There was a lightness in Mordulfah's step as he headed outside the front door.  It was a sunny, cloudless day.  Perfect weather to take some heads.  He'd start with the assassins and then finish up with dear Albert.  

He would miss him and the young girls he always provided, but not enough to spare his life.  He never should have gotten involved with Perozzi, and now he was going to pay a hefty price for his conniving. 

Mordulfah looked across the field at the mansion that was under repair.  He loved the place so much that he'd rebuild it no matter how long it took, which unfortunately was going to be quite a while.  It wasn't a lack of material, but skilled labor he was lacking.  There weren't enough men to do the job quickly, but he was satisfied with the ones he'd flown in for the job. 

He turned to Wali who was behind him.  “It is time.”

Wali nodded and disappeared returning a few minutes later with Albert Sauer. 

“Albert come, come and join me.”

Mordulfah led him to a small table in the middle of the field.  A glass jug full of ice water was there with a couple of empty glasses.

They sat down as Wali filled each glass with the water.

“Have you had a chance to enjoy the girls?” asked Sauer after taking a sip.

“I have, Albert.  Each one is as delightful as the other.  You outdid yourself.”

“Thank you. So, what are we doing out here?”

“I have some entertainment for us.”

“Oh, excellent. I hope it involves some young girls,” joked Sauer.

“You'll see.”

Behind them, Mordulfah's men were coming across the field pushing the two assassins.  Their faces were bloodied from the beatings they'd received earlier.  Mordulfah didn't take any chances and had taken them prisoner immediately upon their arrival.  Alicia had told him they were a pair of the best assassins money could buy. 

Sauer's relaxed posture changed when they came into his peripheral vision.  He started to jump out of his chair, but two large men pushed him back down.

“What the hell's going on?” shouted Sauer.

“Come, come, Albert. Sit down and enjoy the show.”

“What's happening?  What are you doing to them?”

“I'm doing to them what they came to do to me.”

“What are you talking about?  Came to do what?”

“Assassinate me, of course.”

“What are you talking about?  They're my bodyguards that's all.”

“No, no, Albert, they're not.  Come now, don't lie to me.”

“I'm not lying. They aren't here to kill you.”

“Yes, they are, and you know it.”

Sauer was forced to sit down.  “I don't know what you're talking about.  If they were planning to do something, then I wasn't aware of it.”

Mordulfah didn't respond and watched as the assassins were forced into a kneeling position.  Two executioners holding machetes positioned themselves behind them.  

Mordulfah raised his hand, and they began swinging at the kneeling assassins.  The hacks didn't cut through the necks on the first or second attempts.  The two victims screamed as each blow, dug deeper into their necks.  The third whack cut through the spinal cords.  The men withered on the ground as the executioners finished decapitating them. 

Sauer grew dizzy watching the ghastly scene.

“Albert, take a drink of water.”

Sauer reached for the glass, but his hand shook so badly the water was sloshing all over the table.  Mordulfah motioned for the man behind him to steady the glass. 

Sauer gulped down the water and tried taking a deep breath.  He turned to Mordulfah.  “I didn't know.  I swear to you, I didn't know.”

“Of course you knew Albert.  You see, I've known all along you've been working for Perozzi and that he was feeding you information to pass along to me.  I also knew he was the one who set up our initial meeting in the Bahamas.”

Sauer's face was chalk-white as he listened to Mordulfah who really did know everything.  He was well past the point of trying to feign innocence. He'd been played by both sides and now was about to pay for it with his life.

Mordulfah continued.  “You see, little do you know that you were never my inside man.”

“I wasn't?” asked Sauer in a raspy voice.

“No, no.  I've always had someone much closer to Perozzi and have known his every move.”

A confused look replaced Sauer's frightened one.  He had no idea who it could be.

“Yes, I can see you would like to know, and to grant your dying wish, I will tell you.  His secretary, Alicia, and I have been friends for years, ever since I met her at a party in London.  I bailed her out of an embarrassing situation, and she's been loyal to me ever since.  Oh, also, Mister Perozzi is dead now.”

Sauer went slack-jawed and was pulled out of his chair.  “This can't be happening.”

“Oh, but it is, Albert.”

He was forced to his knees while thinking about all the interactions he had with Alicia.  All the times she was privy to their conversations about Mordulfah and the arrangements she had made for him.  

All this time, he had pretended to be Mordulfah's friend and pretended to like young girls just to make a few extra bucks.  These were his last thoughts as the machete swung down.


 


Chapter 81

Hudson Michigan

Tuesday Evening

Getting eight hours of sleep had been easier than Winters thought it would be.  The summer air was humid, and he had so much on his mind that he was afraid he wouldn't be able to fall asleep.  However, after getting something to eat and spending some time with Reese, he hit the same bed he had slept in before.  He had found the two girls in the other bed already sound asleep when he came in.  Sleep came quickly despite the heat and seeing the beheading only a few hours before.  

He woke up to find the bed next to him empty.  No telling when the girls woke up as he hadn't heard them.  He was a little disappointed Reese wasn't next to him as she had done the previous day.  He had enjoyed it and relished the time they had together.  Time wasn't something he had to spare since he had many things to do before they left.

He walked into the kitchen where the cooler full of fried chicken sat.  He reached down and flipped it open.  A burst of excitement shot through him seeing there was still some left.  He had devoured the chicken last night and was happy to be doing so again.  MRE's weren't too bad but didn't begin to compare to fried chicken.

He grabbed a few pieces and started to eat.  The spices seem to make the meat melt in his mouth.  Whoever, cooked this should be awarded a gold medal. 

He finished up and cleaned the grease off his fingers and face before exiting the house.  It was still light out as the summer day dragged on, but it was getting late into the evening and it wouldn't last too much longer.  

Up and down the street, guys were milling around, talking and joking.  They were trying to relieve the strain they were under.  It was going to be a big battle, and everyone knew it.  Winters waved and nodded as he walked across the overgrown lawns to the house they had been using as a base.  A few tables were set up outside with canisters of ammo on them.  Some of the men were filling the empty magazines while others were cleaning their weapons 

Winters walked inside the house where Bassett, Nordell, and Scar sat at the kitchen table with a map of the Ford Mansion grounds.  It was filled with markings indicating where all the Jijis were set up.  

“Hey guys,” said Winters.

“Captain, you're just in time,” said Bassett.  “We're just getting started.”

Winters sat down.  “So, where are we at?”

Nordell spoke first. “Most of my guys aren't battle hardened or experienced like yours are, so with that in mind, we need to keep this as simple as possible.”

Winters agreed.

“First thing we need to do is sneak into these houses where we think the prisoners are being held,” continued Nordell.  “We'll need to enter them at the same time and hopefully not raise any alarms.”

“Burns and I will lead the squads,” said Bassett.

Nordell put his index finger on North Colonial Court, where the houses were located.  “Alarms or not, we'll have to get those people out of there fast and away from the battle. We'll have to get them running down to Robert Johns Street.”

Winters gave him a hesitant nod.  He knew from experience the girls wouldn't be in any kind of condition to run.  He glanced over to Scar who had the same expression.

Nordell noticed the look on Winters' face and asked, “You disagree?”

“Most, if not all, will be in no condition to run.  They'll be weak from all of the abuse.  I doubt they've been given much food or water.”

“They'll be in a daze, almost comatose,” added Scar.

Nordell rubbed his chin.  “Can we get them across the street?”

Scar looked doubtful.  “Maybe.  Regardless, we'll just have to protect this neighborhood.”

“A perfect place to get ourselves surrounded,” argued Nordell.

“Not if we surround them first,” said Winters.

“The trees behind those houses can give us that advantage,” said Bassett.  “As soon as we get the girls out of there or we're discovered, we'll use the M three-twenties and bombard their barracks.”

“That'll scatter them in different directions,” said Scar. 

“Exactly,” said Bassett. “It will also put them into a panic, but because we want to herd them towards the mansion, we can set up a couple of squads with strafing fire.  This will protect that neighborhood and get them moving toward the mansion.”

Nordell added.  “And two more on the west side as well and put them into a pincer.”

“They'll have nowhere to go,” said Bassett.

“What about the lake? You gonna have Hollis back out there?” quizzed Scar.

“Given that they have grenades launchers, too risky.”

“Once they're trapped by the mansion, we'll then have additional squads open fire from here,” said Nordell pointing to the south side of the mansion.  “And from the water's edge to the north side of the estate across the inlet.”

Winters liked the game plan they had drawn up.  It was thorough and straightforward enough as it should be because, like all good plans, they tend to go haywire once the action started.  This was why he liked to keep things as simple as possible.  Everyone knew what they were supposed to do and how to do it.  They were going to surround their enemy at night, then with a surprise attack, drive them into a corner.


 


Chapter 82

After finalizing the battle plan, Winters decided to go check on Reese and found her in the back bedroom where she had taken up residence.  She was sitting on her bed staring at the wall. 

“Well, hey there,” said Winters.

Reese contorted her face as she said hello but didn't speak his name.  

Winters sat on the edge of the bed. “How ya doing?” 

“I'm good.  How are you?”

“I'm good, Reese.  Just got up a bit ago.  Sorry, we're on different schedules.”

“We are.”

She had said it without any voice inflection, and Winters wasn't sure if it was a statement or a question.  Her eyes were glassy without any recognition.  He reached for her hand and squeezed it.  

“So, what did you do today?”

Reese paused a long moment. “There's a lot more people here, right?”

Winters nodded.

“They all know me, right?”

“They do.”

“I thought so.  They were all talking to me at once, well, it seemed like it was all at once, I mean, I know it wasn't, but it seemed like it.”

Winters realized why she was struggling.  She had been overwhelmed with all the new faces, at least new to her present state of mind.  He wasn't sure if all of them knew she had memory issues or not.  Regardless, they all loved her and wanted to say hello.

“I didn't want to be rude, but I couldn't remember any of them, except for, Badger, is that his name?”

“Yes.  You and him have a special friendship.”

“I had that feeling when he was talking to me like he was a squishy marshmallow, or something like that, which is kinda weird, but that's what I remember.”

Winters stifled a chuckle.  He never thought of Bill Taylor as a squishy marshmallow.  Bassett hadn't nicknamed him Badger for nothing as he had a way of putting the fear of God in you if you crossed him the wrong way.

“Well, just know that everyone here loves you.”

Reese nodded.  “It's just so hard sometimes.  My memories come and go and then in small chunks like they're as clear as anything.”

“Have you talked to Doctor Lunsford today?”

“Yes.  He suggested ways to help me remember, like going through my things in my backpack.”

“Did you?”

Reese reached under her pillow and pulled out a black five-inch double-edged knife.  “I didn't have much but I did play around with this knife.  I have two of these.”

“Nate gave you that one.  You keep it in your boot.”

Reese's eyes had a look of recognition.  “He's dead right?”

Winters nodded.

“And I've used these knives, right?”

“As a last resort, yes.”

“I thought so.  Anyway, it kinda helped, but only a little.”

“It's only been four days, Reese.  Don't worry yourself over it.”

“I know.  But even, just now, when you walked in here, I forgot your name, even though I know, I know you.”

“What else do you remember about me?” 

“That you're a good kisser.”

Winters smiled.  “You see, you're remembering the important things.”

It took a second before she let out a small laugh.  “That was a good one.  Are you always funny?”

“Not really, but I have my moments.”

“Am I?”

“Oh yes, and you're a lot of fun to be around.  You like to keep things light and airy when the situation calls for it,” said Winters.  He could see she was enjoying learning about herself. It had to be such a strange sensation to not even know what kind of person you were.

“You're also gentle and care deeply about your friends.”

Reese stared at him yearning for more.

“You're passionate about being a Shadow Patriot because it gives you meaning and purpose.”

Reese nodded slightly.  Winters couldn't tell if it was from recognition or acknowledgment that these things were good.  It didn't matter because it was making her happy.

“I've had bad things happen to me though?”

Winters stiffened.  He didn't want to lie to her but didn't want to remind her either.  “You have.”

Her big brown eyes continued to stare at him as her mind was trying to think. 

“I was, like, raped a bunch of times, wasn't I?”

Winters didn't want to answer her, but his face said it all.

“You don't have to answer.  I shouldn't have asked.”

“No, that's not right.  You should ask, and I should answer you.  It's a part of you, and if it helps you remember, then that's a good thing.”

“So, I was then?”

“Yes, you were.”

She let out a frustrated sigh. “Maybe that's what's holding me back.”

Winters raised his eyebrows. “That's quite profound.”

“So, have we?”

“Have we what?”

“Slept together?”

A flush crept across Winters' cheeks.  “Oh, that, uhm, no, we haven't.”

“Why not?”

“We just haven't.”

“Don't you want to?”

Winters was taken aback by her nonchalant manner.  “Well, sure, of course, at some point.”

Reese gave him a thoughtful look.  She was sincere in her questioning as she tried to put her memories back together.

“So, what have we done?”

“We've only made out.”

“Am I a good kisser?”

Winters smiled from ear to ear.  “Oh, yes.  So, good, in fact, that time seems to slip away.”

“Can we?”

“Can we what?”

Reese cocked her head at an angle. “Are you always like this?”

“Like what?”

“Naive.”

Redness swept across his cheeks again.  He was hopelessly naive when it came to women.  “Yes, I am.  So much so, that it was you, that made the first move.”

She raised a finger at him and squinted one eye. “I'd like to say that surprises me, buuut...”

Winters' eyes grew.  “You see, that right there!  That's the Reese I know.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”

“That makes me so happy,” said Reese as she leaned toward him.  “So, like, this is your cue.”

Winters cursed himself at his stupidity before leaning in.  He wasn't sure why that was so difficult.  They'd had just kissed yesterday as if it was as natural as ever but then he remembered, he had been cautious because of her fragile state.  

This was the excuse he was going with as they began to kiss.  She kept her one good arm around his neck as they made out.  It took Winters a couple of minutes to understand how much he could embrace her before he was able to let himself relax.  After that, he couldn't get enough of her passion.  She may not remember much, but she still knew how to make time slip away.


 


Chapter 83

Grosse Pointe Michigan

Wanting to celebrate the death of Gerald Perozzi, Mordulfah had taken the last two girls Albert Sauer brought to Grosse Pointe to his bedchamber.  They were the youngest of the group, and he'd been saving them for the occasion.  They had proved to be perfect for the momentous celebration.  

He'd received the call detailing what Perozzi was planning from Alicia yesterday.  He'd been expecting that call as things were coming to a head.  Subtle changes were taking place in Washington that were unexplainable but must certainly have meaning.  He knew of the riff between Perozzi and Reed.  This was bigger than either was willing to admit.  They had been locked arm-in-arm during the takedown of the country.  If they were fighting amongst themselves, then something was wrong.  

Alicia had told him about the graffiti that had sprung up around the district.  This convinced Mordulfah an outside force was rebelling against them and it would only become bolder.  So, when the broadcast happened, it didn't really surprise him.  What did surprise him was the amount of information that had been brought to light.  It was devastating enough that both Perozzi and Reed would have to be dealt with.

He had to admit he would miss the challenge the old man brought to the table.  Perozzi may have been an adversary, but he had respect for him.  He was a man who wasn't afraid to use whatever force was necessary to get things done.  He'd proven that with his brilliant, but flawed, plan to bring down the country.  He'd almost gotten away with it and would have, had it not been for unforeseen forces.  

This was where the flaw lay.  He should have known there'd be counter-revolutionaries working in secret to bring the whole scheme to light.  They should have arrested and imprisoned many more people than they had.  Anyone with a hint of disloyalty should have been taken out from the onset.  They did a decent job of it but evidently had not gone far enough.  They were now paying for their stupidity.  Though it remains to be seen if the protests will affect any kind of real change.  The new government might be able to ride out the storm.  Regardless, his name hadn't been mentioned in the broadcast, which was fortunate.  He still had time to build his power structure both in Washington and here in Michigan.  

Now that the rebels had been taken care of, he could continue to clean out the rest of the state before moving into the Upper Peninsula and then over to Wisconsin.  A knock on the door got his attention.

“Come in.”

His faithful servant Wali entered. 

The two young girls who were on either side of Mordulfah covered themselves when he approached.

“What is it?”

“Captain Vatter's station was attacked this morning. The place was burned to the ground along with everyone inside it.”

Mordulfah fought to hide his anger.  This meant only one thing.  The rebels were still an active threat.

“How many are dead?”

“It would appear quite a large number.  The rest are scattered to the winds.”

“And Vatter?”

“Not sure.  Apparently, he showed up afterward but hasn't been seen since.”

“You can be sure he's taken off as well.”

“It would appear so.”

“Find Colonel Khan and have him meet me in an hour.”

“Yes, your Excellency.”

Mordulfah tilted his head. If they could take out the police station and kill everyone, then they had enough manpower to attack his beloved mansion.  It would happen at night and more than likely tonight.  

He needed to let off some steam.  He ordered the girl on his right to draw him hot water for a bath.  

She scooted out of bed and scampered across the carpet to the bathroom while he rolled over on top of the other one.  She had been his favorite and would be the perfect way to work out his aggression.


 


Chapter 84

Hudson Michigan

Winters needed to find his innocent shadows and give them final instructions for their guard duty assignment.  He needed to make sure they understood how important it was to stay vigilant.  He had lost many men in the past because he hadn't learned that lesson early on.  It was something he would have to live with for the rest of his life.

He found the girls at the end of the street giving Bill Taylor some flying lessons with the drone.  They had obviously won Badger over because the man was laughing along with them.  Winters relished the rare moment knowing the girls were charming the grouchy man.

“Captain, I think I got the hang of this,” said Taylor.

“Glad to hear that, Badger.”

“He's totally got this,” boasted Laney.  “He's a natural.”

Winters took note of the compliment.  She was good.  

Collette wrapped her arms around Winters. “And Laney's an excellent teacher.”

“Hell, if I knew how much fun these things were, I'd gotten one a long time ago,” said Taylor.

“I got a smaller one but not nearly as nice as this one.  This thing is, like, top of the line,” said Laney putting the drone back in the box. 

“Is it almost time to leave?” asked Collette still holding onto Winters.

“Not for a while,” said Winters patting her back.

Taylor picked up the box.  “Thanks for the lesson.”

“My pleasure,” beamed Laney as she moved in to give him a hug. 

He broke out into a smile and winked at Winters.  Taylor knew he wanted some time with them and carried the box back up the street.

“I just love that man,” said Laney.  “He's really cool.”

“Don't tell anyone else that, he's got a reputation to uphold.”

Laney grinned. “He told us the same thing.”

Winters shook his head not surprised.  “Of course he did.  So, you guys get enough sleep?” asked Winters.

“I did,” said Laney. 

Collette tightened her grip around him.  

“You alright?” asked Winters.

“Yeah, we just don't want you to leave, is all,” admitted Collette.

Winters figured it would come to this.  They hadn't really been apart since he rescued them, and during that time, they had experienced so much together. 

“We know you have to go,” said Laney wrapping her arms around the other side of Winters. “But that doesn't make it any easier.”

Winters put his arms around their shoulders. “I gotta admit, it's gonna be a little weird not having you girls with me.”

“Really?” asked Collette.

“Of course.  You guys have been great.  I mean it when I tell everyone that without you, I wouldn't be here right now.” 

Winters struggled to take another breath as they squeezed him harder.  He was used to it as they had been doing it ever since they started working together.  Both needed a lot of reassurance, which was probably a result of their former situation. During the past three months, they hadn't received much of that, at least from a father figure.  He didn't mind, if anything, he enjoyed it as it was comforting to him as well.  They had been helping him get over the loss of his daughter, so it was a two-way street.

They walked across the street and sat down in the tall grass.  

“I know I've stressed the importance of guard duty before, and you've both have been outstanding, but this is different.  There's a lot of people here who'll be depending on you two.”

The girls looked at each other before answering.  

“We know,” said Laney.  “You can count on us.”

“We won't let you down,” asserted Collette. “You don't have to worry about us.” 

“Besides, we've got those two old guys from Jackson helping us,” added Laney.

This was something Nordell had suggested.  He had a couple of older gentlemen who weren't physically able to come with them tonight but wanted to help anyway.  Winters liked the idea because there'd be no other adults.  Doctor Lunsford volunteered to go with them figuring there'd be wounded to attend to.  It would be the first time, they had a medic with them.

“Are you sure you don't need our goggles as extras?” asked Laney.

“No. Those are yours, and you're gonna need them patrolling the streets.  Are the batteries charged?”

“Yep,” said Collette.

“Perfect.  Ammo?”

“Ten mags each,” said Collette.

“We even cleaned our weapons earlier,” bragged Laney.

“How long have guys been up?”

“Couple of hours,” said Collette.  “We didn't want to wake ya, so we snuck out.”

“Yeah, you were the sleepyhead,” laughed Laney.

“Needed it, especially after seeing what we saw,” said Winters referring to the beheading.

“Yeah, that was, ah, just a tad bit disturbing,” cringed Laney.  “Glad there was no sound.”

“No doubt,” said Collette.  “I always, like, turned down the sound during the scary parts in horror movies.”

Laney broke out laughing.  “I do the same damn thing.  But, we won't have to now that we're badass bitches.”

“Oh no.  I'm still a big baby,” acknowledged Collette.

Once again, Laney lost control as she continued laughing. 

Winters remembered Amber saying Collette was complex.  Afraid of spiders and scary horror movies, but willing to put her life on the line.  

Laney tried catching her breath as she chided Collette.  “But you're a badass bitch now, girl.”

“Yeah, that's cuz I have a gun, but I can't shoot the TV.”

“You can shoot a spider,” joked Winters bumping into her shoulder.

Collette cocked her head back.  “I hadn't thought about that.”

“Next spider we find, you're taking it out,” yelled Laney wiping the tears out of her eyes.

Collette threw her chest out.  “I'm gonna conquer my arachnophobia with a Colt M4 Carbine on full auto.”

“There's that badass bitch, I love.”

Winters couldn't wipe the smile off his face.  Once again, these two found a way to be entertaining.  It was always Laney who got things started as she fed off Collette, who unwittingly, played the straight man.  She just had a way about her that Laney was always able to turn into something funny.  

They continued to joke around wanting to put off the coming night for as long as possible.  None of them wanted to admit that this might be the last time they'd be able to enjoy each other's company, so why spoil the fun.  They were in the moment and soaking up all it offered.


 


Chapter 85

Grosse Pointe Michigan

The slight breeze off the lake made the light black fabric flow behind him as Mordulfah walked outside to talk to Colonel Khan.  The soldier stood up when Mordulfah came around the corner and saluted the prince.  

“Sit, sit Colonel,” commanded Mordulfah as a chair was pulled out for him.

“Thank you.”

“Since you finished cleaning out Jackson yesterday, I trust your men are well rested.”

“They are and are ready to clean out the next town.”

Mordulfah picked up a strawberry and popped it into his mouth.  He stared at the Colonel as he chewed it.

“I'm afraid that will have to wait.”

Khan's initial urge was to ask why but knew that information would be forthcoming.  If there was one thing he had learned about the prince over the last few days, it was that he took his time, particularly when it was important.  He marveled at the man's patience and control.

“This morning, Captain Vatter's police station was attacked.  It was completely destroyed and most of his men killed.”

The news made Khan's hands go sweaty.  He had failed the prince.  Was he about to lose his head? 

Mordulfah picked up another strawberry and held it between his fingers.  He stared at Khan with his black eyes that were like an X-Ray, missing nothing.  He was always sizing people up searching for a weakness.

“It would appear the rebels are not completely out of it.  Only now, they're a bit more on the, shall we say, incensed side of things.”

Khan fought to control his facial expressions.  He didn't want to appear weak or overconfident.  He, of course, knew they hadn't killed all the rebels but had assured Mordulfah he had taken the fight out of them.  He should have known better and not bragged at the success of taking down the town.

In actuality, the rebels had put up a hell of a fight, which had surprised Khan as he took the brunt of how determined they were.  They had been able to resist his much superior force, and at one point he had even wondered if they could beat them.  It had been a hard-fought battle and he had lost half of his own men.  He had no idea nor cared how many of Mordulfah's men had been lost since he only thought of them as cannon fodder.  They had their uses but proved to have little skill for real battle.

What Khan should have known was that Americans didn't like giving up, even if the odds were stacked against them.  They would defend their homeland to the death if necessary.  That fact was staring him right in the face when they rounded up the prisoners.  Not a single one of them was a rebel soldier.  Besides the females of various ages and the young boys, their only other prisoners were old people.  It was something he didn't bother mentioning and was glad Mordulfah hadn't brought it up a second time.  Of course, he was happy to simply be successful with a big bounty of young females.

Mordulfah ate the strawberry before going on.  “They will attack us and more than likely it will be tonight.”

Khan didn't want to question Mordulfah's authority because he was afraid of insulting him.  The prince wasn't in a good mood, and anything could set him off, which might cost him his head.  However, he wasn't so sure it would be tonight and needed to put that out there.  He had to be delicate but to the point. 

“Tonight?” stated Khan, mirroring Mordulfah's statement.  It was the safest way of questioning your superior without sounding condescending.

“I know their leader and know he won't want to wait any longer than he has to.  It will be tonight.”

Khan gave it some thought.  If this was the case, then they will have already done their surveillance and have a battle plan based on what they've observed.  The best way to spoil those plans would be to move his soldiers around.  Put them in different parts of the estate and have a strike team waiting in the wings to come in behind them once the fighting started.

“Is there anything I should know about their tactics?” asked Khan.

Mordulfah didn't hesitate.  “They'll want to rescue the females first.  It is their weakness.” 

Khan gave him a knowing smile.  It was just enough to instill the confidence that he was still the man for the job.  That he would not let him down.  It did the trick as Mordulfah seemed to relax by serving himself more to eat.

Khan took a confident breath because he knew exactly what to do.  He would use the female prisoners as bait.  Of course, this would only throw off part of their plans, but it would be a start and would definitely deflate their spirit.


 


Chapter 86

Hudson Michigan

Tuesday Night

The convoy of vehicles flew down the interstate slicing through the darkness like a long black ghost train.  With no headlights and no street lights, it would be difficult at best to see them.  The tension inside the lead vehicle was palpable, enough so there was little to no small talk.  Everyone was deep in their own thoughts, about their assignments and what was at stake.  It would be the final blow to an enemy who had unleashed so much evil on the town of Jackson, it would take a couple of generations to recover.

Nordell and Bassett had come up with a simple but well thought out plan of attack.  It was more of an overall strategy that would drive the enemy into one area.  It allowed for Mister Murphy to rear his ugly head as he always tended to do.  

Winters sat in the back seat of a Ford Expedition next to Amber who was bouncing her leg up and down.  She was as nervous as everyone else. 

Winters reached over and grabbed her hand.  She responded and gripped his tightly.  Winters was sure she smiled at him but couldn't tell in the dark cab.  She did stop bouncing her leg though, which was a good sign.

Both had said their goodbyes to Reese, which had been an easygoing affair. Not surprising, Reese had displayed a detached attitude because she didn't fully understand where they were going or what they had to do.  In some ways, it was better she didn't know.  Ignorance is bliss.

That wasn't the case for his innocent shadows.  They had latched onto him and didn't let go until he opened the door to the SUV.  Neither cried, but they weren't happy either.  It was bittersweet because, on one hand, he wouldn't have to worry about them, but on the other, he liked having them around.  

Winters leaned forward and asked Meeks, who was at the wheel, where they were.

“Not much further, shouldn't be but fifteen minutes.”

“You got a bottle of water back there?” asked Scar.

Winters let go of Amber's hand and reached in the back to a cooler.  He pulled out a bottle and handed it to him.  “Anyone else?”

“Yeah, better give me one,” said Meeks.

“Careful there, you don't want to have to pee in the middle of a firefight,” joked Scar.

“Been there done that.”

“You too?” quipped Amber.

Meeks scoffed. “It's the worst, isn't it?”

“Worse for us girls.”

“No doubt,” said Meeks grabbing his water.

Winters held up another bottle.  “Amber?”

“No, I better not.”

Winters opened it for himself and took a gulp.  

“Actually, could I have a sip of yours?” asked Amber.

“Oh, we sharing cooties tonight?” laughed Meeks referring to their on-going joke.

“Only Cole's,” retorted Amber as she took a couple of sips before handing it back to Winters.

“What?  He's got better cooties than I do?”

“No, just less of them.”

“Why I resent that remark...but...would have to agree.  A captain always has fewer cooties.”

Amber leaned over to Winters' ear and whispered.  “Aren't you glad you're back.”

“It's like I never left,” he whispered back.

Amber grabbed his hand.  “Good.”

“Hey, hey, no whispering back there,” said Meeks.

Scar turned in his seat. “How else are they supposed to talk behind your back.”

“Good point.”

“Oh, don't flatter yourself, Mister Meeks,” said Amber.  “In light of our banter, I was just asking Cole if he was glad to back.”

“Well, Captain, are ya?” asked Meeks.

Winters took a moment.  “Well, I do get to sit next to Amber.”

“That is a nice benefit,” approved Scar.

“Why thank you, Scar.”

“And she's an adult,” joked Meeks.

Winters rolled his eyes knowing he was poking fun at his innocent shadows.  “Yeah, yeah, I know.”

“Don't get me wrong, Captain.  Those two girls of yours are hysterical and had me cracking up.  Hell, they're like us, only worse I think.”

“You have no idea.”

“Yeah, and Collette is afraid of spiders,” cracked Amber.

“I can't say I like the suckers either,” laughed Meeks.

“Nor me,” agreed Scar.

Now that the tension was broken, the remainder of the trip was filled with more lighthearted banter.  Something that was always welcome as it helped ease the stress.  They'd have enough of that within the hour.  

They arrived at the same tall building they'd used earlier to recon. It was far enough away from the compound, and the height gave the advantage of noticing anyone approaching.  Everyone dismounted as the leadership headed upstairs with the drones to do a final sweep of the grounds.  The slight breeze out on the rooftop helped cool them down from the long climb up the stairs.  It had been a hot day reaching into the nineties and hadn't cooled down much.  It took only a few minutes to get a drone into the air and flying toward the compound.  Once there, they realized something was wrong. 

“They know we're coming,” stated Bassett.

The Jijis were in different areas, and it appeared there weren't as many of them.  This meant only one thing, Colonel Khan had them hidden away.

Nordell didn't seem entirely bothered by that and shrugged his shoulders.  “Corporal, what would you do if you knew we were coming?”

“Do what they've done. Spread my force around and have some in reserve.”

“Exactly.  We just need to make a few adjustments to make our plan still viable.” 

The one main thing Winters was most concerned about was the female prisoners, so he ordered a drone over to the two houses.

Taylor toggled the joystick and had it there in seconds.  The silent drone hovered a hundred feet about the houses as the thermal camera exposed the area.  

After a minute, Nordell spoke.  “What are we noticing different?”.

“No one is coming or going,” said Bassett.

“Just what I was expecting,” said Nordell.  “They think they know us, but they don't.”

Winters guessed where Nordell was going and didn't like it but also knew it was the right call.  “The prisoners will have to wait.”

Nordell gave him a firm nod.  “What they don't know is that we have these drones.”  

“We need to find their reserves,” suggested Bassett.

“That's their biggest asset,” said Nordell.  “With so many damn houses around they could have put them anywhere.  Even with these drones, it'll still be like looking for the proverbial needle in the haystack.”

“They could be anywhere, so any place we attack from, we'll chance getting attacked from behind,” said Scar.

“We'll just have to keep our six clear,” said Nordell.

“We don't have enough men to do that everywhere,” advised Bassett.

“I'm aware of that, but it won't be all of our positions,” defended Nordell.

Winters stood back listening to the back an forth.  He admired Nordell's confidence and experience because he understood war better than any of them.  He had the overall experience his team had been lacking.  Up until now, they'd mostly been winging it with creative, and at times, crazy plans.  It helped them evade and overcome forces that were often times more than quadruple their own. 

Nordell and Bassett had come up with a solid plan, but Mister Murphy had already reared its ugly head even before the first shot was fired.  Bassett was right, they didn't have enough manpower to keep their six clear everywhere.  And he wasn't willing to risk lives when it wasn't necessary.  This was where military experience didn't always come in handy.  They were accustomed to having more men and an acceptable casualty rate.  

Winters was staring at the map when an idea popped into his head.  It was ugly and would take nerve, but that's what had been getting them through these last few months.

Winters cleared his throat.  “I've got a better idea.”


 


Chapter 87

Hudson Michigan

Vatter had been holed up not far from Hudson in a small house alongside the road the rebels had been using to come and go.  For the last two day, he'd been patiently waiting for the Shadow Patriots to leave and was ecstatic when they finally did.  The large convoy drove by with no headlights and had it not been for the engine noises, he might have missed them. 

The rebels had night-vision optics and loved operating at night.  It was their most significant advantage, one that was overcome when Colonel Khan attacked Jackson early in the morning. It was a good move, but now the rebels were free of that town, which meant they could attack whenever they wanted to.

When a bunch of vehicles drove into Hudson earlier today, it meant only one thing. The rebels were rallying their forces and would soon attack Mordulfah.  Vatter laughed to himself knowing this information would be valuable to Mordulfah, but at this point, he no longer cared.  He was scared of the man and no longer trusted he would have his back, so why have his?  He just wanted to get those girls back and be on his way. 

One of the downsides of this operation was waiting for something to happen. You never knew when it would so you had to be patient, and that wasn't one of his strong suits.  Sitting around had begun to get boring, and he wished the rebels would just drive the girls away.  That would have made it child's play because the rebels wouldn't have had many guards with them or be ready for a surprise attack.  Also, the girls would already be loaded up and would just have to be driven away.  What could be better?

The other downside to this operation was only two people decided to come with him and Tannenbaum.  The tall Stan Jervis had been the first, and Billy Leach the other.  He didn't know either of them very well but was glad they had stuck around.  Everyone else either took off or were too distraught with grief to do anything.  

Of course, it was gut-wrenching, and he understood it was hard for them.  It wasn't as bad for him because he didn't have the same connection to everyone.  He had only been around for a short while and hadn't really bonded with them. 

“Wonder how many will be coming back?” asked the overweight Leach after the convoy had driven by.

“Hopefully none of them,” said Jervis.  “I hope they all die.”

“Yeah, that would be sweet,” said Tannenbaum.  

“Whatever.  They'll be pissed when they find the girls gone,” laughed Jervis.  “I'm telling ya right now, I'm gonna jump one of 'em right away.”

“Boy, you've been riled up about that all damn day,” said Leach.

“Hey, I'm just itching to get with one, buddy, so first chance I get, I'm on one.”

Vatter rolled his eyes.  There'd be no talking him out of it, and he wouldn't try.  Besides the fact that Jervis was much bigger than he was, the guy had a mean streak.  He remembered seeing him that first night at the nursing home.  Jervis was with this one hot-looking blonde spanking the hell out of her and totally getting off on it.  The girl was so pretty you'd think you'd want to look at her face and not be beating her backside, but there he was going to town on it.  To make it even weirder, he had left the door open for everyone to watch, which probably heightened the excitement for him.  He'd never seen anyone do that, but knew some people who were into S & M.  

“When you wanna leave?” asked Tannenbaum.

“Let them girls settle in for the night,” replied Vatter.  

“Yeah, better to make sure no else shows up.”

“Exactly.”

“This is going to be the longest wait of my life,” seethed Jervis.

Vatter slumped onto a couch.  It was going to be a long wait, but not because he was excited like Jervis.  He was worried they might not be able to pull this off.  He'd never done anything like this in his life, and he was about to enter the lion's den. He was to do all the talking as he was the oldest looking among them and had a natural gift of gab.  He could talk to anyone anywhere and had hoped to get into politics as his parents had done.  This was going test just how affable he really was.


 


Chapter 88

Grosse Pointe Michigan

Mister Murphy had already come out to play by spoiling their simple plan to attack the Ford Mansion.  It could still work, but only with adjustments that Winters wasn't thrilled about.  Knowing your rear could be attacked at any second would throw off any kind of rhythm that was needed in a firefight.  Momentum was everything in battle, especially with their plan of pushing the enemy toward the mansion.  It was a great idea because once there, the enemy would have no place to go and it would be easy pickings.  But just knowing they could come at you from behind at any time would be unnerving and would weaken the confidence you needed in battle.  

Their forces consisted of just a hundred and fifty men, which included Nordell's crew.  It wasn't a lot to work with.  In light of this, Winters had decided on a better plan and laid it out for them.

“I like it, Captain,” said Bassett who was more accustomed to Winters' wild ideas than Nordell.

“Gonna take some nerve,” said Scar.

“When doesn't it?” joked Meeks.

Nordell look at Winters.  “Definitely unorthodox, but yeah, with a little luck.”

The plan had a lot of moving parts but relied on the fact they had these drones, which would allow them to monitor the enemy's movement.  

Winters planned to draw the enemy out of their spider holes.  They would mount a convincing attack on the mansion but pretend to be defeated and run away.  The moving parts involved them driving off with the enemy giving chase.  They would also need to set up an ambush sight to take out the chasing Jijis.

This new plan required the assumption that regardless of what the Saudi Colonel thought, either the attack was over, and/or his numbers at the mansion would now be fewer.  With that in mind, he'd order his reserved force back to the estate to help protect it and take care of the wounded.

At that point, they could then put their original plan into action. They just needed to add a couple of steps to it. 

“The only question is, where should we attack?” asked Winters turning to Nordell wanting to get his expert advice again.

Nordell moved his flashlight around the map.  “Right where we were the last time.”

He was referring to when they stormed the mansion to save Winters' daughter and where Elliott was wounded.  The area had a natural boundary with the Milk River giving them cover on either side of Lake Shore Drive.

Winters handed out the new assignments with Nordell and Bassett volunteering to lead the attack.  Winters trusted those two to take care of it and they would have a better sense for when to pull back.  However, Burns and Taylor would be monitoring the movements with the drones.  This would ensure Nordell didn't get ambushed and would have plenty of time to retreat.  It had to look real and be convincing. 

Because they wanted to look weak, they would not be using any of the new armament they'd received from the Canadians.  They didn't want to show the enemy what they were capable of so they would keep the heavy stuff in reserve for the second wave. 

Winters decided to leave the new arms here and to leave a third of the men to guard it and protect Burns and Taylor while they piloted the drones up top.  Winters would cover any possible ambush and would also pursue the Jijis who gave chase.  He didn't typically take a back seat but wanted to make sure that if Nordell's line collapsed he could get there in time to rescue them. 

It took over an hour to get everyone in position for a final radio check.  Before Nordell could start the attack, he needed to clear out any Jijis patrolling the small tree line at the edge of the field.  There were several of them in that area, and there was only one person who could kill them all quickly and quietly.  He pointed to Bassett and gave him the go ahead.

Bassett pulled out his tactical tomahawk and its accompanying eight-inch blackened steel blade.  He operated alone as he raced into the trees with his goggles firmly attached to his head.  There were just three Jijis, and he started with the one on the right.  

This one was either taking a break or sleeping, either way, he was on the ground and leaning against a tree.  He was easy pickings and good practice to start the evening.  Bassett came in from behind and swung the tomahawk from on high burying it into the side of his head.  A muffled crunching sound was barely audible as blood squirted out in different directions.  The force from the blow knocked the man to the side.

Without stopping, Bassett skirted through the trees for twenty yards to his next victim.  This one was one more alert and had a schedule.  He walked about ten yards and then reversed course to his original starting position.  Bassett shuffle stepped to slow down so he could get in a position to be behind him on his return route.  

The Jiji made the turn.  His back was toward Bassett as he rushed up behind him.  Bassett grabbed him around the head while shoving his blade deep into the side of his neck.  The man gasped his last breath and fell to the ground.

The last one was headed out of the trees and into the field where the floodlights lit up the grounds.  Bassett needed to hurry before he got too far out of the tree line. He raced around the trees and was about to attack when an unexpected fourth one came around a tree.  Bassett hadn't seen him, and it threw off his momentum.  The Jiji heard his footsteps and pointed a weapon in his direction.


 


Chapter 89

Nordell stared through the night vision binoculars thinking about his nemesis Colonel Ali Baba.  At least that's what he was calling him whenever he was up against the Islamists.  He didn't like them ever since they attacked the Marine barracks in Beirut back in 1983.  He was there that day and would never forget when two hundred and twenty of his fellow Marines were killed in the explosion from a jihadist attack.  A total of two hundred and forty-one servicemen died that day.  It had left an indelible mark on him.

Nordell watched Bassett's progress.  He liked the way the young corporal moved.  He was fast and agile.  It reminded him of himself when he was in Vietnam.  He loved going out on patrols and ambushing Vietcong.  It was a rush that only a young man could thoroughly enjoy.  

Bassett was moving in on the third target when a fourth came out of nowhere.  He was only armed with his blades and was about to get into a whole lot of trouble.

Without hesitation, Nordell grabbed the M4 that hung across his chest rig.  He squeezed the trigger.  He wasn't aiming at anything, he just needed to get everyone's attention.  

The single shot rang out into the quiet night sky.  

It did the trick as the fourth Jiji stopped and turned toward the shot.  It gave Bassett just enough time to continue swinging at the third Jiji.  The single blow landed in his throat knocking him backward.  Without stopping, Bassett spun around and slammed the tomahawk into the left side of the fourth Jiji while thrusting the knife upwards into his chin.  The Jiji's eyes bulged out confused by what had just happened.

Bassett had to pull hard to remove the ax from the rib cage.  He needed to get back to the edge of the tree line before the enemy opened fire.  

Nordell yelled into the radio for Eddie Perlee to light up the field to the right.  It's where the Jijis had their encampment, which was little more than empty.  This was part of the plan though.  Make it look real. 

Eddie's men manned the SAW and started strafing into the tents.  The dark night exploded with muzzle flashes, and tracer rounds as a barrage of non-stop lead ripped into the tents.  The rest of Eddie's men opened fire with their M4's.  Nordell scanned the field for signs of Jijis.  It was as he expected, little movement. 

He keyed his radio calling out for Bassett.

“Bassett here.  Thanks for the assist.”

“Light 'em up corporal.”

Bassett ordered his squad to open fire at the lights first.  Putting the enemy in the dark would put them at a disadvantage when the Shadow Patriots came back later for the follow-up attack.

Lead flew across the field and smashed out all the lighting spewing sparks into the air.  Within seconds the ground was pitch black with tracer rounds streaking across the six hundred yards to the mansion.  Windows began breaking as the bullets hit their targets.

Nordell kept the binoculars to his face.  He needed to start seeing the enemy in front of them before they could feign weakness and withdraw.  He scowled in disgust as to how long it was taking them to respond.  They should have been on it within the minute.

Finally, the Jijis started to return fire but were chaotic with their aim.

Nordell figured these were the D list fighters.  The real ones were waiting somewhere close by.  He wasn't too worried about being ambushed by them since he had an eye in the sky and Winters waiting in the wings. 

He got on the radio and called out to Burns.  “What's it look like.”

“Gunny, you've got one group gathering around the back of the mansion. Not sure what for yet, and another behind the encampment.  Looks like they're getting ready to move towards you.”

“What's our six look like.”

“Your exit is wide open.”

Nordell was starting to be disappointed.  What the hell was it going to take to get these jackasses moving?  Colonel Ali Baba was definitely waiting to see what else I have up my sleeve.  It wasn't much, and that was the idea.  The question was, how long would it take for this guy to figure it out was the question.  

The radio crackled.  “Gunny.”

“Gunny here.”

“You've got a convoy coming up from Lakeshore Drive,” said Burns.  

“How many?”

“Looks like seven about a mile out.”

“About damn time.”

“Hold on.  You've got tangos with a launcher.  Hit the deck, hit the deck.”

Nordell ran into the tree line just as a grenade came down and exploded.  It was a miss, but he felt the concussion.

“Bassett, Eddie, report, now!”

“Too close.  We're peeling north,” said Bassett.

“Eddie here. We're good.”

Nordell gave it a quick thought.  “Eddie, fall back, fall back.”

“Hit the deck,” yelled Burns.  “Second launcher, I repeat, two launchers.”

A grenade landed right where Eddie's squad had just been.  Nordell scooted around a tree as a third grenade exploded ten yards from the last.  Then two more over by Bassett's position.  Gunfire was now bearing down on them from both sides of the mansion.  Ali Baba wasn't taking any chances with jeopardizing his men with a full-frontal attack.  He was trying to smoke out his adversary, which created a perfect excuse to retreat.  

“That convoy has stopped at the end of the field,” said Burns. “You've got men massing behind it.”

Nordell decided it was time to go.  He keyed the radio and ordered the retreat.  Eddie responded but not Bassett.

“Bassett, come in.”

Nordell waited a second before trying again. 

No response.

“Burns, get over there.”

The wait for the drone to move around the field seemed like an eternity.  Nordell knew what his gut was telling him and it wasn't good.  He'd been down this road all too often.  

“We've got men down,” reported Burns.

Nordell growled.  They had little time to deal with this and needed to hurry to find out who was wounded and who was dead.

“Eddie get over here,” commanded Nordell.

“Convoy is on the move,” said Burns.

“Damn it,” snarled Nordell.

Eddie came rushing over to Nordell.  “Eddie, come with me.  Rest of you, hold off that convoy.”

Nordell stormed through the trees with Eddie on his tail.  They weren't too far from Bassett's position when another grenade came and exploded thirty-five yards away.  He paused a second before hustling forward.  He reached the first corpse and then another.  Both were mangled so badly he couldn't recognize either one.

Bassett had a six-man team including himself.  There were four more to find, and Nordell wasn't holding out hope for survivors. 

Gunfire from Eddie's squad erupted as they engaged the approaching convoy when the radio came alive.  It was Burns.

“Gunny, I'm above you.  You've got two more to your left, but I don't see any movement.”

Nordell found them.  Both were dead and torn up worse than the others.  These were in the middle of the blast zone.

“Get down, get down,” yelled Burns.

Nordell grabbed Eddie and pulled him to the ground just as another grenade exploded.  The ear-piercing explosion ripped through a tree knocking it over.  It was closer than the last one.  It was time to leave.


 


Chapter 90

A chill swept over Winters as he listened to the radio chatter between Burns and Nordell.  They had already lost a few men, and worse yet, one of them appeared to be Corporal Bassett.  They were all valuable, but Bassett was exceptional in that he could do things the others could not.

Winters had anticipated this would be a risky mission but also confident it would work.  The assault with the grenades was giving Nordell the perfect excuse to leave.  It took all of his willpower not to order his men to move in to help.  They couldn't give themselves away or the whole operation would be for naught.  The men who were just killed would have been wasted.  It was going to be one of the toughest decisions to make and one where he would doubt himself for the rest of his life.  This is what it means to have the responsibility of leadership.  You owned the tough decisions especially if they were wrong and costed lives.  He had made plenty over the last few months that he would have to reconcile with down the road.

Amber sat next to him in the police cruiser.  She said nothing but had suppressed a gasp or two.  This wasn't new for either of them, but still, it wasn't easy to listen to. 

“We're bugging out, I repeat, we are bugging out,” said Nordell.  His voice was calm but firm.

Winters' mind returned to what lay in front of them.  The Jijis had a seven-vehicle convoy coming up Lakeshore Drive.  It would give chase to Nordell's unit who were running to their own rides.  They'd have just enough time to get out of there and leave an enticing invitation to follow them.  So far so good.

Winters started the cruiser and let it idle while waiting for Nordell to pass by.  It would still be a few minutes.  He took a gulp of his water and offered it to Amber.

She took it and drank a third of the bottle.  Winters had kept the car shut off to conserve gasoline, so there was no air conditioning.  Not ideal because it was hot and they were both sweating.  Neither had a jacket on but wore chest rigs loaded down with spare magazines. 

The radio broke the silence.  

It was Nordell.  “We're loaded and pulling out.”

“Hold up,” said Burns.  “You've got a straggler.”

Winters sat up straight in his seat.  

“Where's that convoy?” asked Nordell.

“On his tail.  He's gonna need assistance,” said Burns.

“Who damn it,” begged Amber.  

The suspense was driving them both nuts, so Winters called out to Burns for an update.

“Nordell's lighting 'em up now. Our straggler swept right and is closing in.”

Winters let out his breath while wiping the sweat off his forehead.  He stared at the radio waiting for more news.

The radio crackled. “We are away.  Our straggler was the speedy Bassett,” said Nordell.

“Yes,” blurted out Amber as she drummed on the dashboard.

Winters shook his fist in the air.  It was bittersweet of course, but having Basset back was a definite win.

“Now let's get ready,” said Winters.  He grabbed the radio and called out to Hadley who was behind him with Hollis and two others.  “You guys ready?”

“Yes, sir. We are good to go.”  

Nordell was to lead the convoy into a dead end where Scar and Meeks were waiting with marksmen up and down the street.  Once there, Nordell and company would take up strategic positions and rain down hellfire.  Winters and Hadley would then come in and block off the road.  

It was similar to what they had done when Winters, Reese, and Sadie were rescued from the mansion.  During their daring rescue, they had been followed by a couple of cars full of Jijis, so they boxed them in an ambush.

“They're coming by you now,” said Burns.  “You've got seven in tow.  This is where I'm breaking off.  Good luck.”

Winters replied.  “Roger that. Keep an eye on things.  The rest of you guys, hang tough and we'll see you in a while.”

Nordell's convoy screamed past them, and a few seconds later seven vehicles of different makes and models followed.  They had to be going at least seventy miles per hour.  The lead car had a couple of guys hanging out windows firing their weapons.  Useless at that speed.  

Winters flipped his goggles down and pulled onto the road.  Once they turned onto Nine Mile Road, it would take a few seconds to catch up to them, but they just needed to make sure there were no slackers who could get in behind them.

Winters white-knuckled the steering wheel as he floored the pedal.  Driving fast at night took a lot of concentration, to begin with.  Doing it without headlights while wearing night-vision goggles, only increased the amount of focus needed.  The goggles were great, but still, they were a bit lacking when you were traveling at this rate of speed.

The ambush site was right at ten miles, which was far enough away the gunfire wouldn't be heard and there'd be no chance of radio communication.  

“See how it's going,” ordered Winters not daring to let go of the steering wheel as he made a right onto Mound Road.

Amber grabbed the radio.  “Gunny, what's your status.”

Bassett's voice answered back. “We're good to go.  Leading them down the rabbit hole.  Be just a few more minutes.”

“Copy.  Glad to hear your voice.”

“Roger that and always glad to hear yours.”

Amber smiled.  “He sounded good.  Wonder what happened?”

Winters was about to answer when brake lights lit up.  “Hells bells!  Looks like we got one slowing down.  What the hell is he doing?”

The radio squawked.  It was Hadley. “Captain, we've got headlights coming in behind us.”

Winters' hands turned clammy on the steering wheel.  Both things happening at the same time wasn't a coincidence.  The enemy was making a play.  If their reserves were ready to get to the compound, then it would be ready to give chase.  They were coming in to help but why was the one up ahead one peeling off from the pack.  It took a second for Winters to figure it out.  They know we have night vision.  They're checking their rear for any tails.  

The Jiji swerved into a strip mall.

“Tell Hadley we're slowing,” ordered Winters as he let off the gas.

Amber raised the radio to her mouth.  “Don, stay close, we're slowing down.”

“Tell him to follow us.”

If Winters had guessed right then the car in front of them would sit there and wait for the other convoy.  He didn't have much time, he was coming in fast and needed a place to hide two vehicles.

With no street to turn onto, Winters swung over to the other side of the road and pulled into another strip mall.  He was hoping the dark would provide them with enough cover.  Hadley pulled in behind him.  

Winters watched the Jijis just up across the road.  The driver had turned on his emergency flashes, probably to signal the others where he was.  

The second convoy came screaming in and stopped in the middle of the road.  This one consisted of six vehicles, one of which was a pickup truck that had two guys in the back.  

The one Jiji who had pulled over ran over and started to talk to them.

“C'mon guys, just keep going,” cajoled Winters as he stared at them.  “Your buddies need your help.”

One of the guys in the back of the pickup jumped out and ran across the road to take a leak.  As he was going about his business, he looked right at the police cruiser and then started shouting.


 


Chapter 91

Hudson Michigan

Collette was enjoying her walk through the quiet streets of the abandoned town of Hudson.  She loved the solitude.  After watching a man lose his head, she needed some alone time.  Despite seeing a lot of dead “assholes” lately, she wasn't prepared to see the brutality of an innocent man lose his head.  It almost seemed like she was watching an old black and white horror movie.  Thankfully there was no sound because she was sure if she'd had to listen to it, she would have thrown up.  She wondered what it took for someone to be so evil as to chop off heads for entertainment.  They had to be filled with so much hate to be able to do that.  She'd experienced plenty of evil over the last few months in her hometown of Sabine, and wondered if it had continued, would it have progressed to that level?  It had started off as one thing and grew into something entirely different.  Would they have eventually been sold off as slaves?  The thought sent shivers through her as she continued down the pitch-black street.  

Usually, she'd be scared to walk these dark streets, like she always was back home.  She either had to walk or ride a bike everywhere and most of the time it was after dark.  However, having night-vision goggles was absolutely the best and made it so much more relaxing.  Also, carrying a Colt M4 carbine gave her all the confidence any girl would need.  Now, she almost felt naked without one.  She broke out into a chuckle and rolled her eyes remembering yesterday's actual nakedness.  

What she did back at the nursing home almost seemed surreal.  The funny thing was it didn't really seem all that weird to be naked in front of everybody.  Hell, she'd been passed around so much over the last few months, she had lost all her shyness.  She chuckled thinking about how shy she used to be.  She never even liked changing for gym class in the high school locker room with only other girls around. 

She bobbed her head from side-to-side thinking it did come in handy with those stupid cops.  Knowing it would have been a different outcome had she not volunteered gave her immense pride.  She had earned everyone's respect, which was important to her because Laney, was the better fighter and she wanted to be more like her.  

It wasn't petty jealousy, far from it.  She loved Laney and looked up to her because she was more athletic than she was.  Granted, she was more creative than Laney and typically came up with terrific ideas, ala, like yesterday, it's just that she had to work harder because she wasn't good at sports like Laney was. 

She also wanted to prove herself to Cole who meant everything to her.  He had saved her from all the misery she'd been putting up with over the past three months.  Both she and Laney would do anything for him even if it meant staying behind to guard the town.  She understood his desire not to bring them.  They were too inexperienced, but more importantly, he didn't want to have to worry about them.  

The thought brought an excited flutter to her stomach as Cole was the first adult to care about her welfare in months.  Her mom sure as hell didn't care.  She was more worried about feeding her little brother Seth, than how they got the food.  It had been a harsh reality that her mom expected her to whore herself out and didn't allow for any other alternatives.  Not that there were any other choices, but still, to have been able to voice an opinion would have made a difference.  A little gratitude would also have gone a long way.  Not a single time did she ever thank her or even talk about what she had to do.  It was as if the whoring wasn't really happening and she was just going to a regular job. 

Collette slumped her shoulders because, despite it all, she still loved her mom, she just didn't get along with her.  She hoped her brother Seth was doing well in Winnipeg.  She missed seeing his cheery face.

She snapped her head around when headlights down the street appeared.  Her stomach muscles tightened, and her arm hairs rose.  She was a block away and couldn't see what type of vehicle it was let alone who it was.  She started running down the street as it turned onto Oak Street.  Whoever it was, knew where they were all located.  But if they were friendly, why weren't they headed to Grosse Pointe.  Everyone left a couple of hours ago and would just be getting ready to attack.  She needed more information before she freaked out.  Cole always said, “Never panic and always take a moment to think.”  

With that thought, she turned to the left and ran behind the houses so she could see who was in the vehicle.  She ran past the first house to the second and then stopped behind a shed.  She peered around the corner and spotted a dark-colored extended passenger van with four men.  They were talking with the two elderly men from Jackson who had stayed behind with them.

Collette wasn't sure who was who, because she didn't know many of the Shadow Patriots. They all seem to know each other, and a couple of them were laughing.  Collette decided to join them and started walking across the lawn between two houses when the four men attacked the two elderly men with knives.  Within seconds they fell to the pavement dead. 

Collette froze in her tracks and raised her weapon to her shoulder.  Her pulse increased forcing her to take some deep breaths to slow down.  She wasn't sure what to do but then remembered the training Sergeant Hicks had given her. 

She was outnumbered and didn't know if there were more.  She backed up a few yards and dropped to the ground.  She stared through the night-vision goggles and watched them drag the bodies off to the side.  They then separated and started walking to different houses.  Why were they here?  It took only a moment to figure out they were the cops from Detroit.  They were here for the girls.  

She stood up and ran through the backyards.  She needed help and Laney was the only other person who was capable.  She had said she was going to visit with Reese and keep her company.  Too bad that girl couldn't fight.  She had heard the stories about what a fierce fighter she was.  

She started to run across the street when she spied one of the cops entering the house Reese was in.


 


Chapter 92

Warren Michigan

Giving chase to the convoy that left Grosse Pointe, Winters had been forced to pull over.  He and Hadley had tried to stay hidden in the shadows of a strip mall as another convoy of Jijis came in behind them.  A Jiji who needed to relieve himself came across the road for privacy.

Winters keyed the radio.  “Hadley be ready to swing around and go back south.”

“Copy.”

The Jiji was just finishing when he realized he had an audience and began to yell.  

“Here we go,” said Winters as he started the cruiser. 

He threw it drive and stomped on the gas.  He decided to take out the rat-fink and headed toward him.  This caught the man by surprise, but he managed to swing his AK-47 around and fire a burst at them just as the cruiser clipped him.  The impact threw him in the air and slammed him to the pavement fifteen feet away.

“Should have paid attention,” scolded Winters who squealed the tires as he raced out of the parking lot.

Hadley was hot on Winters' tail and the Jiji convoy turned around to give them chase.  

“Inform Nordell.”

Amber grabbed the radio.  “Gunny, we've broken off the chase.”

“What happen?” asked Nordell.

“We've encountered another convoy and are currently being pursued.”

“Stay within radio range if you can,” advised Nordell.  

“Will do, over.”

“Bring 'em to us,” called out Scar.

Winters gave it some thought.  They would need to make three turns to head towards them.  If they could possibly bring this convoy into their ambush, it could still work.

The Jijis caught up to them quicker than Winters had anticipated and were now firing on Hadley.  Winters took a left on Nine Mile Road with Hadley following.  Two cars were right on his tail and shooting at them with the others not far behind.

Winters blew through the next intersection and decided to take the next left onto Van Dyke.  He swung the car to the right so he could give himself more room for the turn.  The tires screamed as the big cruiser spun through the turn.  As soon as he was through it, he slammed the gas pedal back to the floor.

Instead of following him, Hadley flew through the intersection followed by the two cars which were still firing at him.

“What the hell?”

Amber called out to him.  “What are doing, Don?”

“Couldn't make the turn.  Don't worry, I know these roads better than they do.”

Winters didn't like it and liked it a lot less when the rest of the convoy made the turn.  This meant he had five vehicles and an unknown number of Jijis to deal with and they were closing in fast.

Winters kept the pedal to the floor, but it wasn't responding like it should. Something was wrong. He didn't have the headlights on, so the gauges weren't lit up as they should be.  However, he recognized the signs that it was overheating.  A round from an AK must have hit the radiator.  Within seconds, it became apparent as steam began rising from the engine.

“Get ready,” ordered Winters.

Amber racked the bolt on her M4 and undid her seat belt.  Instead of waiting for it to die, Winters slammed on the brakes and stopped in the middle of the street.  They hopped out and laid down a hail of bullets.  The hot lead hit the lead vehicle who tried to veer off but was too late as the driver took a round to the head.

Winters slammed in a fresh magazine and blew out the headlights wanting their biggest asset, darkness, back.  They needed a new position before the Jijis started to return fire.

“Go left.  Go.”

Winters followed Amber as she raced across the parking lot toward another strip mall.  Their cruiser was going to be bait and would continue to die a slow death as rounds started pelting it.

The Jijis had all stopped in the middle of the street lined up behind one and another. The smarter move would have been to fan out and use their headlights to light up the area.  

Amateurs.

Seeing their failure, Winters stayed hidden until they could get parallel to these guys.  So far so good. 

The bad guys had exited their vehicle but were staying behind the doors for protection.  They thought their targets were still in the cruiser.

“Let's get closer and take out this side.  You start at the back end, and we'll meet in the middle.”

Amber kept her head down as they moved down the strip mall.  They were now parallel to the unsuspecting shooters.  They would have to strike fast and run but would need an escape route.

Winters scanned up ahead and spotted a break between buildings.  It would be their next move for cover.  He clued her in as they readied themselves.

She gave him a firm nod before aiming at the rear of the five-vehicle convoy.  She took the lead and fired first.  They were only thirty yards from the targets making for easy kills.  The bullets slammed into the vehicles breaking out windows as screams shrieked in the air.  

Winters threw in a fresh mag, but it was time to go.  He smacked Amber on the leg to get her attention.

“Move now.”

They sprinted past the Jijis and hauled ass to the break in the buildings.  It wasn't what Winters had hoped for. It turned out to be an entrance way that barely had enough room for both of them. The Jijis on the other side of the vehicles started firing their AK-47's at their last position but were smarter this time.  They began spraying the building from end-to-end. 

Rounds popped and hissed around them. Winters grabbed Amber and shoved her to the ground as bullets blasted through the tempered windows spraying bits of glass in all directions.  The sharp glass bit into their skin and scratched them.  

Now he wished he had worn a jacket and not a short-sleeved shirt.  He had decided to put off wearing one until the final attack on the compound because it was stifling hot and this wasn't supposed to be happening.  But a little something was wanting to come out and play again.  That little something was called Murphy.  He'd been rearing his ugly head from the get-go tonight. 

“Fuck,” screamed Amber who was wearing a black tank top.  “Fucking glass.” 

Winters was thankful it was tempered glass rather than plate glass.  They'd have died from the shards had it been.  Scratches he could deal with.

Regardless, they needed a new position.  He tried to look around the corner of their indefensible location.  The Jijis remained behind their cars making it impossible to effectively hit them from this angle.  He looked at the glass entrance to the store and was about to break through it when more rounds pounded their position.  Glass continued to rain down upon them.  

“How much glass is there?” shouted Amber.  

Winters didn't bother answering.  It was a rhetorical question anyway.  He moved his body over to shield her as much as possible when he noticed the glass door had some holes in it.  

They had an exit.

Winters started kicking the bottom part of the door and quickly punched through.  It took only a few blows before they could crawl out of their trap.

“This way my dear,” said Winters.

They duck-walked through the entrance not daring to put their hands on the ground.  Glass crackled under their feet as they made it inside.  Amber raised up a bit as she kept moving towards the back of the empty store.  Winters was on her heels and was relieved as they came around a corner.

Amber stood up first and tried to tone her voice down as she cussed at the bits of glass that were in her hair and a few that managed to bury itself into her arms.

Blood dripped down their arms from multiple cuts and scratches, but there wasn't time to deal with them.  They had to keep moving.  Amber didn't have to be told as she led them through the back toward the exit.  She pushed on the door and stepped outside.  She then lifted an elbow and started picking at a glass bit.

“C'mon let's go.”

“I know.  Just had to get that one.  Little bastard was digging into my pit.”

Winters started running down the narrow alley to get around the building.  He wanted to get there before the Jijis separated into smaller groups.

Winters came around the corner only to find they had decided to hightail it.  They left their bloodied brothers lying in the road along with the pickup truck and the lead car.  Both vehicles were dead. 

“Bunch of pansies,” sneered Amber.

“We need a ride,” said Winters patting his chest rig looking for the radio.  “You got the radio?”

Amber started patting herself down and shook her head.  “I didn't grab it.”

They hustled to the cruiser, which was riddled with bullet holes.  All the tires were flat, the windows were spider-webbed and steam was still rising from under the hood.  

Winters opened the door and reached up on the dash.  As soon as he grabbed the radio, he realized it had caught a bullet and was useless.

Now they were stranded.


 


Chapter 93

Hudson Michigan

After her patrol of the streets of Hudson, Laney had come to check on Reese.  She walked in to find her awake and staring at the walls.  The room was stuffy, so Laney opened both windows to get some fresh air. 

The battery-powered camping lantern lit up the room giving Laney and Reese enough light to see each other as they chatted.  Laney sat on the side of the bed next to Reese.  

Laney was fascinated by Reese, and looked up to her because she'd been fighting with the Shadow Patriots for months.  Also, Doctor Lunsford had said keeping her company and talking about nothing would help her memory.

Laney turned her head when there was a slight knock on the door.  A man walked in whom she didn't recognize, which didn't surprise her, as she didn't know most of the Shadow Patriots.  What got her attention was Reese reached for her hand and squeezed it almost to the point that it was hurting.  Was something wrong?

“Hello, hope I'm not disturbing you,” said Tannenbaum. 

“Who are you?” asked Laney.

“I'm Tommy, Captain Winters asked us to come by and check on you girls.”

Laney stood up.  “Oh, okay cool.  As you can see, we're good.” 

“Well, he wanted us to do a headcount outside before everyone went to bed, so would y'all mind?”

“A headcount?  That's stupid,” protested Laney.  “Can't you see she's injured, so just add two.”

“It's okay, I need to stretch my legs anyway,” said Reese holding out a hand. “Tommy, would you mind helping me?”

“Not at all,” smiled Tannenbaum putting out a hand for her. 

“Gently, okay?” said Reese as she reached under her pillow for her double-edged knife.  Her memories may come in pieces and at random times, but this lowlife's face brought back some bad ones.  Images of him raping her came flooding through her mind.  She also remembered what she'd been doing to cops whenever she had the chance.

Tannenbaum pulled on her right hand making Reese wince.  It was her injured side, but she needed her left hand free.  It would also tie up one of his.  As he pulled her up, needles of pain shot through her shoulder taking her breath away.  When she put weight on her left leg, a pain shot through her body like an electric shock.  She fought to ignore it but couldn't so she fell into him while thrusting the sharp blade into his stomach.

He let out a gasp of air as he yelped.

His desperate gasp was like a soothing drug for Reese anesthetizing her pain as her mind zeroed in on inflicting as much pain as possible before he took his last breath. 

“Do you remember me, sweetie?” asked Reese leaning back while wiggling the blade deep inside his gut inflicting more damage.

Laney's mouth fell open, and she stood back at the scene not sure of what to do but trusted Reese. 

“I remember every time you put your little Tommy in me, and I do mean little.”

Tannenbaum tried to take a breath while looking into Reese's eyes.  His eyes were turning glassy but registered recognition.

“Ah, yes, you do remember me.  Never more than three seconds with me, remember?” She turned to Laney who hadn't moved a muscle.  “He was my three-second boy.  Nevermore and sometimes even less.”

Tannenbaum's knees buckled, and he fell to the carpet, which extracted the knife tearing more flesh.  His breathing came in short rapid gasp as he put his hands on his stomach in a feeble attempt to stop the bleeding.  

Reese dropped to her knees ignoring her pain because Mister Hyde was back and in full control.  She didn't understand what was happening, all she could think about was making sure this bastard suffered.

She leaned right up to his ear and whispered. “It's time to pay for all those girls you raped.”  She placed the bloody knife against the soft flesh of his neck.  “Enjoy hell, you fucking bastard.”  

She used all her strength to shove the knife through muscle and bone twisting it before ripping it out.  Blood poured out and spilled onto her already bloodied white cami top.

Tannenbaum fell to the side dead.  

A slight smile broke across her face.  She looked up at Laney and without saying a word, dropped the knife and held out her bloodied left hand.  Laney grabbed on and pulled her to her feet just as Collette raced into the room.

“Whoa,” said Collette surprised at the gruesome scene.  “You got him.”

“How many are there?” asked Laney wiping the blood off her hand with a towel.

“There's three more.  They killed those two guys from town.  So, it's just you and me.”

“Where are they?” asked Laney.

“They're in the other houses.”

“This idiot said they're doing a headcount outside.”

“That's where we can take 'em out,” suggested Collette.

Reese shook her head back to reality.  “I can distract 'em while you girls flank them.”

Collette looked at Laney for confirmation.

“Not like that, you ain't,” quipped Laney pointing to the blood-soaked shirt.

Reese didn't think twice about it.  “Help me get this off.”

Laney grabbed the bottom of the white cami and started to lift it, but Reese stopped her.  “Just cut the straps.”

Laney grabbed her knife and made short work out of the spaghetti straps.  She then pulled it down, and Reese stepped out of it.  

“Are you sure you wanna help?” asked Laney staring at the sizable bruise on her chest and shoulder.

“Those bastards owe me,” snapped Reese.

“Alright then,” said Laney.  

“There's some clothes in that box,” said Reese.

Collette hustled to the bathroom to grab a wet washcloth.  She came back in and wiped the blood off of Reese's hands and face.

Laney rummaged through the box and pulled out a light yellow t-shirt.  “What about this one?”

“That won't work,” said Collette.  “She's got blood on her bra, it'll seep through.  Are there any dark ones.”

Laney dumped the box out and found a black tank top.  Collette helped Reese hold her arms up while Laney worked her arms through the shirt and then stretched it over her head before struggling to pull it down.

“It's a little small,” said Reese trying to fight off the pain.

“Well, if your boobs weren't so big,” laughed Laney as she pulled the shirt over them.

“They're not that big,” countered Reese.

“Way bigger than ours,” joked Laney in her typical fashion.  

Reese was taken aback by her mindless bantering. 

“There now you can distract the cops and boy, will you ever,” assured Laney.

“My gun is in my bag.”

Laney found it and handed it to her before grabbing her own gear and putting on the night-vision goggles.  Reese racked the slide on the Taurus 9mm before grabbing the red crutch.  They then headed into the kitchen and looked out the window.  

“There they are,” said Collette.  “Looks like they got all the girls outside.  They're probably waiting for the one you killed.  Reese, give Laney and me a minute to swing around to the front before you come outside.”

Reese closed her eyes to think.  She wanted one more kill and thought about the best way to be assured of it.  “When they see me.  I'm going to stop and see if one will come to get me.”

“Perfect.  We'll take out the other two,” said Laney.

“Are you sure you can do it?” asked Collette noticing Reese's eyes start to flicker around.  She didn't seem to be all there, which wasn't a surprise since that's how she was when they had found her.

She gave them a reassuring nod.

The girls flew out the kitchen door, and Reese stared out of the window recognizing two of the cops.  The tall one liked to spank her while the heavier one was another three-second boy and usually smelled bad.  She wasn't sure who the one with the white bandage on his face was but didn't care just as long as she got to kill one more.  

A surge of energy draped over her as she repeated the thought.  The idea became so overwhelming it paralyzed her.  Her mind became disoriented, and now she wasn't sure she could do this.  How could she?  She could barely move, and her whole right side was on fire.  Doubt flooded her mind now.  Her breath caught in her chest making her struggle for air when the tall cop started walking toward her with a flashlight.

She needed to do something.  But now she was confused and couldn't move because Mister Hyde had resurfaced when she killed Tannenbaum.  She didn't understand the overwhelming urge that had taken over her mind.  She struggled to figure it out but lost her train of thought. 

Then a distant memory of a conversation she had with a nurse named Sandy came to her. She said she had frozen from fear and couldn't flee.  She had asked Reese how she did it.  How she wasn't scared.  “I'm scared all the time,” she replied. “But I hate the bastards for what they did to me and when I kill 'em, I get even, and for a brief moment it makes me feel good.”  

A shiver shot through her.  

“Oh damn, that's right,” she said aloud as the tall cop opened the door.


 


Chapter 94

Warren Michigan

After escaping an onslaught of bullets, Winters and Amber found their situation had gone from bad to worse.  Their handheld radio had a taken a bullet and was destroyed.  They were stranded and had no way to call for help.  It was another disaster Winters added to an ever-growing list.  It started after realizing the enemy had moved their fighters around, though one could argue they had been fortunate enough to figure that out before attacking. Unfortunately, the list also included five deaths, which was costly, considering the number of men they had left.

This latest fiasco was definitely a kink, but one that could be overcome, as long as they could keep up a steady pace, jogging in this heat.  The question was, which way to go?  Did they have time to reach the ambush site?  Or was it better to get back to Grosse Point?  The ambush site was a shorter distance than the approximate six miles to the mansion.  

It was unbearably humid tonight, and they had only one bottle of water left.  Both were soaking wet from sweating and to make matters worse, the sweat was stinging their scratches like pins pricking the skin.  Amber was still shaking some of the glass out of her hair, Thankfully she had it in a ponytail; otherwise, it would have been much worse.

“So, which way we headed?” asked Amber.

“Let's try the ambush site.  It's closer, and with any luck, we'll catch them coming back.”

“Are we on the right street?”

Winters scoffed. “Actually, no.  We need to get over one.”

“Let's see if that pickup has any water, first,” suggested Amber as she started walking toward it.  

The truck had two flat tires and had taken a fair amount of lead to the engine. Winters was surprised the other cars were able to drive away. 

Amber stepped over a corpse before opening the door.  She climbed in and looked around.  “Don't see any.”

She searched the floor and came up empty for water, but then grabbed onto something even better. She stepped away and turned to Winters.  “Look what I found.”

Winters broke out in a big smile.  Mister Murphy had finally given them a gift.  Amber handed him a radio the Jijis had been using.  He turned the volume and found it was working.

“My dear, I think I could kiss you.”

“This is sweet,” beamed Amber.

With this radio, they could monitor the enemy's communications.  This along with the drones gave them a hell of an advantage.  Now, all they needed to do was get back with the rest of his force.

“C'mon, let's get going,” said Winters shoving the radio into his chest rig.

They started jogging at a mild pace not wanting to overdo it, especially in this heat.  It didn't take long before both needed a water break.  Sweat was pouring down both their faces soaking their already wet shirts.  Wearing long pants wasn't helping nor were the heavy chest rigs filled with spare ammo.  

Winters handed her the water first, and she took a couple of gulps.  While he was taking his turn, Amber noticed they were now in a residential area. 

“Ah, why don't we check the houses for running water,” suggested Amber.

Winters let out a slight scoff.  “Yeah, that'd probably make sense.”

They ran to the nearest house and found a water spigot on the side.  Amber twisted the handle and pumped a fist when she heard water running through the attached hose.  She swung her M4 onto her back before grabbing the nozzle. 

“Here let me hold it for ya,” said Winters.

“Oh, this is heaven,” said Amber as she rubbed her arms as the water washed the blood and sweat away.  “Do my neck too.”

She had some cuts there as well and wanted the water to run down her back.  Besides cleaning the scratches, it was cooling her down.  She did the same for him before filling the water bottle.  They didn't have time to dawdle and took off at a steady pace up Mound Road. 

Now that they were refreshed, they were able to make better time.  Hearing gunfire echoing in the air told them they were getting close.  The sound was bittersweet because, on one hand, they knew they'd made it in time, but on the other, why were they still in a firefight?  Their ambush should have been over by now.

Winters was growing nervous and picked up the pace.  Amber stayed right next to him sensing the same thing.  It took another grueling five minutes before they saw the reason why. 


 


Chapter 95

The Jijis had managed to surround the ambush.  This was why the Jijis had left them earlier.  They were rushing to join this party.  The enemy had fallen back from attacking Nordell's position, which was at a dead end street.  Scar's squad was a little further up thinking the Jijis would go down the street a bit more, so they'd be able to put them in a crossfire.  That had been the plan, but because Winters and Hadley had broken away, there was no one to drive the enemy further down the street.  

During the planning of this ambush, it had been decided they wouldn't need everyone here and to reserve the heavy armament for the main attack on the compound.  Besides not thinking they'd need it, they didn't want to advertise the kind of firepower they had.  It was all part of the subterfuge to convince the Saudi Colonel they were weak so he would let his guard down.

In retrospect, it would have been better to have all their men here with the heavy weapons just in case something like this happened.  Again, Murphy was toying with them tonight.  Though the one good thing was Winters and Amber now had a ride back.  It would seem Mister Murphy taketh and giveth at the same time.

They squatted down as they snuck in using the cover of darkness.  The first thing Winters noticed was these Jijis were wearing camouflaged fatigues.  These weren't the same ones they'd been fighting in Jackson.  These were the hired guns and definitely had more tactical experience.

They had parked two cars diagonally across the street and another two on the side giving them a fortified box. Inside that box were nine bad guys, outside the box were five to six on each side, with more on the side of the houses.  Overall, it was an ideal plan put together in a hurry.  They were controlling the situation and had positioned their men well. These soldiers were the real deal.  However, they a problem.  They weren't expecting two sweaty and out of breath stragglers to join the fight, and they neglected to watch their backs.

“We do just what we did at the strip mall,” said Winters trying to catch his breath. 

Amber was breathing hard and nodded.  

Winters grabbed the water bottle and took one more sip before handing it to her.  She took it and gulped down the rest.

“Which side you want?”

“I'll take the left.”

“Okay, we're going right up the middle.  Just stay with me.”

Amber nodded again as she fought to reign in her breathing.

Sporadic gunfire came from the enemy who seemed to be enjoying themselves.  As they should since they had the upper hand.  Winters thought he could actually hear laughter but wasn't sure.  He didn't hear too much return fire from his men but brushed it off knowing they were conserving ammo.  They would pick their targets and not fire if they didn't have a good one.

Every muscle in Winters' body tensed making him ready to strike.  With weapons up, he turned his head searching for any surprises, as they inched closer.  They were twenty yards away.  Close enough.  They nodded at each other and locked their bodies into position.

They opened fire on full auto and swept from the side to the middle.  Muzzle flashes lit up as the targets twisted in agony and fell to the ground.  Their screams were barely heard above the staccato fire from the M4's as they absorbed the hot lead.  They were easy targets. It was almost unfair, but then nothing in war is fair.

Winters yanked out an empty mag and slammed in a fresh one.  He switched to three shot as most of the targets were either wounded or dead.  One tried to return fire, so Winters pressed the trigger and exploded his head.  

The guys outside the box were slow to notice their position had been compromised.  It took a few seconds for them to wake up, but one finally turned to engage.  Winters was faster and fired first.  Two rounds hit his upper chest. The third entered just below his mouth dropping him like a bag of cement. 

More came running toward them from each side and Winters yelled at Amber to get into the box.  They needed cover.  Winters didn't take any chances and quickly shot each of the Jiji bodies point blank in the head to make sure they were dead. 

Amber leaned her back against a car still breathing hard but on full alert.

“Like shooting fish in a barrel,” stated Winters.

“Now comes the hard part,” smirked Amber.

“Let's peek under these cars.”

Amber fell into a prone position.  Sure enough, black boots were coming towards them.  There were four pairs, so she decided to start with the easiest one.  She pulled out her Glock 17 and lined up her first shot.  She depressed the trigger and engaged.  The round blew out an ankle making him fall into his friend as he hollered in pain.  Amber moved down to the next one and fired.  Both men fell to the ground exposing themselves.  She took advantage and fired two rounds into each of them.  She aimed her shots into their chests which put them on eternal hold.

Winters had followed suit and fired on two who were stupid enough to not hide behind wheels.  Both were easy shots and fell to the ground because of their mistake.  Winters finished them off with headshots.  

A few more were cautiously coming toward him, but then a couple of friendlies came in behind them.  It was Scar and Meeks coming around the corner.  Both had their weapons butted to their shoulders and fired simultaneously.  

Winters rolled to the other side as Amber crawled to get a better angle.  She fired twice and followed up with two more shots causing her last targets to fall to the pavement.  

More shots came from Scar and Meeks as they led a team in to finish off the rest.  

Winters cupped his hands to his mouth.  “Scar, Meeks, don't shoot.”

“Now why would we do that?” laughed Meeks coming into the box.  He held a hand out to Amber and pulled her up off the pavement.  “We figured it was you.  Whoa, Amber what the hell happened to your arms?”

Scar pulled Winters up and asked the same thing. 

“Our ride caught a bullet and died on us, our radio too, then we got caught in a shootout right in front of storefront windows,” said Winters.

“Oh, damn, that must have sucked,” said Meeks.

“Suck doesn't describe it, try having sweat sting the hell out of these cuts.” rasped Amber.  Her throat was dry and she needed another drink.

Meeks noticed and handed her a water bottle.  She didn't bother mentioning cooties and drank half of it before giving it to Winters.

“A little thirsty?” grinned Meeks.

“We had to jog here,” said Winters before drinking the rest.

“Whoa, now that really does suck.”

“Where's Hadley?” asked Scar.

“Don't know.  He broke off said he knew these streets.”

“I'm sure he's alright.  We should get going,” suggested Scar.

Winters agreed, and they gathered everyone together to head back to the compound.  The night was just beginning, and despite everything that had happened so far, this had been the easy part.


 


Chapter 96

Hudson Michigan

Collette and Laney were in position and waiting for Reese to come outside.  She had already stabbed a cop and wanted to kill one more.  She'd given the girls plenty of time, too much in fact.  She needed to move now because the tall cop was going toward her position.  

Laney looked at Collette.  “What's she doing?”

“I don't know.  She's probably just waiting for him to come inside now.”

“Okay then.  Let's get closer.”

The girls padded across the lawn and moved in closer.  It was pitch-black out giving them a significant advantage over their targets.  They were confident having trained for this exact scenario with Sergeant Hicks.  He had run them through the Urban Warfare Course all day with the idea they'd be in their hometown.  The situation in front of them was almost an exact replica of one of the scenarios.  They had been trained separately and as a two-person team.  Neither had to tell the other what to do because they both knew their roles.

They took their time closing in on the unsuspecting targets. The remaining two cops were busy keeping up an appearance of being helpful friends of the Shadow Patriots.  The dark concealed the cop's identity, so no one was panicky.  That was about to change.  

Laney and Collette were seven yards away with their weapons firmly butted against their shoulders.  Breathing was under control and fingers ready as they waited for Reese to kill the tall cop.

Collette was aiming at the one with the bandage of his face wondering how he got it. 

A gunshot rang out from inside the house.

A second later, the two girls squeezed their triggers as one.  It was an easy shot, and both cops fell to the ground.  Neither were moving. 

*  *  *  *  *

Inside the house, Reese's shot had been wide.  The light from the cop's flashlight had blinded her causing her to miss. The cop jumped and tackled her, and she landed on her back knocking her breath out.

Hearing the two shots fired outside made Jervis stop.  He leaned up and looked out the window.  His friends were dead and the girls were screaming and running helter-skelter. 

“Son-of-a-bitch,” said Jervis as he sat down on Reese's waist.  “Where's Tommy.” 

She didn't answer.  

Jervis wound up and slapped her across the face.

Reese screamed as stars floated through her vision.  

He grabbed his flashlight and pointed it at her.  “Hey, I remember you.  You got that fine ass I liked to spank.  You look like shit, but I bet that ass of yours is still fine.  So, where is he?”

“He's...he's in the back,” gasped Reese struggling for the air to get the words out.  Getting tackled and slapped across the face had added to the immense pain that pulsated throughout her body.

“Is he dead?”

Reese nodded.

“For fuck's sake. I'm the only one left.  Who killed him?  Did you?”

Reese shook her head.

“Really?  Cause I don't see anyone else here.”

“I swear it wasn't me.”

“Whose out there?”

Reese stared at him with blank eyes.  She actually couldn't remember the girls' names.  

Jervis swung an open hand across her face again.  “Tell me who is it.”

More stars raced across her vision.  “I...I...dodon't know.”

“How do you not know?”

“I...I...can't remember their names.”

“Why not?”

“Look at me. I'm badly injured.”

“How many are there?”

Reese's mind went blank.

Jervis pulled a knife out and pressed it against her cheek.  The sharp blade bit into her skin.  “Start remembering.”

Tears sprang out of Reese's eyes as the blade sliced alongside her cheekbone.  Blood trickled down the side of her neck.

“Tell me!”

The sharp pain forced her mind.  “There's two...two girls.”

“Two girls? That's it?”

“Yes.”

“How old are they?”

Reese had no idea how old they were but needed to say something.  “Teenagers.”

Jervis broke out in a big smile. “Shit here I was all worried.  Teen girls, that's friggin awesome.  Hell, we might even be able to squeeze in a quick spanking before I take them out.  Then I'll take the pick of the litter and be on my way.”

Jervis stood up and looked out the window.  He didn't see anyone outside.  He used the butt of his M4 and broke the glass.  Wanting to scare off the two teenagers, he squeezed the trigger and sprayed the houses across the street.  The gunfire echoed up and down the empty street. 

He leaned out the broken window and screamed.  “That's what you'll get if you try to come inside.”

He knelt back down to Reese who had been in his favorite girl from the party-house.  He'd visit her often and always treated her crudely.  She looked just like a girl he'd had a crush on back in high school.  Not only was his love unrequited, but she had scorned him in front of her friends.  He never forgot about it but was able to work out some of the lingering frustration on Reese, who, like his crush, was way out of his league.  

“Looks like all your friends took off.  So, it might be just you and me after all.  You know, seeing how we got some time and those girls are scattered, I think I do want to revisit that fine ass of yours.”

“What?  No, please don't.  I'm injured, and you're hurting me.”

Jervis placed the knife back on her cheek.  “I don't give a fuck, you hear me?  If you're in so much damn pain, then maybe I'll just put a bullet in your head first.  You want that? Huh?” asked Jervis spraying saliva on her.

She shook her head.

“Then stop your damn bitching,” growled Jervis penetrating the skin again for good measure.  

The sharp edge sliced a smaller cut next to the first one making her choke on her own breathing.  The pain caused a gag reflex when he yanked off her red gym shorts before flipping her over on her stomach.  The struggle for air increased as he began hitting her.


 


Chapter 97

Grosse Pointe Michigan

The drone continued to fly around the compound monitoring the movement of the enemy.  Between the two drones and spare batteries, they could afford to keep one constantly hovering above the mansion.  Badger had the forethought to bring a couple of car batteries to the roof with a converter so they could keep charging them all night if they had to.

It had been over an hour since the attack, and there had been a lot of movement especially where the attack had happened.  The bodies of the five dead Shadow Patriots had been dumped into the Milk River, which angered Taylor, but there was nothing they could do about it.  

More importantly, Burns spotted men pouring out of the houses on the south end of the field.  This was where they had all been hiding, but now they unknowingly exposed themselves. 

“Look at that,” said Taylor.  Foot traffic started back to the two houses where they held all the females.  “Bastards can't control themselves.”

“You'd think they'd still be on guard,” commented Burns. 

“Damn good thing we staged a fake battle,” said Taylor.

“No doubt, it would have been a bloodbath for us.”

“When do you think we'll start the attack?”

Burns gave it some thought.  “Depends.  If it doesn't look like they'll settle in for the night, then probably right away.  Might be better too if they're congregating together.  Be easier to hit them all at once.”

The radio came alive.  It was Winters.

“Burns here.”

“Be there in five.”

“Roger that.”

*  *  *  *  *

Winters lowered the radio.  He didn't bother asking Burns how it was going. There'd be too much to talk about on the radio anyway so why bother.

He and Amber were back in the same SUV they'd come in with Meeks driving and Scar in the passenger seat.  With the air conditioning on full blast, they had cooled down, caught their breath and hydrated.  They both put their lightweight jackets on to cover up their white skin.  Camouflage grease could have been an option, but not with their cuts and scratches  

Meeks pulled into the parking lot, and they exited the car.  The breeze off of Lake Saint Clair felt good but would be gone as soon as they hit the stairs.  It was twelve floors and would be stifling hot in the stairwell.  

It took ten minutes before they emerged onto the rooftop and the breeze, which was like walking into a freezer.  There was that much contrast from the stairwell, which easily had been over a hundred degrees.  

“I think I just lost five pounds,” said Meeks gulping down water.

“I don't think I have any body fat left,” said Amber.

“Must have some badass abs.” 

Amber yanked her clothing up to show her stomach. “Chiseled.”

“Damn girl, now that's a six pack.”

Winters walked across the roof toward Burns and Taylor.  “So, what do we got?”

Burns gave everyone a detailed report including what they did to their dead friends. Winters turned to Nordell who looked like he could chew nails.  Even though it had cost them personnel, the plan had worked.  It was another in a slew of unorthodox plans they had been using since the beginning of the Shadow Patriots.  Now the question was when should they attack?  

They all watched the monitor as the drone flew around the acreage.  It looked like one big party, and perhaps it was.  The enemy had bought into the faux attack and was celebrating their victory.

“What ya think, Gunny.”

“I don't think we should wait much longer.  They might be celebrating now, but when those idiots we took out don't come back, it'll give them jitters.”

Winters agreed.

Amber nudged Winters.  “Tell 'em about the radio.”

“Oh yeah, forgot all about that,” said Winters pulling it out. “Amber found one of their radios.”

“Does it work?” asked Meeks.

Winters turned it on and immediately heard voices, but they were speaking a foreign language.

“That's Arabic,” said Nordell. 

Winters was disappointed but hoped they'd still be able to pick something up because not all of the local Jijis would speak Arabic.

They put together a new plan but it was mostly the same as the original one with some minor adjustments.  For one, Burns was going to trade places with Bassett who was in no condition to fight.  The concussion from the grenade blast had taken the wind out of him.  He barely made it to the rooftop but was well enough to take over the monitoring.  Also, Taylor was switching with another man who was in no condition to fight either. 

By the time they were ready to come down from the roof, Hadley's voice had come over the radio and was just a few minutes away.  The young Texan had been able to take out the two pursuing cars.  This meant they'd killed all the pursuing Jijis.  They would need to hurry and attack before the enemy figured something was wrong.


 


Chapter 98

Beads of sweat ran down the sides of Winters' face as he stalked across South Colonial Court.  He had led a group of twenty through the neighborhood to set up across the street from the two rape houses.  There were too many Jijis coming and going to try and come in stealthily.  So, as soon as Nordell fired the grenades into the field and started the strafing fire, Winters would watch the reaction before trying to enter the houses.

Amber stood next to him and offered up a bottle of water.  He took it and drank heartily.  Surprisingly, there wasn't as much of a breeze to be felt coming off the lake as there had been at the lookout location.  

The radio came alive with reports from all positions.  They had the place surrounded, and now it was time to herd the enemy toward the mansion.  The majority of the enemy were in the field where they had made an encampment.  The seventeen-acre field was the first place they would hit. 

Winters gave the okay and put the radio away.  In the distance, he heard the thumping of multiple M320's firing off their grenades.

The ground shook as the explosions hit their marks.  They had plenty of grenades on hand, and Nordell didn't waste a second of valuable time.  It was payback for the ones the Jijis had fired at them.  He wasn't about to let them get the upper hand. 

Across the street Winters watched Jijis fall to the ground to take cover.  None of them seemed interested in offering any kind of help.  A few came outside but then ducked back in to take cover.

The radio squawked.  It was Bassett reporting from the rooftop.  “You've got large groups running across Lake Shore Road toward the mansion.”

Winters stared at Amber while they listened.  The enemy was doing precisely what they wanted them to do.  Moving towards the mansion to protect it.

“How's our position looking?” Nordell asked Bassett.

“Still looking good.  I don't see anyone with launchers.”

Even if they did try to retaliate from the mansion like last time, they were a good hundred yards out of range.  Nordell had his men catty-cornered behind the two rape houses.  Besides firing into the field, they would take out anyone trying to maneuver back towards those houses. 

It was Winters' job to take out anyone in front of the houses, which sat on North Colonial Court and clear out the Jijis inside.  Two of them got up off the ground and started running towards Winters' position.  It was clear they were running away from the fight.  

Winters and Amber pulled out their suppressed Glocks and waited for them to get closer.  He wasn't going to let them get away nor give away his position.  

The knees of one of them were shaking so badly that he tripped and fell over his own feet.  His buddy practically tripped over him trying to get away from the fight. 

Winters waited until they got between the two houses where he and Amber were taking cover.  Winters fired first.  His round hit one of them in the chest and knocked him over.  Amber fired twice in quick succession putting both bullets in the other's chest.  They shot again, each taking headshots.  

More explosions shook the ground as Nordell continued to pummel the encampment.  Tents, tables, and port-of-potties were on fire spewing the area with putrid smoke. 

“Badger light 'em up,” ordered Nordell on the radio.

“About damn time.”

Bill Taylor had been itching to get into this thing.  He had been waiting, not so patiently, at the far end of the field.  He racked the SAW and pulled the trigger sending hot lead across the field strafing the men who were now on the run.  His weapon signaled for the rest of his squad to open fire.  The non-stop barrage of took down everything in its path.  Numerous screams from wounded Jijis penetrated the air as they fell over the dead who lay in their way. 

*  *  *  *  *

Amber nudged Winters when four females were forced outside by two Jijis.  The girls were handcuffed in pairs, and their captors pushed them across the street.  

Winters and Amber crouched down pressing their backs into the shrubbery.  They could hear the muffled cries of the girls as they were being pushed barefooted across the pavement.  Had they not been there, no telling where these girls would have been taken. 

The two men were armed with AK-47s and stayed behind the girls as they trampled across the lawn between the houses.  

Winters stood up with Amber following.  The sound of gunfire covered what little noise they made as they left the shrubbery.  They got right behind them with their suppressed Glocks and aimed at their heads.  One shot each was all it took. 

Winters fired first and then Amber.  Each round exploded their heads with a pink mist of blood as they fell to the ground.  The four girls didn't hear the shots and had no idea what had just happened.  

“Girl's stop,” ordered Amber.  

The girls stopped walking, and their faces brightened when they recognized Amber and Winters.

“Shhh,” whispered Amber putting a finger to her mouth.  “Come this way.”

She walked them to the front of the house as Winters dug through the pockets of the dead men looking for the handcuff key.  After finding it, Winters ordered his men to hide the bodies. 

Winters began taking their cuffs off, and each girl threw their arms around him thanking him. 

“Thank you, Captain Winters,” said Trisha, who at twenty-four, was the oldest one among them.

“Sorry, it took so long,” apologized Winters.  “Tell me what's going on inside?”

“There's a whole bunch of girls and some little boys still in there.  These guys were running away, but there's still, like, three or four more.”

“Are they on the ground floor?

“I think so.  Everyone was in the basement, except for us.  I think that's why they took us.”

“What about the other house.”

She shrugged her shoulders having never been in there.

Winters needed to get them out of the way and had one of his guys take them across the street.  

“I think it's time we stormed the houses.”

Amber agreed

He and Amber would take one while another squad hit the other.

Pushing across the road, Winters was almost to the side door when it flew open.  A Jiji came outside, followed by another.  Both wore frightened looks as they jerked their heads toward the explosions.

Whether they were running toward the battle or away, Winters would never know.  Nor did he care.  Depressing the trigger on the suppressed Glock, he engaged. 

He dropped the first man with a headshot.  But as he attempted to engage the second, his shot missed as the man tripped over his friend.  

Reacquiring the target, he buried one into the man's chest and then put another through his left eye, killing him.

By now, Amber was at the door and pulled it open.  Winters dropped low as he entered the kitchen.  The lights were on so he flipped up the goggles while hearing noises coming from down the hallway.  

Amber stayed behind him covering his back as they worked their way down the hall.  The noises were coming from a room at the end of the hall.  Whoever was in there was watching the battle taking place.

With his back to the wall, Winters swung around and put a round into the man kneeling on the floor.  It was a hurried shot but it did the trick.  The bullet hit the back of his head exploding out the other side.  

He swung the Glock to the other side as the second man slid off the bed while bringing his AK up to fire.  Winters beat him to it.  

The first round hit him in the shoulder.  The second entered through his cheek.  He tumbled into a dresser.  It took a third to finish him off.

“Let's get downstairs,” ordered Winters.

More explosions rocked the foundation of the house.  Winters could understand why some of the Jijis were fleeing.  It was your worst nightmare waiting to be blown up and knowing there wasn't a whole lot you could do about it.  

The prisoners in the basement must be going out of their minds in fear, even though they knew the explosions were their salvation. 

Winters wasn't sure how many more men were down there.  If the rescued girls were right, then there were none, but he wasn't going to take any chances and took his time going down the steps.

His readiness was in overdrive by the time he got to the bottom step.  He needed it because there was light coming from around the corner.  He would be exposed and have to act fast if there were other guards.

He swung around the corner.  It took a split second to find the last remaining guard amongst all the beds.  It was one big open room lined with beds on each side of the room.  Each bed had a prisoner tied to it.

The guard was at the other end of the room and was busy handcuffing two girls together.  He was definitely planning to leave with them.

Winters aimed just as the man shoved the two girls in front of him and brandished a knife. 

“Stay back, or she dies,” shouted the man putting the knife to the girl's throat.

Winters let out a scoff.  Yet again, a coward was using a girl as a shield. It had happened to Collette twice, but each time, it involved a gun.  This idiot had brought a knife to a gunfight.

Winters marched forward aiming the Glock at his head.  Without hesitation, he fired.  The round hit him in the forehead.  It exploded out the back, splattering blood on the girls. 

The girls tore away from him as he collapsed to the carpet. 

Amber rushed forward to comfort them. 

“Get everyone untied and find their clothes.  I'll be right back.”

Winters wanted to find out how the other squad was doing.  He also needed to get an update on how the battle was progressing.  If it was going well, then he'd keep everyone here.  No sense in moving them if it wasn't necessary.


 


Chapter 99

Scar and Meeks were waiting on the far northwest corner of the grounds waiting for orders to open fire.  They'd been watching the enemy scurry across Lakeshore Drive into the field in front of the mansion. 

Scar's squad had several M320s as well as one of the RPG launchers.  This was to be directed at the mansion.  They had air burst anti-personnel rockets that would take out anyone in a fifty-foot radius.

Scar listened to Bassett calling out the enemy's movement.  Most of them were headed to the mansion.  

“Gunny, most are across Lake Shore,” said Bassett.

“Copy.  Scar, Scar.”

“Here Gunny.”

“Time to light 'em up.  Give 'em everything.”

“Roger that, over.”

Scar turned to his men.  “Start on the right side, and let's drive them further in.”

The M320's began popping.  The grenades sailed through the air and exploded in spectacular fashion.  Jijis bounced into the air, dead before they hit the ground.  

Scar ordered the rest of his guys to open fire with their M4's.  Muzzle flashes lit up the dark as hot lead began pounding the mansion. 

“Scar, you got a launcher on the north side of the mansion,” announced Bassett.

“Copy,” said Scar.  He turned to Meeks and pointed at the mansion.  “Hit the corner on the left side.”

Meeks shouldered the RPG and flipped up its rear sight.  He disengaged the safety and aimed before pulling the trigger.  

The grenade sailed across the field with a smoking trail and hit the building.  It detonated in a blinding explosion.  Glass, wood, and pieces of brick blew into the air.  

“Direct hit, I say again, direct hit,” announced Bassett. 

“Nice shot.  Want to do another?” asked Scar.

Meeks shot him an are you kidding look.

“Hit the other side.”

Meeks repeated the action and the rocket streaked across the field hitting the mansion.  The explosion rocked the ground killing everyone near it.  

*  *  *  *  *

Nordell, satisfied with the progress of the battle ordered his men to start across the field and kill all the wounded.  There would be no mercy tonight, not after the hell they'd given the town of Jackson. 

Back in Hudson, the issue had been brought up once and only once.  Nordell didn't even respond to it and simply assumed a death-stare.  It was all that was needed.  With everything they'd been put through, there would be no prisoners.  Every Jiji would die tonight.

Nordell broke through the tree line and could see it wasn't going to be a problem.  Bodies were lying everywhere, and none of them were moving.  The bombardment of grenades and the strafing had done the job. 

Nordell stepped over the bodies and kept pushing the men forward. He wanted to get to the other side of the field and around the corner.  Burns and Eddie were on that end. They'd been raining hell on the enemy but were beginning to take fire.  Nordell suspected the Jijis were trying to open an escape route. 

It would be evident to an experienced soldier, like Colonel Ali Baba, that he had screwed up big time.  He allowed himself to get surrounded and there wasn't much he could do about it.  He was going to lose this battle, and he had to know it.  

*  *  *  *  *

Bassett continued to give them valuable intel.  “Burns, you've got a couple of squads trying to flank you from the lake.”

“Copy that.”

Burns put the radio in his chest rig and turned to Eddie.  “They're trying to flank us from the water.”

Burns and Eddie charged up a driveway to where they had a few men in position to guard the shore.  He found them standing behind a small clump of trees.  

He pulled out the radio to ask Bassett where the Jijis were.

“They're in that tree line in front of you.”

Burns ordered everyone to fire into the trees.  The rounds flew into the trees taking out branches and taking down Jijis.  Burns couldn't see them but heard their screams.  He wanted to charge in but knew it would be foolish.

Bassett had reported a large group were positioned behind the mansion.  This is where the last stand was going to eventually take place.  However, it didn't need to transpire immediately.  For now, all they needed to do, was to keep this area clear of any hostiles and foil any attempt to escape.  It was an ideal place to go, especially if you had a boat. 

Burns tapped Eddie on the shoulder indicating for him to stay here put.  He then ran back onto Lake Shore Drive.  By the time he got there, Nordell had shown up with ten of his men.

“Take 'em out?” asked Nordell.

“We did.  This is the closest access to the mansion, so they'll keep trying.”

“Yes, they will.  I want to tighten the vice and get 'em behind the mansion. Then we'll move around back and finish 'em off.”

“Hell, by the looks of it, the place will be burned down by sunup.”

Fires had broken out on each side where Meeks hit it with the RPG's.  It was a historic place, but unfortunately, there wasn't going to be anything left of it. 

“Yeah, that's what worries me.  We still got young hostages inside there, so I'm in a hurry.”

“Roger that, Gunny.”

*  *  *  *  *

Winters entered the basement of the second rape house.  It was set-up the same way as the previous one.  On each side, rows of beds were occupied girls, and some young boys as well.  They were of various ages, but mostly older, some even in their forties.  Mordulfah had kept the youngest for himself, and they were still in the mansion which was ablaze. 

Winters ordered his men to get everyone untied.  He grabbed the radio and called for Doctor Lunsford to come and attend to them.  

He then climbed the stairs and ran back to the other house to check on Amber.

She was still downstairs telling everyone what was happening, and helping them to settle down.  They all turned when he entered the room.  

Their faces were filled with mixed emotion, but none of them appeared to be zombies like the girls he had released at the party house in Saline.  Still, rape was rape, and these girls had just endured four days of hell. 

Amber came over. “How'd it go next door?”

“There were only two idiots to take out.”

“Good.  And the girls?”

“About the same as here.”

Winters scrutinized Amber's face.  She was angry.  This had been her fifth time rescuing girls in the past four days.  It had taken a toll on her, and was making her short-tempered.  Before Reese had been injured, Amber could always count on her to vent her frustration.  They were like sisters now, and because they were the only female members, they were able to reach out to each other for support.  Sadly, Reese, for all practical purposes was no longer with them.  Winters hoped his innocent shadows would be able to fill the void, but there hadn't been enough time for that yet. 

He put a hand on her shoulder.  “These are the last ones.”

Amber let out a sigh.  “I know.  I know.  Just every time, I either get so damned pissed off, or I just want to cry, but I don't dare lose it in front of them.”  

“Hang in there, okay.  We finish this thing tonight.”

Doctor Lunsford came down the stairs.  He had been waiting in the wings for any injured, but so far, except for Bassett, it was the bad guys with all the wounds. 

“Captain, I'll take it from here.”

“Thanks, Doc,” said Winters.  He turned back to Amber with an offer.  “You staying?”

“Yeah, I better.”

Winters expected her to take the offer.  She was the only female around who could comfort them.  She had done enough for tonight and could now be most useful as the shoulder for the girls to lean on.  

He put his arms around her and whispered into her ear.  “You did great Amber, thanks.”

She smiled as he pulled away.  He turned and ran back up the stairs and out the door.  He froze in his tracks when he heard Bassett call out. 

“Captain, this radio you found, I just heard in English, orders issued to bring the boat in.”


 


Chapter 100

Hudson Michigan

Having been given the assignment of patrolling the streets of the small town of Hudson, Michigan, neither Laney or Collette were figuring on encountering any type of action.  Still, both had paid attention to their savior and took him seriously.  He had explained to them how he had to learn his lessons the hard way.  He had lost good men and would forever bear the responsibility of that failure.  

Both were glad they listened having just dispatched the two cops outside.  Despite the screaming girls running in different directions, they were confident they had things under control.

A scream from inside the house caused Laney and Collette to take cover around the passenger van the cops had brought. 

“Something's wrong,” stated Collette.  She had been right to ask Reese if she was up to the task.  

“The fucking bastard has her,” seethed Laney.

“Yep.” 

The sound of breaking glass was followed by a hail of gunfire.  The girls looked across the street where the rounds hit the houses and shattered the windows.

“That's what you'll get if you try to come inside,” yelled the cop.

The girls leaned back against the van.

“Guess he means business,” said Collette.

“You're the creative one.  What's our plan?”

“We have to sneak in and surprise him.”

Laney cupped Collette's chin with her hand.  “I could kiss you.  The windows in Reese's room are opened.”

“Perfect.”

“Cole did that at my house.  Do you remember any creaks in the hallway floor?”

Collette thought for a moment and shook her head. 

They ran around the house to the open window; however the ground sloped down just enough to create a challenge for the pint-sized girls to climb through it.  

“Give me a boost,” said Laney. 

She leaned her weapon against the house before throwing her arms up to reach for the window sill.  She did a pull-up while Collette pushed on her legs to help.  

Laney wriggled herself into the room and immediately heard the distinctive sound of spanking. She had experience that herself on more than one occasion.  This stupid bastard couldn't control himself.  She reached out the window for her weapon which Collette was holding up to her.

“I'll go get eyes on him in case he tries to leave,” whispered Collette.

“Good idea. The dumbass is probably right by that busted out window.”

“Give me a second.”

Laney stepped over the bloodied cop Reese had killed.  Her nostrils flared listening to Reese's desperate cries.  Why hadn't she killed him when she had the chance?  She'd had no problem with this one.  

Laney couldn't wait to blow his head off, but then remembered her training and Cole always telling her to slow down. Usually, she would have jumped into the fray by stomping down the hall, which wasn't a great idea because if he heard her, then he could take the advantage and use Reese as a shield.  

*  *  *  *  *

Collette swung around the other side of the house and got down on her knees to get closer to the broken window.  Her heart rate was as out of control as it had been while parading around the nursing home.  It didn't help that she could hear this cop smacking Reese.  

She inched her way closer and was thankful for the darkness.  The goggles were such a blessing for this kind of operation.  She reached down and felt a piece of glass. The sharp edge cut her hand. Blood seeped out, but she ignored the pain.  The glass cautioned her to step around it because the noise from crushing it would alert him.  She crawled around the glass and raised her head to look inside.  

The flashlight was lying on the floor between Reese's legs.  She was on her stomach crying while the cop was smacking her bare bottom.  A wicked smile was plastered on his face as he sucked in air through his mouth.  

The idea he was getting off on this made Collette grimace.  One of her “clients” enjoyed this kind of S & M and had done it to her several times.  The way some people achieved pleasure always boggled her mind.  She'd had enough experience she could write a book on it.  

Collette thought of shooting him but saw Laney easing into the room.  She had a better shot so Collette ducked down and got out of the way.

*  *  *  *  *

Hearing Reese's cries of pain gave Laney a false sense of bravado.  Goosebumps exploded all across her skin and her heart pounded against her chest like a jackhammer.  This was making it a struggle for her to go at a slow pace.  She tightened her fingers as she switched the firing selector to single shot.  She buried the M4 into her shoulder as she slipped through the living room.  

The cop's breathing became louder and more apparent when she finally reached the kitchen.  His weapon was leaning against the wall, and he was so into what he was doing he was oblivious to her approach.  

A slight wave of confidence swept over her, which gave her a gratifying thought.  In light of what this mouth breather was doing to her new friend, she wanted him to know who killed him before she pulled the trigger.  A tight smile formed on her face as she positioned herself.

“Hey, asshole.”

Jervis stopped in midstream of another blow and looked up.  The flashlight illuminated the room just enough for him to see the pint-sized girl drawing down on him with a carbine rifle.  The creepy smile plastered on his face disappeared and was replaced by a look of shock as Laney squeezed the trigger.  The bullet entered through his cheek and exploded out the other side. His head twisted around before Laney buried another round in his rib cage.  He slumped to the floor dead.

Laney swung her weapon around to her back and sat down by Reese.  

“You're safe now.  It's gonna be alright now.”

Reese looked up as blood ran down her cheek.  Laney scooted underneath Reese's head placing it on her lap while pulling out a bandage from her vest.  She pressed it against the cuts as she ran her other hand through Reese's hair.  

Collette rushed inside, tore the night-vision goggles off and dropped to the floor.  She took Reese's hand and the girls both began whispering with an intimate understanding of her ordeal and how to comfort her.


 


Chapter 101

Grosse Pointe Michigan

Smoke was starting to spread throughout the mansion, and it was time to get everyone out of there.  Mordulfah turned to his longtime and faithful slave, Rizwana.  She was the one who Sadie nicknamed Crappy Lady because she was mean and had mistreated her. 

“Get the girls outside to the lake.”

Rizwana nodded and turned just as bullets punctured the windows.  A round struck her in the head dropping her to the tile floor.  Mordulfah fell to the ground staring at her.  He didn't need to check on her to see if she was still alive because the back of her head was missing.  

He balled his fists and hit the floor.  She may have been a slave, but she had been with him for his entire life and he had thought her as a family member.

There was nothing he could do for her, so he crawled out the back door and took a deep breath of fresh air.  He needed it because he was struggling to control his anger.

Mordulfah wanted to pull out the pistol he carried concealed and put a bullet in Colonel Khan's head for allowing the rebels to trick him with a feint attack.  However, as much as he wanted to lash out at him, he still needed him to fight off the rebels.

The stupid colonel bragged of how he was able to chase away the rebels.  That he had sent his best fighters to chase after them and finish them off.  Now the rebels were attacking again, and it had become clear his best soldiers were no longer alive.  The rebels obviously set them up in an ambush and killed them.  All that was left were a few dozen of Khan's force but mostly Mordulfah's men, who weren't up to the task of defending the mansion.  The rebels had them surrounded, and it was only a matter of time before they'd close in for the final kill. 

It had all been going so well the last few days finally clearing out the town of Jackson.  That damned town had proven to be a such a headache that once they had taken it, they had been celebrating the occasion.  The celebrations had been going on for the last few nights when in reality they should have been hunting down the remaining rebels. 

Mordulfah let out a quite scoff because now he had to rely on an emergency escape plan.  He had kept this plan a secret from everyone except for his manservant, Wali, and the ones who would be implementing it.  He had a boat across the lake on Harsens Island, Michigan.  It was only ten miles away and wouldn't take long to get here.  The boat was big enough to take him and his harem to the airport. 

Wali came rushing outside.  “All the arrangements have been made. The boat should be here in about five minutes.”

“The jet Albert came in is still here.  Call Hakim and tell him we'll take that jet instead of mine.  Order it over to the smaller airport.  It will save us time.”

Mordulfah turned around to watch the flames eat up his beloved mansion.  He was disappointed it would be gone by morning.  He had done what he could to preserve it having loved its history and what it represented.  He had hoped to be part of that history, but that wasn't going to be. 

For now, he needed to get out of there and come back later with more fighters.  He'd come back stronger than ever and more prepared.  He'd find the rebels and take all of their heads if it was the last thing he did.

Wali lowered the satellite phone.  “Hakim will meet us on the runway.”

“You'll need to get the girls ready.  Rizwana is dead.”

“I am sorry for that, Sire.  I'll get Thomas to assist them.”

A few more errant bullets shattered another window making Mordulfah, once again, crouch down for cover.  He looked out at his fighters who were gathered on either side of the building.  They had been trying to break through the rebel line on the south side but had been driven back.  

Colonel Khan was out there barking orders for the men to hold fast their perimeter. 

More bullets came flying through the windows keeping Mordulfah on the ground.  He seethed at being in this position.  He was a Saudi Prince and shouldn't be on his knees for anyone.

*  *  *  *  *

Thomas stood in the large room down in the basement trying to keep the young girls as comfortable as possible.  When the shooting started, he had grown excited as he realized his friends, the Shadow Patriots, still had enough men to launch an attack. 

Over the past few days, he had worried they had all been killed.  The guilt of not being able to warn them of the attack on Jackson had been eating at him ever since.  That guilt grew when it was reported the city had fallen.  

When Colonel Khan had come back with prisoners and these young girls, Thomas had swallowed hard.  He had cursed himself for not taking off earlier to warn his friends.  

Now, the frightened girls held onto each other as the gunfire continued to rain down on the mansion.  Each explosion shook the ground and caused them to cower in fright.

He was disgusted with himself for their imprisonment and had made a solemn vow that if given a chance, he'd help them escape.  

Wali entered the room.  “Get the girls ready.”

“Ready for what?” asked Thomas.

“We're getting them to safety.”

“Where's Rizwana?”

“She is dead.”

“How?”

Wali didn't answer and glared at Thomas.  He didn't like him and had been upset he had gotten to go to Washington, DC, instead of him.  He was Mordulfah's servant, not this usurper.

“What will they need?” asked Thomas desperate to get some hint of Mordulfah's plan.

Wali hesitated but then answered.  “A boat is coming in.”

This bit of news aroused Thomas's curiosity.  If a boat were coming then, Mordulfah would be trying to escape as well.  

“Will you need my help?”

Wali didn't answer.  

Getting no response meant he wouldn't be coming and would be left here to die like everyone else.

Thomas' mind spun around trying to come up with a plan.  He couldn't let these girls be taken away.  They'd never be heard from again, and this wasn't acceptable as long as he was able to do something about it.  He had already failed once,  and he wasn't about to do it again.

In a low voice, Thomas instructed the girls to put their shoes on and to line up in the hallway.  

Wali didn't help but only watched Thomas get the girls ready.  “They'll need to keep their heads down when they get upstairs.”

“Oh?”

“Bullets are flying through the windows.”

Thomas fought to keep his composure at hearing this assuming this must be why Rizwana was dead.  Her death gave Thomas an idea.  He would have just one chance, and it would take all the courage he could muster.


 


Chapter 102

The drone hovered overhead keeping tabs on the battle as Bassett toggled it over toward the mansion.  He had heard an order on the radio to bring the boat over.  He wasn't quite sure what that meant but figured it was for Mordulfah to get out of Dodge.

The battle was going so well for the Shadow Patriots that he probably reasoned it was only a matter of time before it was all over.  No sense in hanging around if you didn't have to.

Bassett sighed wishing he could be down there with them.  Unfortunately, this wasn't going to happen because he and his squad got caught in an explosion.  He had escaped the blast itself but was close enough that the concussion threw him against a tree.  The impact was enough to crack some ribs and tear some muscles.  

It had taken everything he had to get back up and get out of there.  He had dug deep to catch up to Nordell, and thankfully, Badger had still been piloting the drone above him, scanning the area.  

He was able to contribute during the ambush but admitted he was no longer mobile enough to be included in the final battle.  Still, to be able to monitor the action and coordinate the movement on the battlefield was gratifying.  

The drone was out past the mansion, flying above the lake.  Bassett held it in scan mode and finally spotted the boat.  It was coming in fast, but was far enough out it would still be a few minutes. 

Bassett tapped his fingers on the side of the control panel. “Where was it going to go?  Would it go into Canada?”

He toggled the stick and flew the drone further across the water towards Canada.  He soon answered his own question.  There were boats in the water with flashing lights on them.  The Canadians were guarding their border.  Either they could hear the battle or had spies keeping an eye on the mansion, which wouldn't surprise him.  They were leery of Prince Mordulfah's plan to take over the upper Midwest since it bordered their country. 

“So, if not Canada, where?” he asked aloud.

“Probably to his jet,” said Felix, one of Nordell's men who was helping Bassett.

It made sense.  Bassett keyed the radio and called out to Winters.

“Winters here.”

“Captain, a boat is coming in, and it looks like Mordulfah is going for a cruise.”

“Is he going across the lake?”

“Don't think so.  There's a bunch of flashing lights out on the lake.  Looks as though the Canadians have taken an interest in what's going on over here.  They've got several boats in the water.”

“Where the hell's he going then?”

“We think he's going to try for the airport.”

*  *  *  *  *

Winters lowered the radio.  His mind was racing.  The man who had been the source of all his grief was trying to escape.  He couldn't let that happen.

“Burns, what's it look like on your end?”

“We've got them boxed in but we're too far away to get eyes on that boat.”

“Can we launch some grenades?”

Gunny broke through.  “That's a negative.  Those girls will be with him.”

Winters grimaced.  Gunny was right. It was why they had only hit the mansion on each side.  They wanted to force the issue but also give them a chance to clear the place before it was consumed by the fire.  There wasn't time to get to the girls now.  He'd have to try and get to the airport before Mordulfah did.  

Winters did an about-face when he saw headlights in the field.  He ran behind the house just as a police cruiser skidded to a stop beside him.  

“We'll need to hurry if you want to beat him,” yelled Taylor out the open window.

“Badger, you been eavesdropping,” teased Winters as he pulled the door open.

“Damn right.  I'm not about to let that son-of-a-bitch get away.”

Winters slammed the door and Taylor stomped on the gas pedal.  The tires spun on the grass putting the car into a controlled slide.  He stopped at the end of the field where Nordell and Burns were located.

“You headed to the Detroit Airport?” asked Nordell.

“We are,” Winters replied.

“You know the fastest way to get there?”

Winters shook his head.

“I do,” said Burns, who was familiar with the area having traveled to Detroit on business many times.

“Can you spare him?” asked Winters.

Nordell nodded.  “As soon as that boat pulls away, we'll firebomb the house and finish them off.”

“Thanks, Gunny.”

“Make the bastard suffer.”

Winters extended his hand and gave him a firm handshake.


 


Chapter 103

The young girls were out in the hall ready to climb the stairs.  Thomas' eyes were blinking rapidly, and his head twisted from side-to-side.  He had a plan, but he wasn't sure if he'd be able to carry it out without giving himself away.  He motioned for the girls to move. “Keep your heads down.  We're going out the back door around the corner.”

Smoke was filling the mansion as bullets ricocheted around the room, forcing everyone to stay on their hands and knees.  Thomas reached the top of the staircase as another explosion hit nearby.  He turned and found what he was looking for.  He guided the girls toward the door.  

Before opening the door, he whispered to the first girl.  “Head for the water and stay on your hands and knees.”

She nodded in a jerky motion.

Thomas scrambled out of the way and watched as the train of girls began to crawl out the back door.  He stuck his head around the corner to see Wali bringing up the rear.

Thomas grabbed a small solid brass elephant that sat on a pedestal.  He hid it behind his back as Wali came around the corner.

“Good luck on your travels,” said Thomas.

Wali grunted as he crawled past him.

Thomas clenched his teeth as he raised the brass elephant by its legs.  He jumped up and swung the heavy statuette into Wali's head. 

Wali roared in pain.

Thomas doubled down and bashed him again.  The second strike drew blood as Wali collapsed.  He didn't know if he was dead, so he struck him again just to be sure.  The third blow made a crunching sound as it hit the side of his head.  If he weren't dead, he would be in no time. 

Thomas threw the elephant down the hall and raced out the door.  The girls were just ahead, and he came up behind them.  

The boat was just coming in, and Mordulfah climbed aboard.  Thomas rose up and hollered to the girls to get into the boat. 

“Where's Wali?” demanded Mordulfah.

Thomas splashed into the water.  “I'm sorry, sire, but he caught a bullet.  He's dead.”

Mordulfah didn't give it a second thought.  “C'mon, then.”

Thomas wanted to jump for joy but refrained.  He helped the last girl climb aboard before jumping in.  

The boat pulled away, and Thomas watched as some of the men appeared to be pissed that Mordulfah was abandoning them.  He didn't care.  He'd just been promoted.  All he had to do now was figure out the next move.  Before he could do that, he needed to know where they were going. 

He turned to Mordulfah who was staring at the estate as the boat pushed away from the shore. 

“Where are we going, sir?”

“To the jet.”

Thomas gave it some thought.  The airport was at least ten miles from the river.  They would need transportation.

“Sire, the airport is ten miles from the river.  Will you need me to get transportation?”

“We're not going to the Detroit Airport.  We're going to the Grosse Ile airport.  I have a man there who is preparing the runway.  It literally borders the river.  We'll be able to get off the boat at the end of the runway.”

Thomas gave Mordulfah a fake smile.  “I have much to learn from you.”


 


Chapter 104

Detroit Michigan

Taylor had the police cruiser topping out at just over a hundred miles per hour as they came barreling down Interstate 94.  He let off the gas when the exit to the Detroit Airport came into view.

Before they were out of radio range, Bassett was able to tell them the boat was headed south.  Winters was satisfied they had made good time and would beat Mordulfah with time to spare.  This was a good thing because it was a big airport and they would need to find the jet and figure out how they wanted to take control of it.

Winters grabbed the door handle as Taylor came off the exit squealing the tires in a tight turn.

“Didn't know I could drive like this did ya?”

“No, I didn't,” conceded Winters.

“I learned it from your girlfriend,” joked Taylor.

“Excuse me?”

“Yeah, she was tearing up the town in that white truck of yours.  I rather enjoyed the ride she took me on.  But I'm pretty sure she scared the hell out of some little old ladies.”

Burns chuckled from the backseat.  “Scar told me the mayor even said something to her.”

Winters remembered being swallowed up in her intoxicating laughter when they were doing donuts in the parking lot. That was the day they had first made out.  It was also the day he had lost his daughter. 

Winters scoffed.  The man responsible for that misery was about to find out that payback is truly a bitch.  

“You hear that?” asked Burns putting down the window.

Winters snapped out of his thoughts and lowered the glass.  Off in the distance was the distinctive sound of a jet plane powering up its engines. 

“Sounds like they're getting ready to take off,” insisted Burns.

“There's no way he's here yet,” said Winters.  

The whine of the engines grew louder the closer they got.  

“There it is,” pointed Taylor.  “Heck fire! It's taking off!”

Winters leaned forward in his seat.  “What the hell?”

Taylor let off the gas as the jet stormed down the runway.  It was wheels up heading south.

They watched in stunned silence as the jet continued to climb.  They had missed their opportunity to end this once and for all.  

Winters frowned as he squeezed the door handle.  What the hell were they going to do now?  If they didn't end it tonight, then he'd be back with more men and would, no doubt, be better prepared.

“Look it's already leveling and banking east,” said Burns.

“Is he coming back?” asked Taylor.

“No, Badger, he's not coming back,” said Burns.  “But he is headed to another airport.”

“Where?” asked Winters in an elevated tone.

“Hold on let me think,” said Burns.  “There's several airports around here.”

“Is there one closer to the river?” asked Winters.

Burns snapped his fingers.  “That's it.  Grosse Ile. It's literally right on the river.  Hell, the runway is at the water's edge.  Badger go straight down the runway.”

He white-knuckled the steering wheel down the runway.  He turned left and kept going on the airport taxiway before crashing through a back gate.  The car bounced as it hit Middlebelt Road.

“The airport, it's a small one, but it's plenty big for that small jet.  It's on an island just a stone's throw from Ontario.” 

“How do you know about this?” asked Winters

“The company I used to work for had a lot of clients in Detroit. They needed me there in a hurry this one time and chartered a flight, which landed at that airport.  It was the only time I flew on a small private jet, and I gotta tell ya, it was pretty awesome.” 

“How far?” asked Winters.

“Ten miles, tops.”

The tires changed their tone as they crossed a grated metal bridge that brought them onto the island.  They were just a couple of miles away, and Winters was confident they still had time.  

Taylor turned onto Groh Road which paralleled the airport and pushed the window buttons to lower everyone's windows.  The wind swept into the cruiser as he pulled into the parking lot before heading across a field that lead out to the runway.

Strobe lights blinked up and down on the runway and a shiver ran up Winters' spine.  A morbid thought flashed through his mind.  Hostages or not, if he had to, he'd open fire on that jet.


 


Chapter 105

An excess of nervous energy caused Thomas's movements to be jumpy.  He didn't have a gun and had to figure a way to get these twelve girls away from Mordulfah.  But how?  He said he had a man there preparing the runway.  Could he chase them in the pitch black if he had the girls run away?  What if he's armed?  Would he shoot them? What about this boat captain? Was he coming with them and if so, was he armed?

There were too many questions he didn't have answers for.  He would just have to play it by ear and be ready to jump at a chance.  He wanted to tell the girls he would help them but didn't want to risk it if one of them said something out of fright.  

The boat came around Hickory Island, and tiny blinking lights lit up the dark horizon. They were the strobe lights on the runaway, and the closer the boat got to the end of the runway the brighter they became.

Thomas tightened his clenched fist.  This was it.  The boat captain slowed the boat and swung it around.  He turned on a mounted floodlight and pointed it at a large sloping cement surface, which ran underneath the water's edge.  There was no dock and no place to tie off the boat.

“You'll need to have your man jump out and hold a rope,” suggested the captain.

Mordulfah turned to Thomas who nodded to show he understood.

Thomas waited for the right moment and jumped off the boat landing on the concrete.  The captain threw him a rope and Thomas pulled the boat toward shore.

The captain flipped on all his lights giving them enough light to see where they were going.  “Out you go girls.”

The girls jumped out one at a time before Mordulfah handed the captain an envelope full of money.  He then jumped out as the captain moved the floodlight to point the way for them. It was just over a hundred yards to the runway.  The lights from the airport would show them the rest of the way, so the boat started to pull away giving Thomas the answer to one of his questions.  Now, where was the guy who prepared the runway?

Thomas ushered the docile girls from behind while Mordulfah led the way.  

Up ahead strobe lights flashed on the jet.  It wasn't the jet Mordulfah used to fly them to Washington.  That was bigger than this one.  

“Where's your jet?” he asked Mordulfah.

“This is the one Albert came in.  Mine is too big for this airport.”

“Is there enough room for all of us?” asked Thomas, concerned he wasn't going to come along.

“A couple of the girls might have to double up.”


 


Chapter 106

Badger raced down the runway and closed in on the parked jet.  He veered off to the west and parked fifty yards away.  

“How do ya want to do this?” asked Burns.

“I want you to guard our six.  These lights didn't turn on by themselves.”

They hopped out of the car and started moving toward the plane at a steady pace.  Its engines were off, and the hatch door was open with the stairs down.  The interior lights were on, but nobody was outside.

Winters darted his head around as they closed in on the plane.  The only sound was their footsteps hitting the pavement.  They slowed as they got nearer.  

“You clear the back, I'll take the pilots,” ordered Winters.

He tightened the grip on his M4 and crouched low as they climbed the stairs.  Taylor was behind him and turned right as Winters pointed his weapon at the pilots who were sitting in the cockpit.

“Don't move a muscle,” ordered Winters.

The pilots froze.  

“Clear back here,” yelled Taylor.

Both pilots wore distressed looks on their faces not being sure of what was happening. They weren't accustomed to this and looked out of place from the people who usually worked for Mordulfah.

“Do you know why we're here?” asked Winters.

Both shook their heads.

“Who do you work for?”

“We work for Executive Charter out of DC,” said the pilot.

“You don't work for Mordulfah?”

“Who?” asked the co-pilot.

“Why are you here?” asked Winters now concerned they might very well be on a wild goose chase.

“We flew Albert Sauer here this morning with his nieces, and now we're headed back.”

Winters didn't know who this Sauer character was and didn't care.  He realized these two had no idea why they were even there.  “Why did you leave the other airport?”

“We got a call,” said the pilot holding up a satellite phone.  “Said they needed us here.”

Winters still wasn't sure if they were telling the truth or if Mordulfah was even coming here.  He cursed under his breath wishing he brought more men.  

“Badger, I need to take a walk.  Keep an eye on these pilots.”

“With pleasure,” snorted Taylor raising his weapon.  “You guys picked the wrong airport to come to.”

Winters came down the stairs and pulled out the thermal monocular.  He walked past the jet towards the river and spied a small group coming at him.  He flipped down the night-vision goggles and saw it was Mordulfah leading the young girls.  There was someone else behind the group, but he couldn't make out who it was.  Was it the man who turned on the lights?

The runway lights silhouetted him as he raised his M4.  Mordulfah stopped and yanked a girl around in front of him.  He pulled out his concealed pistol and pressed it against the temple of the blonde girl.  

“Mister Winters,” said Mordulfah.  “You keep surprising me.”

Winters shook his head.  Another idiot using a girl as a shield.  This was the fourth time making him an expert.  He didn't move and kept his weapon trained at him.  It would be a dicey shot.  The prince wasn't tall and was crouching down behind the girl.  He didn't want to hurt this girl, but then, he wasn't about to let him get away either. 

“I believe you Americans call this a Mexican standoff,” jested Mordulfah.

“Let her go,” demanded Winters knowing he wouldn't.

“Come, come, now, I know you're smarter than that.  I thought we admired each other and here you are asking something foolish.”

“I don't recall admiring you.”

“Certainly a mutual respect for each other's capabilities.  You know what I'm capable of and you know I will not hesitate to pull this trigger.  Now, Mister Winters, I know your capabilities, but I also know you have a soft spot for rescuing damsels in distress.”

Winters seethed because he was right.  It would tear his heart out if this girl died.

Mordulfah wrapped his hand in the girl's hair.  “Tell him your name.”

“I'm...I'm Kenley.”

“And how old are you?” asked Mordulfah.

“Thirteen.”

“Do you want to die, Kenley?”

Her eyes had already welled up, and tears were now running down her cheeks.  The girl was trembling as she shook her head.

“Now Mister Winters you need to lower your weapon and step aside, or Hakim, my man behind you, will put a bullet in your head.”

Winters had been so distracted he hadn't heard anyone sneak up on him.  He had assumed the guy behind Mordulfah was the one who had turned on the lights.  He should have known the prince was stalling him. 

He didn't dare move his aim away from Mordulfah.  That was the only thing keeping him alive at the moment.  

“I don't think so.”

Mordulfah was growing impatient and decided to up the ante.  “How's your daughter, Cara?”

Winters clenched his jaw tight.

“She was by far the sweetest I ever had.  You taught her well.”

Winters narrowed his eyes.  The bastard was going to pay.


 


Chapter 107

Grosse Pointe Michigan

The flames continued to consume the mansion and spewed smoke all through the area which was displacing the oxygen.  Other than that, the battle was going about as well as Nordell could hope for.  There was no one left to shoot at in either field.  The Jijis were either dead or had moved behind the mansion for a last stand.  The enemy still had grenade launchers and would now use them.  It was their only play to stave off a final assault.

Nordell scanned the area in the fields watching a few of his men continue to check on the dead to make sure they were dead.  He had given the order not wanting to take any chances. They'd only lost the five men from the previous attack and Nordell desired to keep it that way.  

The radio came alive.  It was Bassett.

“Everyone, take cover. Take cover.  They're launching grenades.”

Nordell ordered his guys to fall back just as the first one flew up over the mansion and struck about a hundred yards away.  They were shooting blind and picking random areas.  Still, he needed to clear the field and get ready for the final assault.

A few more explosions motivated Nordell to hustle to the tree line at the end of the field where Scar and Meeks were.

“Gunny, I think there's still some fight left in these guys,” snickered Meeks.

“Let's give 'em a few minutes and let them think they've got a chance,” said Scar.

“Sounds good to me.  Besides, that smoke has got be choking the hell out of them,” said Nordell, who was glad they were suffering.  With all the killing and raping of his fellow citizens, they deserved to suffer before they died.  And they were all going to die. There was no law here and the only justice they could administer was a dark justice. 

With all the men safely out of range of the grenades, they watched the fireworks show for a few more minutes.  The Jijis were certainly giving it all they had in the slim chance that it might actually work.

Nordell called out to Bassett for an update.

“They're fanned out, and you've got a small group up taking positions across the parking lot at the house on the north side.”

“Any inside?”

“Affirmative.”

Nordell expected this and had planned for it.  The house was a smaller residence off to the side of the mansion and was right at the water's edge to an inlet where he had his friend Hollis waiting in the wings.  He was there along with Hadley, the young Texan and the squad they led.  They had an M320 and an RPG launcher ready to go.

Knowing that they'd be able to drive the enemy toward the water he needed to be able to attack them from the north side.  The house had trees in the front and by the water's edge giving the enemy plenty of places to take up defensive positions.  There was no sense in risking any lives especially since they had plenty of lethal weaponry available.  

Nordell watched with a little sadness as the flames consumed the historic Ford Mansion.  It would be a massive loss for the area, but unfortunately, that's what happens in war.

He turned to Scar. “You ready?”

Scar nodded.

Nordell called his friend, Hollis, on the radio. “John, get your squad ready, but wait for my orders.”

“You got it, Nick.”

“Everyone else, you move in on my command.”

Roger that's, flooded the radio.

Nordell turned back to Scar. “Give 'em hell.”

Scar shouldered the RPG launcher.  He flicked the safety off and fingered the trigger.  The rocket blasted off and flew across the field with a fiery trail.  It hit the mansion dead center, blowing chunks of rock and pieces of flaming wood high into the night sky. 

Meeks loaded another and Scar aimed at the same spot.  They repeated the process until they blew a pathway straight through the building.  

A few Jijis swung around and tried to return fire with their AK's, but Scar answered them by turning loose a rocket at their position.  It hit the trees they were hiding behind knocking branches away, and killing those in the immediate vicinity.

Nordell keyed up the radio.  “Hollis, open fire now.  Everyone with three-twenties move in now and fire.”

He turned to Scar. “Give them a few more and then grab the SAW and catch up.  Meeks grab a three-twenty and let's go.”

The hollow thumbing sounds from the handheld M320's were replaced by direct hits on the mansion.  The Shadow Patriots moved across the field and were soon within range to fire over the flaming building.  Flashes lit up the sky behind it as explosions reverberated across the water. 

Bassett reported that the enemy was taking direct hits and some of the Jijis were headed into the water.

Scar fired his last RPG and dropped the launcher before picking up the SAW.  He racked the slide and ran toward the mansion.  His heart was pounding in his chest but not because of adrenaline.  It was pounding because he could finally see an end to the misery the Jijis had been dishing out.  They'd been dealing with them in Michigan far too long, and it was time they all died.

He caught up to Meeks and Nordell as they angled towards the north side of the mansion.  Flames shot up from the smaller house as Hollis lit it up with several grenades.  They were now pouring lead across the water at the back of the mansion. 

Nordell keyed the radio.  “Everyone, move in now.  Eddie, get your boys to the water.  We've got some swimmers.”

“You got it.”

Scar began firing into the trees to clear out a path.  The staccato fire bellowed throughout the area and was soon joined by everyone else firing at will. 

Nordell had them cease firing before entering the trees.  “Hollis, hold your fire, I say again hold your fire.”

“I copy, over.”

Nordell looked at Scar.  “Hate to get caught in a crossfire.”

“That would have sucked,” said Meeks.

“Bassett, Gunny here, come in.”

“Here, Gunny.”

“I'm on the north side. What's it look like.”

“You're clear till you hit the very back.  They're on the ground by the water and in the trees.”

“What about near the mansion?”

“It's all cleared out. You've got maybe twenty tangos left.  Another ten or so in the water.”

“We've got eyes on those swimmers,” Eddie called out.  “We're throwing them some grenades.”

Nordell smiled.  “We're moving in boys.  Pick your targets carefully.”

Scar led them through the trees and hit the parking lot between the smaller residence and the mansion.  They gave the burning structure a wide berth to get away from the putrid smoke.  

Scar spotted a couple of Jijis peeking around a tree and fired at them.  The big SAW cut them down with one volley.  He pointed it toward the water and fired.  Hot lead strafed across the grounds taking out a few who tried to move to another position.

Scar emptied the SAW, and dropped it to the ground and swung his M4 off his back as they pivoted between the trees. 

Multiple explosions rang out on the water before rounds pelted the fleeing swimmers killing them all.

Nordell threw his hand up and reached for a grenade.  He hadn't had a chance to use a handheld grenade.  These were devastating in the right hands.  He gave Scar a rare smile excited to throw it.

Scar nodded with approval.  He keyed the radio. “Fire in the hole, get down boys.”

Scar and Meeks crouched down as Nordell pulled the pin and threw it toward the water.  It hit just off to the side of the Jijis.  The ear-splitting explosion caused screams of death as shrapnel took out those who didn't get hit directly.

Nordell called out to Bassett for a report.

“Gunny, they're done for.  You got one pulling out a white rag.”

Nordell shook his head in disappointment.  He thought these guys were more dedicated than that.  Where was that Allahu Akbar spirit? 

“Let's move in,” ordered Nordell.

He led them to the water's edge.  There were only five left, three of whom were bloodied and dazed.  

A shot of excitement surged through Nordell when he saw one of the survivors was Colonel Khan.  This was indeed a bonus.

Scar and Meeks moved in and disarmed them before checking on the rest of the dead.

Colonel Khan sought permission to stand up, but Nordell shot him an icy glare.  The colonel stopped in mid-motion and knelt back down while holding his trembling hands up.

“We're good,” assured Scar.  “They're all dead.”

“Not quite,” barked Nordell.

“But, we gave up,” pleaded Colonel Khan.

Nordell shook his head.  “You should have stayed home.”  He lifted his M4, switched the firing selector to full auto and pressed the trigger sweeping the last remaining Jijis.

“Now they're all dead.”


 


Chapter 108

Detroit Michigan

Lying in a prone position, Burns had spotted the man sneaking up on Winters with a pistol in his hand.  He had come out of nowhere and was closing in on him.  He was too far away for a clean shot, so Burns jumped to his feet. He didn't have much time and started running while pulling out the tactical tomahawk Bassett had loaned him.  He had hoped he'd be able to put it to good use.

Burns sported a half smile at the thought.  He yanked out his double-edge steel knife with his other hand and remembered a move Bassett had done in the Battle on Robinson Road.  He wasn't as agile as the young corporal, but it was a simple move.

He closed in and veered a little to the right.  He didn't want the flashing lights to give him away.  This would allow him to come right up to his side.

He lowered the tomahawk as he made a beeline to the guy's blind spot.  With one last step to go, he swung the ax up aiming at his armpit.  The ax sliced through muscle and bone while throwing the arm upward.  

Burns shoved the knife into the side of his neck while knocking him to the ground.  The gun fell to the concrete and Burns kicked it away.

Mordulfah's eyes intensified, and his jaw dropped.  His ace in the hole had just been taken away.  This put him in a desperate situation and would force him to kill this girl. He still had others he could shoot to get his message across.  He was about to squeeze the trigger when Thomas grabbed onto his forearm pulling the gun away.

Winters hesitated seeing it was Thomas.  Why he didn't speak earlier, he'd never know.  The sudden movement of Mordulfah's arm caused him to squeeze the trigger and the bullet slammed into Thomas' throat.

Winters squeezed off a shot and hit Mordulfah in the upper chest.  The prince fell to the ground dropping the gun.  

Burns rushed in and kicked it away while drawing down on him.

The girls screamed in hysterics and huddled together off to the side. 

Winters flipped up his goggles before kneeling down to the dying man and grabbed his hand.  “Thomas.”

He didn't answer.  He couldn't as air was gurgling through the blood that was pouring out of his throat.

“You did good. You did real good.”

Thomas spoke with his eyes as he stared at Winters.

“You saved Cara's life,” he lied to the dying man.

Thomas managed a nod before taking his last breath.

Winters let go of his hand and stood up.  

“Get the girls on that plane,” ordered Winters.  He didn't want them to see what was about to happen.  They'd been through enough already.

Burns corralled the girls and shuffled them up the stairs. 

Winters approached Mordulfah who had sat up while holding his bloodied wound.  

“Thomas was with you,” observed Mordulfah.

Winters didn't respond.  

“I must say, you have indeed checkmated me.  Now, please, I give up.”

Winters let go of the M4 and pulled out the suppressed Glock.  “Tonight...there's no giving up.”

Mordulfah's jaw dropped as he realized the gravity of his situation.  

Winters racked the slide.  

“Where's my due process?” pleaded Mordulfah.

“Remember, you guys threw it out with the Constitution.”

Without a hint of satisfaction, Winters aimed at the forehead of a man who had caused so much pain and pulled the trigger.

“Besides, you're not an American.”

 


 


Chapter 109

Sabine Iowa

Nine Months Later

The morning sun had just broken over the horizon, and a few birds flew away as Winters restarted the generator.  It had run out of fuel during the night, and he used the last of his supply to refill it.  The Midwest was still without power and would be for another six to twelve months.  It was why he had stayed in Winnipeg throughout the winter.  There was no reason to rough it through a cold winter when you didn't have to. 

The Shadow Patriots had disbanded after getting word that the National Government had collapsed.  However bittersweet it was, there was no longer a reason for them to stay together.  

Scar and Meeks both headed south.  Scar to Texas and Meeks to Florida where their families had taken shelter.  Bassett took off to Washington DC to give a full report to Major Green.

Winters stayed in Jackson for just a day to get some rest before traveling back to Winnipeg.  Reese was in bad shape and needed to be seen by a neurologist.  Her head injury had gotten worse when she had been attacked.  Doctor Lunsford did what he could but recommended he take her to a specialist for better care.

Burns, Taylor, Eddie, Amber and the girls traveled with him to Winnipeg.  Burns had wanted to get back to his friend, Murphy, and both had stayed for a month before taking off to go back home.  Badger, Eddie, and Amber remained through the winter along with the girls and their families. 

 

 

Reese was in the kitchen struggling to open a mason jar of jam.  Her hands trembled as she grunted in frustration.  She was making toast and wanted raspberry jam. 

Sadie was at the kitchen table wanting to help but knew enough to stay out of her way when she got like this.  The doctors in Winnipeg told her it was better to let her finish trying first and then help only if she asked for it. 

Reese finally stopped and turned to Sadie handing her the jar.  

“At least you didn't break it this time,” joked Sadie.

Reese laughed.  “That's a pretty low bar you've set for me.”

Sadie used all her strength but failed to open it.  “Maybe we should break it.”

“Oh, I got an idea,” said Reese wide-eyed.  “Let's go and shoot it.”

Sadie giggled.  “It'll ruin it.”

Reese shrugged.

“Dad, we need your help,” yelled Sadie.

Winters stepped into the kitchen.  “What's up?”

She handed him the jar.  He grabbed it and grew red in the face as he struggled to loosen the lid. 

“How old is this thing?  Maybe we should shoot it,” smiled Winters having heard Reese say it.

“That's what I said,” exclaimed Reese.  “C'mon Sadie, it's competition time in our PJ's.”

“You sure, you're up for this?” said Sadie with a sly smile.

“Oh, it's on, little miss.  Grab your gun.”

“You getting in on this, Dad?” asked Sadie.

“What and get embarrassed by you again.”

“But it's fun for me,” pleaded Sadie.

“You guys go ahead.  I'll finish making breakfast.” 

Winters watched through the kitchen window as the girls raced across the backyard to the shooting range.  Reese put the jar fifteen yards out and took the first shot.  It hit the top and broke off a large piece.  Sadie aimed and fired.  The glass jar shattered spraying the jam in all directions.  They high fived each other before shooting at the steel targets.

A morning shooting competition was always welcomed and did Reese, who needed the adrenaline to get going for the day, a world of good. It helped ease her mind and shake off any morning anxieties.  

Raising Sadie gave Cole and Reese purpose and pleasure.  She needed their guidance but gave them back much more by just being her.  She was like a songbird always ready to sing.  Her enthusiasm and joy always livened things up and made each day worth living.  At times, she was more of a little sister to Reese than a daughter. 

Today was a special day because Major Green and his wife Stormy were coming from Washington DC to visit them.  The trip had been planned while they were still in Winnipeg.  They were going to be joined by several other Shadow Patriots for a mini-reunion.

After breakfast, the girls started cleaning and preparing for their visitors while Winters went into Sabine to get more gasoline.  A fuel truck had arrived yesterday which was perfect timing.  He had brought several five-gallon cans, which was enough to last him a week.  

*  *  *  *  *

Winters had just gotten back when he heard a glass shatter in the kitchen.  He hurried in to see Reese starting to pick up the pieces. 

“Hey, let me get this,” offered Winters. 

“No!  I can get it. I'm not an invalid.”

“Didn't say you were, but your hands are shaking, and I don't want you to cut yourself.”

Reese held up her hands to see them shaking.  She inhaled a deep breath of air and held it for a second before letting go.  “I need to get out of here.”

“Go.  Go tear up the streets.”

Reese put her arms around his neck.  “Thanks for always understanding.  I love you so much.”

“Hey, who cradles me during my nightmares.”

Reese smiled and moved in for a kiss.  “I do.”

“And don't worry, you'll like Major Green.”

“It's his wife, I'm nervous about.  You said she was a runway model.”

Reese was concerned about her scars.  To her they were ugly and a constant reminder of what she had gone through. 

“Hey, your scars are badges of honor, okay?  And besides, you're a beautiful woman that could have easily been a runway model.”

The compliment did the trick and made her smile.  She let him go after a quick kiss and walked out the door with a slight limp from the bullet wound that never quite healed properly. 

*  *  *  *  *

Green opened the door for his wife, Stormy, before getting into the Humvee.  They just got off a military jet in Des Moines, Iowa having flown in from Washington DC.  They were here to visit with Cole Winters and to bring him a message from President Seeley.

Their former team member had helped bring about the resignation of the president and his national government.  She had risen to power with the help of the other members of their group, including the former FBI agent, Jacob Gibbs, and the State Department officer John Osborne.  

With their contacts throughout the district, they were able to bring to bear their direct involvement in exposing the late Gerald Perozzi and Lawrence Reed.  

Seeley had become a trusted ally of the American people and was elected that fall in an emergency election.  A new Congress had also been elected and the constitution restored.

Congress's first act was to disband the National Police, and Seeley appointed Jacob Gibbs as Attorney General of the reorganized Justice Department.  

She appointed John Osborne to be Secretary of State, and he negotiated a withdrawal of all Chinese troops out of California.  He was able to demand this because President Seeley sought assistance from America's longtime allies, Canada and the United Kingdom.  

For a week, British and Canadian air forces bombarded the Chinese invaders and put them on the defensive before bringing in their ground forces.  They had them on the run within a couple of months, after which they sued for peace.

After pulling into Winters' driveway, Green did a double take when Sadie came around the corner of the house with a Glock 17 cradled in a black Kydex holster.  

She smiled and waved at them as she skipped towards them.

Seeing such a young girl armed threw Green for a loop.  He knew about Sadie but just wasn't expecting her to be carrying. 

They opened their doors and climbed out of the Humvee.

“Hi, I'm Sadie,” she said holding out her hand. 

Green took her hand. “Well, hi there, Sadie, it's a pleasure to finally meet you.  I'm John, and this is my wife, Stormy.”

“Wow!  You are so pretty,” smiled Sadie shaking her hand.  “And I love your dress.”

“Well, thank you,” said Stormy who had let her hair grow out and dyed back to black.  “Aren't you just the sweetest.  I've heard all about you.”

“You have?”

“Of course.  I hear you're a pretty good shot too.”

Sadie patted her firearm.  “I was taught by the best.”

The front door opened and out walked Winters who was also strapped with a sidearm.  

“Major, it's good to see you again,” said Winters with an extended hand.  “You look well.” 

“Likewise.  Sir, this is my wife, Stormy.”

Winters extended a hand, but instead of taking it, Stormy wrapped her arms around him.  “You, sir, deserve a hug.”

“Well, okay then.”

“I'm from Brainerd, Minnesota and know what you did there.”

Winters grimaced.  “I wish we could have done more.”

“Believe me, you did more than you know.”

He smiled at her.  “Well, come in, please.  Reese should be back shortly.”

They stepped inside, and Winters poured some ice tea.  “Hope you like tea, supply truck doesn't come for another few days.”

“Please, Captain, tea is great,” said Green.

“Call me, Cole,” said Winters holding his glass up.

Green nodded.  “To better days.”

The three clinked their glasses as exhaust pipes screamed outside and then tires screeched. 

Green looked at Winters who didn't react.  

“She's home,” said an excited Sadie racing out the door. 

Winters recognized the puzzled looks on their faces.  “It's Reese.  She likes to go on crazy drives.  Helps calm her nerves.”

“She's nervous?” Stormy asked in a concerned voice.

Winters nodded.

Reese was glad she went for a drive.  It did the trick, and she managed a smile as she looked in the rear-view mirror.  The two scars on her cheeks were still red but were looking better.  A Canadian cosmetic surgeon did a great job on them but they would still leave slight scars.

Tearing through the streets always did the trick as it gave her a rush of adrenaline that no drug could duplicate.  At least not ones without the side effect of addiction.  It was something she feared worse than her symptoms.

She watched Sadie come running outside.  The child always knew what to do when she got like this.  Reese hopped out of the Chevy truck wearing a white cami top and jean shorts.  Her scars were visible and there for everyone to see.  The chunk of meat missing on her right triceps was still healing and multicolored.  Her right shoulder still had some discoloring but was mostly a light yellowish brown.  Her slight limp made you look at the scars on the front and back of her thigh.

After a wild ride, she no longer cared and with Sadie holding her hand she threw her chest out with confidence.  

Winters opened the door and gave her a kiss before introducing her. 

“Major, this is my wife, Reese.  Reese this is John and Stormy.”

She stepped forward and shook his hand.  Her insecurities started to come back seeing how beautiful his wife was, but was put at ease when Stormy threw her arms around her.

“I'm so happy to meet you, Reese.  I'm in such awe of you.  I hope we can become the best of friends.”

Reese melted in her arms.  She'd been worried all week for nothing.  This girl was sweet, and she could tell how genuine she was.  It was one of the things she had learned at the party-house, how to size people up and read them. 

“I'm excited to meet you too.  I heard what you did, so please, we have a lot in common.”

“Oh, I love this girl already.  And you're so beautiful,” exclaimed Stormy. 

A blush swept across Reese's face not quite knowing how to respond.

“You're both beautiful,” cheered Sadie.

“Could I borrow her,” joked Stormy.  “She is just a bundle of joy.”

“We'd be a mess without,” said Reese putting an arm around her.

“Can I help with something?” offered Stormy.  

“Absolutely, we've still got food to prepare,” said Reese.

Winters and Green stepped outside with their drinks.  

“Are you guys always armed?” asked Green.

Without hesitation, he gave an abrupt answer.  “It's still not safe.  We go everywhere armed. Besides, there's people in town who don't think I should have killed their relatives.”

Green nodded.  He wasn't sure if this was the case or if he was paranoid, which was a symptom of PTSD. 

“How are you doing, really?” asked Green.

Winters shrugged his shoulders.  “Well, you know what battle does to people.”

“I do.  It affects everyone to some degree, but I can't imagine what it does to untrained volunteers.”

“Having too much downtime hasn't helped.”

Green nodded.  “It does help to stay busy.”

“We're learning to do that.  We shoot and hunt.  Do what we can around town and Reese drives recklessly.”

“And you have Sadie,” offered Green.

“She's our saving grace.”

“I'm glad to hear that,” said Green in a concerned tone.  He took a sip of his drink.  “Word is starting to get out about what all you guys did, and President Seeley wants to personally commend you.  You're a hero.”

Winters scoffed. 

“You don't think so?”

Winters pondered this for a bit.  Finally, he said,  “We were forced into this.  We were just trying to do the right thing, you know, and one thing kept leading to another until it was done. The real heroes are the ones who were killed.  Besides, I made massive mistakes which cost so many lives that it haunts me at night.”

Green reared back.  He wasn't expecting to hear this.  “Cole, I made mistakes, and I'm a trained soldier.  I should have realized what Colonel Nunn was up to long before things got out of hand.  My mistakes got Lieutenant Crick, my good friend, killed.  Hell, I almost got my mother killed.  These are just things that happen in war.  It's not pretty, but it's just the way it is.”

Winters had been telling himself the same things, but still, he had doubts.  “We want to forget about the things we did.  I could no more go to Washington than go to the moon.  I just can't talk about it, not now, if ever, I guess.  Either way, I'm just not ready to.”

“I understand,” said Green.

“You wife, I can see why you married her,” smiled Winters wanting to change the subject.

“I'm lucky to have her.”

“Kids?”

“Yes, definitely.  We want to wait for a while though, much to my mother's chagrin.”

Winters smiled. “Oh, I can imagine that.”

“For now, there's so much to do.  I've been assigned to oversee the dismantling of the National Police across the country.”

“That's a big job.”

Green nodded. “It's a complicated and slow process because not all were bad and we have to be careful of not leaving a power vacuum with no one to fill it.  We only have so much manpower with most of the able-bodied men still out west mopping up that fiasco.”  

Winters nodded. He knew full well that was the case.  It was another reason he still went everywhere armed. 

A vehicle driven by Scar pulled into the driveway with his wife, Tera, sitting in the passenger seat.  They had just gotten back from Texas a few days ago. Just as he turned off his car, Amber pulled in behind him.  

The sight of his friends increased Winters' pulse and gave him an inner glow.  He'd been looking forward to seeing them.  They were a welcome relief to the doldrums of these past days.  And they were the only people who could relate to him.  He was glad that most of them were from Iowa and that they'd be able to visit with each other on a regular basis.  

He waved at them as Sadie came bursting out of the door to greet them.  

Today was going to be a good day.


 


Epilogue

Waking up next to Mrs. Reese Winters was the best thing to come out of the war if there was such a thing.  Five years out, the country was still struggling to put things back together. It would take a couple of generations for the wounds inflicted on the country to fully recover. The ones who lived through it would have to die off before it truly healed.  No one knew the actual death toll, but it was in the millions.  The number was too staggering to comprehend, and large enough, it had affected everyone.

Perhaps the number needed to be large to ingrain the lessons and the mistakes, we, the people,  made.  The people in power were allowed to grossly over reach and their greed destroyed all that the country was founded to be.  These lessons would be cemented in history but would they be taken to heart?  Only time would tell.

Those personally affected by the war did what they could to get through their days.  For some, it was more of a struggle than for others.  For Winters, it was still a constant struggle as he couldn't help but second guess all the mistakes he had made.  They were many, and they caused a lot of unnecessary death.  Thinking about it in bookkeeping terms, he had red in the ledger.  In his mind, the red still outweighed the black.  Sometimes doing the right thing comes at great personal cost.  He had to forgive himself and hoped to be able to do it soon.

The Winters' children deserved to have healthy parents.  Their three-year-old boy and two-year-old daughter would start to wonder why their parents at times got anxious and panicky at the simplest tasks.  When they get into school, they'll be taught about the war.  Next will come the questions.  They'll want to know the roles their parents played.  The more they hear, the more they will want to know.  The surface questions will be easy, but the older they get, the deeper the questions will become.  

Whether they get the buried truth would yet be determined. This was where the heartache lay, where Mister Hyde had existed during impossible times with impossible decisions.  But that was the past.  That was war.
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