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    You will never know how much it has cost my generation to preserve YOUR freedom. I hope you will make a good use of it.
  
 
    ―John Adams 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Contents 
 
      
 
    Previously – in Bug Out California Book 7 
 
    Meeting at Minus Four 
 
    Blood Samples 
 
    Street Riot 
 
    Big Tent 
 
    Mismatch 
 
    Night Arrival 
 
    Rescue 
 
    Bloody Exit 
 
    Home Fires 
 
    Deadly Battle 
 
    Travel Night 
 
    Treasure 
 
    Bay Area Rampage 
 
    Folsom Blues 
 
    Acting Governor 
 
    Northern Recruitment 
 
    Roads and Passes 
 
    Cast Of Characters 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Previously – in Bug Out California Book 7 
 
    As Book 7 opened, a conference call was held between Jules’s team and Ivan. Morgan and the other women made a case for using one of Ivan’s broadcasts to testify about their treatment while held in the UN’s Torrance Civic Center installation. Ivan agreed. 
 
    In Dulzura, the group was worried sick about Ed, who was out on a patrol in his hovercraft. He was overdue and not answering his cell phone. Several in the group believed Ed had been captured by Black Crow, the renegade tribe member who led enemy assassins to Hassan. There was a trickle of Islamist RFID hits heading for the area Ed was patrolling, and a large group of RFID hits in nearby Descanso as well. The group sent a small team to rescue Ed, and a large team to attack the enemy at Descanso. 
 
    A local San Francisco TV station broadcasted a panel discussion about martial law. A young student activist calling himself Ben Dover disrupted the show and was severely beaten on camera by UN thugs. Ivan noticed, and rescued the young activist. He nursed Ben back to health and offered him a job, which Ben accepted. 
 
    Tyler, Garrett, and others found Black Crow in the wilderness with several Islamists. Ed wasn’t with them. They killed the Islamists and wounded Black Crow. After some rather unkind persuasion, Black Crow admitted that they never found Ed, assuming he’d crashed the hovercraft somewhere. 
 
    Jules and Ivan noticed that a group of Islamists were heading towards Santa Cruz, so they watched, seeing them arrive at UC Santa Cruz. General Hogan supplied a satellite photo, showing many UN vans at the University, along with the Islamist’s trucks. Ivan sent Mr. White and Mr. Black there to investigate. 
 
    The Dulzura team took off for their attack on Descanso, but were attacked on the way by UN Peacekeepers and Islamists. They beat the enemy. Meanwhile Garrett, Tyler, and the others who had killed Black Crow stumbled upon a large group of UN Peacekeepers camped in the wilderness near Barrett Lake. James took out sentries with his crossbow, but a UN Peacekeeper shot him, wounding him mortally. Garrett called the five-hundred cavalry men he’d sent to Descanso, asking them to join the wilderness battle, which started just before the five-hundred arrived. Garrett’s group defeated the enemy. 
 
    Sam took a small team into Descanso to scout, after seeing the Islamists leave the area. They found many of the townspeople hanging from trees around a church just outside of town. John opened the door to the sanctuary and the building blew up, killing him instantly. The team went into town after that to look for survivors, especially children who weren’t seen hanging with the adults at the church. The first place they looked at was the grocery store. There was a little girl visible through the front windows, tied to some shelving, but Clem pointed to wires going from the front doors to a massive bomb. Sam and Sid climbed onto the roof from the back, and Sam went inside to free the little girl, whose name was Mia. They got her out of the store without the bomb going off. On the way out of town they checked Mia’s house, finding her parents and brother dead inside. 
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black kidnapped a UC Santa Cruz dean and two professors who were indoctrinating students to promote martial law and put down protests. While that was going on, Jules held a meeting to go over the coming attack on the Mertins Electronics Plant in San Jose. Islamist’s RFID chips were manufactured there. Ivan learned that a large group of enemy VIPs were heading there for a conference, and timed the action accordingly. The team attacked, aided by other of Ivan’s forces. A wild battle ensued, which Ivan’s team won, killing all the VIPs at the site and destroying the facility. 
 
    The Dulzura group returned to the Williams Place, after seeing how difficult an attack on Julian would be. They decided to hit a new UN base in Jamul instead and began the planning process. Sam and Erica stepped up to raise Mia as their own, since no next-of-kin could be found. 
 
    Jules’s team split up after the Mertins Plant attack, holing up in different locations. Tex and Karen were discovered by the enemy and had to shoot their way out of their hiding place. Ted, Bryan, Brianna, and Haley heard explosions and gunfire near their location. It was a group of patriots, inspired by Ivan’s TV broadcast, attacking a UN Facility. Jules asked the battle wagons nearby to go help the patriots. That UN base was one holding female prisoners, on Ivan’s list to be liberated. When the battle wagons arrived, the patriot team was nearly defeated, losing twelve out of the twenty men they brought and running out of ammo. Jules’s battle wagons quickly defeated the enemy at the base, but he saw another two hundred Islamists racing towards their location on the apps. They did a quick search of the facility, finding a large stash of weapons and the captive women, all beheaded in a storage room. Jules and the others took pictures of the bloody scene, including outside the building to show it was a UN facility, uploading the photos to Ivan, who published them far and wide. The team left for Concord after mining the roads into the facility. 
 
    Zac, Bradley, and Ryan went into the wilderness south of Barrett Lake to repair Ed’s hovercraft. They were attacked by UN Peacekeepers while they were working. Ryan was wounded on the ridge he was watching from. Zac and Bradley were taken away by the enemy. Ryan struggled down the hill from the ridge and finished the repair on the hovercraft, heading for home as Garrett sent a posse out to rescue Zac and Bradley. They met on a narrow part of the road, Ryan almost losing control of the hovercraft and going down a cliff. A shot rang out, hitting Garrett’s hat. The posse engaged the enemy, killing them with their Winchesters and mortar fire. When it was over, they discovered the bodies of Zac and Bradley, killed during the battle. 
 
    Jules and his team of battle wagons went on a rampage up north, busting through roadblocks, killing UN Peacekeepers and Islamists wherever they found them. Ivan asked Jules to go attack the main enemy communications installation in the tiny town of Nortonville. The team went there, climbing the narrow winding road into the hills under cover of darkness, getting into position to take out the facility. They were surprised by three old M60 battle tanks which attacked, destroying one battle wagon, killing Gil and Tisha. Jules and Ted got their TOW missile launcher out and set it up in a panic, destroying the first tank as another hit Cody and Allison’s battle wagon, damaging the top but not destroying the vehicle. Jules and Ted destroyed that tank before it could get off a second shot, and then hit the turret on the third tank, taking it out of action, the tank crew trying to escape, mowed down by a hail of mini gun fire. The rest of the battle wagons opened fire on the communications facility, blowing it apart... 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {1} 
 
    Meeting at Minus Four 
 
   C ody got out of the driver’s seat of his damaged battle wagon. “The engine turns over, but at least one of the motor mounts is toast, and the roof is liable to peel right off at speed.”  
 
    “So, what does that mean?” Allison asked. 
 
    “It means we blow it up and catch a ride with somebody else,” Cody said. “Grab your belongings.” 
 
    She nodded, and they went into the bedroom to get their stuff, racing out the door with it. 
 
    “Not road-worthy?” Tex asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Cody said. “Broken motor mount and damaged roof.” 
 
    “There’s some explosives in my rig,” Tex said. 
 
    “There’s some in the middle storage compartment of this rig. Perfect placement. We should take the ammo and mortar rounds out first, though. We can use that stuff.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Tex said. They got to work. Morgan approached Allison. 
 
    “Put your stuff in our rig,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Okay,” Allison said. 
 
    “Think Cody is up to driving? Robbie’s a mess.” 
 
    “Probably,” she said. “I know how to drive these rigs too.” 
 
    “Good,” Morgan said, walking with her. They entered the coach. 
 
    “Where’s Robbie?” 
 
    “He took off walking with Bryan and Justin,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Were they all old friends?” 
 
    “Justin was part of Robbie and Gil’s group,” Morgan said. “Bryan was on the fringe of that group. He worked with Robbie at Ted’s restaurant.” 
 
    “Oh,” Allison said. She stashed the possessions in the cabinet above the pull-out queen bed towards the front of the salon. “This okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” Morgan said. “This is horrible.” 
 
    “It was a successful mission,” Allison said. “We will lose people. We’ve been lucky so far, but that won’t last forever.” 
 
    “Wonder how much this damaged the enemy?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Good question,” Allison said. “The enemy had a worse night than we did. You see any of the news reports?” 
 
    “Yeah, before the battle started.” 
 
    They heard diesels starting up. 
 
    “Dammit,” Morgan said. “I hope the boys get back here fast. We need to split.” 
 
    “Want to go find them?” Allison asked. 
 
    “Okay… wait, here they come.” 
 
    “Good,” Allison said. 
 
    Cody poked his head in the door. “We need to leave. Fire up the engine.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Robbie said, walking up behind him with Justin and Bryan. 
 
    “I’m going back to my rig,” Bryan said. “Take care, man. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    “See you soon,” Justin said, walking to his rig. Katie rushed out to meet him, throwing her arms around him. 
 
    Robbie climbed the steps and got behind the wheel. He fired up the engine, and then shook for a moment as the tears came back. 
 
    “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry,” Morgan said, hugging him as he sat in the seat. 
 
    “I can’t believe he’s gone,” Robbie said. 
 
    “You want Cody to drive?” 
 
    “No, I can handle it,” Robbie said. Allison stepped out for a minute, then came back. 
 
    “We need to move this down the road a little so Tex and Cody can blow our rig.” 
 
    “You got it,” Robbie said, shaking himself out of it. Allison sat on the couch as Robbie backed up, watching his mirrors. When he was far enough away from the line of trees, he made a sweeping turn back to the road, going to the first clearing. The two coaches that were there had already moved onto the road. Jules and Ted’s coaches came up behind him, beeping the horn for everybody to move further away. 
 
    “Hope we don’t have problems getting out of here,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Me too,” Robbie said. “It bothers me that Ivan didn’t know about those tanks. There could be more waiting for us before the highway.” 
 
    “Hope not,” Allison said. 
 
    The line of coaches stopped and waited. After a moment there was a huge explosion, lighting the sky behind them, catching the nearby trees on fire. Cody opened the door and rushed in. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he said. 
 
    “You want him to drive?” Morgan asked Robbie. 
 
    “No, I’d rather drive. It’ll keep my mind off things.” 
 
    “Hey, dude, if you need me to take over, just say the word,” Cody said. “So sorry about Gil and Tisha.” 
 
    “I know, thanks,” Robbie said. “Glad you guys survived. Could’ve been different.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Allison said. 
 
    The coaches rolled down the dark road like a long train. Robbie’s eyes darted to the sides and the mirrors often, half expecting to see a tank’s cannon pointing at them. 
 
    “Do we know where we’re going?” Allison asked. 
 
    Cody shook his head no. “Not yet, but we’ll hear from Jules soon, I’m sure.” 
 
    They rode silently for a while through the winding dark road, heading for Highway 4. 
 
    “We need to know which way to turn on the highway,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Want me to send a text to Jules?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Robbie said.  
 
    She pulled out her phone, and it dinged with a text message, along with the other phones in the rig. 
 
    “There it is,” Cody said. “Get on Highway 4 going east. We’re taking I-5 north after that. 
 
    “They’re moving us up to Sacramento already,” Robbie said. “I’m surprised. Thought we had more to do in the Bay Area.” 
 
    “Maybe not, after the patriots started their rebellion, and the enemy bases got abandoned,” Morgan said. “Wonder what happened to the women they were holding?” 
 
    “Nothing on the news about bodies so far,” Allison said. “Hope they’re okay.” 
 
    “There’s the highway,” Robbie said, making a right turn onto it. He sped up, and they were off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Saladin was in the elevator with three of his men and two of Daan Mertin’s guards, heading below ground, enduring a tense silence. The doors opened into a basement hallway with gray cement walls and plumbing running along the ceiling. 
 
    “This facility is four levels deep,” Saladin said. “What is its purpose?” 
 
    Daan’s guards looked back at him silently. 
 
    “You can’t speak to me?” Saladin asked as they walked out the hallway towards the left. 
 
    “Answer the question, infidel,” one of Saladin’s guards spat. Saladin shot him an angry glare, and the man looked down, like a child scolded by his father. 
 
    The first guard opened a door on the left and walked inside. The second guard held the door, waiting for Saladin and his party to walk in. He pulled the door shut and stood next to it inside as the others walked down the short hallway to another door. It opened when they got there. 
 
    “Saladin, how are you?” Daan asked, extending his hand. Saladin took it reluctantly, half a smile on his face. 
 
    “Nice rabbit hole,” Saladin said. 
 
    “How’s your caves at Capitol Reef?” Daan smiled. 
 
    Saladin chuckled. “I guess we both deserve that, don’t we? I’m sorry, my friend. We need to work together.” 
 
    “Don’t say bury the hatchet,” Daan said. “Come, I’ve got food lined up for us. Only the best.” 
 
    Saladin’s men and Daan’s guards looked at each other with relief, then sat in chairs by the door as their bosses went into the next room, which was lavishly furnished, not a hint of gray cement or plumbing anywhere to mar the effect. 
 
    “I wasn’t able to contact you on the way here,” Saladin said. “I had others telling me you couldn’t be reached. What happened?” 
 
    “Minor problem,” Daan said. “Some of Ivan’s people took out our communications facility in Nortonville. We’re back to normal cell phones now. Use the old numbers.” 
 
    “Those aren’t secure,” Saladin said. 
 
    “That’s okay, we own the system now,” Daan said. “Hell, we’re running the whole state, at least from an infrastructure standpoint.” 
 
    “It appears you’re losing control, from the news reports I’ve seen. The UN is ready to pull out completely unless their safety can be guaranteed.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t already know,” Daan said. “We are working to get control of the Bay Area back, and we’re making some progress in east San Diego County as well. Once we have these areas shored up, we can consolidate our power in the other areas. We must have the pipeline of fighters reopened in San Diego county. That is the most important thing right now.” 
 
    “I agree. You don’t have enough forces, even if the UN stays. We need that supply line re-opened along I-8.” 
 
    “Yes,” Daan said, “and don’t worry about the UN. They’ll stay and increase their forces. If they don’t, my counterparts in Belgium will pull their funding. They’re having a real problem since the US Government became unreliable.” 
 
    “What happened to the counter-demonstration program?” Saladin asked. “I saw a news report that the main hub of that activity got taken out last night.” 
 
    “UC Santa Cruz,” Daan said. “Yes, it got hit by reactionaries last night. Most of it was burned to the ground. That wasn’t our only facility. We have several other campuses that are up and running. Real progress takes time, though. It’s a long-term effort.” 
 
    “Hope you did something about Chancellor Wilson,” Saladin said. 
 
    “He’s underwater, somewhere between San Francisco and Alcatraz,” Daan said. 
 
    “You never got the Dean and Professors back, did you?” 
 
    “No,” Daan said, “not that it matters. Ivan has no reason to hold them at this point, but he will just out of spite. We know one of them is already dead for sure.” 
 
    “Yes, I saw the video. Ivan is entertaining, I’ll give him that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t entertained,” Daan said, “but no matter. We did hurt him last night.” 
 
    “Oh, really? How?” 
 
    “We took out two of those ridiculous battle wagons he has, and killed one of the crews,” Daan said. 
 
    “You can’t track them now, though, can you?” 
 
    “Since our satellite access has been cut off, we really needed that communications center. We’re limping along now, but we don’t have the capabilities that we need until we can replace that center.” 
 
    Saladin laughed. “Don’t tell me, let me guess. You haven’t been able to track the remaining motor homes after the battle last night, and now you have no idea where they are.” 
 
    “We still have video cameras up all over the state,” Daan said, his smile starting to crack away. 
 
    “But you haven’t seen them yet, have you? They might be right outside this facility.” 
 
    “I wish they were,” Daan said. “Let’s not get back into old habits. We’ve got real problems to solve, and if we can’t work together on them, we’re gonna lose. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “I’ve got so many sleepers in this country now that we’ll never lose completely,” Saladin said. “We could just lay low, bide our time, make the infidel think they’ve won, and then start up our attacks again.” 
 
    “The leadership in Belgium will never allow that. They’ll cut your funding and stop your operations. The enemy might expose your forces eventually, you know, without any help from EU leadership.” 
 
    “The RFID chips?” Saladin asked. “They have to break them first.” 
 
    “Rumor has it they’re well on the way to that. I personally think they’ve already broken them, based on the recent attacks Ivan has made.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Saladin said. 
 
    “Actually, it’s very possible, and it’s partly your fault,” Daan said. 
 
    “I thought we were going to work together,” Saladin said. “Now you’re blaming your own failures on me.” 
 
    “We need to be honest with each other, without the testosterone getting in the way,” Daan said. “We’ve both been outsmarted repeatedly by General Hogan and General Walker. We need to get better.” 
 
    “We killed Walker, remember?” Saladin asked. 
 
    Daan chuckled. “You participated in his sacrifice, by which he saved the real prize.” 
 
    “Oh, that again,” Saladin said. “You really think some retired IT executive will be our undoing?” 
 
    Daan sighed and sat down, picking up a phone on the table next to him. “Bring in the food.” He put the phone on the receiver and motioned for Saladin to sit next to him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We need to have a long chat, so we might as well eat and be comfortable.” 
 
    The door in the back of the room opened, and a man in a chef’s outfit pushed a cart in, stopping at a table and unloading the covered silver trays. He lit burners under some of them, and then pushed the cart back outside. 
 
    “We’ll eat in a second, but I want to finish a point,” Daan said. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Saladin said. “I’ll try to keep my testosterone in check.” 
 
    They smiled at each other for a moment, Daan looking like he didn’t want to talk. He looked down, then looked back up at Saladin. “There’s something about Frank Johnson that I never mentioned to you.” 
 
    “Uh oh. I’m not going to like this, am I?” 
 
    “No,” Daan said. “Frank Johnson designed the system that were using for the RFID chips.” 
 
    “What?” Saladin asked, eyes widening. “When were you going to tell me this?” 
 
    “I hoped never,” Daan said, “because I expected your forces to make short work of Walker and Hogan’s operations. I didn’t think Frank would have enough time to finish his work.” 
 
    “If he understands the system, how much work is it for him?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “Quite a lot,” Daan said. “He has to break encryption just to get access to the signal. Then he must break more encryption to get the message payload. Even if he does that, he still has to hack into our systems and steal some data elements on our personnel. Otherwise he won’t be able to understand the message payload.” 
 
    Saladin was silent for a moment. “You think he’s done it, don’t you?” 
 
    “I suspect he’s getting close,” Daan said. “It’s possible that Ivan and the people in Hogan’s command have just gotten lucky a few times.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as luck,” Saladin said. 
 
    “Yes there is,” Daan said, “but good luck doesn’t happen repeatedly.” 
 
    “I need to run the hunt for Frank Johnson personally,” Saladin said, looking down for a moment. “That’ll take me out of California. We think they’re in Colorado right now.” 
 
    “There’s two other problems,” Daan said. 
 
    “Okay, what are they?” 
 
    “First, we need you to run the forces in East San Diego county. The leadership there is poor. They need to be whipped into shape, so they can be successful in opening I-8 to traffic again.” 
 
    “As I said earlier, I agree with that. I’ll do that, but what about the Bay Area? Ivan is giving you a hard time.” 
 
    “We have a shipment of UN Peacekeepers on the way, to populate a new base in Davis. Once they’re here, we’ll make short work of Ivan’s troublesome little band.” 
 
    “Ivan is more than troublesome. I saw the news reports. The people up here are rebelling, just like they did down in LA and Orange Counties. He’s a master at stirring them up.” 
 
    “I’m planning a surge with these UN forces, and remember one important thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “UN Peacekeepers don’t have RFID chips,” Daan said. 
 
    Saladin was quiet for a moment, thinking. “I’ve still got roughly sixty thousand of my people up here. I need to take them south with me to work the San Diego problem.” 
 
    “That would be my suggestion,” Daan said. 
 
    “Consider it done,” Saladin said. “I’ll give the orders tonight. Was that the two problems?” 
 
    “No, that was only the first problem,” Daan said. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I’ve gotten new intelligence on the southwest team,” Daan said. 
 
    “From whom? Is this just another rumor?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Daan said, face grim. 
 
    “Well, are you going to tell me?” 
 
    “George Franklin has joined Hogan’s team. He’s with Frank Johnson right now.” 
 
    Saladin froze. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me,” Daan said. “I know of your history.” 
 
    Saladin sat back, thinking, a smile washing over his face. “I broke him, you know. Turned him into a babbling idiot.” 
 
    “He’s recovered,” Daan said, “and he’s got a crazy friend.” 
 
    “What crazy friend?” 
 
    “Malcolm Davis,” Daan said. “Ever hear of him?” 
 
    “No,” Saladin said. 
 
    “I suggest you do some research on both of those guys, because when you’re done in San Diego County, they are your next task. We need Frank Johnson dead. You’ll have to get through those two guys to do it.” 
 
    “Give me a preview at least,” Saladin said. 
 
    “Come, let’s get our food, and we can continue talking.” 
 
    They got up, walking towards the food table. They filled plates and sat at a large table in the middle of the room, covered by an ornate tablecloth with fancy place settings. 
 
    “This is exquisite,” Saladin said after taking a bite of lamb. 
 
    “Glad you like it,” Daan said. 
 
    “So how do you know that George Franklin has recovered? Intelligence?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t a recent development. He’s been back for a few years.” 
 
    “How are you so sure?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “He and Malcolm have been busy. They took out Jason Beckler and Sadie Evans, and then took on a guy named Sailor Boy. Later they had a nasty tussle with the family of Red Dagger. Killed everybody involved.” 
 
    “I have heard of some of these people,” Saladin said, “American serial killers, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Daan said. 
 
    “This is not like war,” Saladin said. “I can defeat police.” 
 
    Daan looked at him for a moment, making Saladin uncomfortable. 
 
    “You think George Franklin will kill me,” Saladin said, setting his silverware down. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Daan said, “but you’d better not take this lightly. I mean it. We may have our differences, but we need each other. If either of us are lost, the operation in the western US is over. The eastern US will fall as well.” 
 
    “Where did you get this intelligence?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “One of the militia groups, formerly based in Williams, Arizona.” 
 
    “I don’t trust them,” Saladin said. “We’ll just have to fight them after this war is over.” 
 
    “I agree, but that is a discussion for later,” Daan said. 
 
    The door burst open, one of Daan’s lieutenants rushing in. 
 
    “What is it, Stephan?” Daan asked. 
 
    “Ivan the Butcher is on TV again. Would you like the screen turned on?” 
 
    Daan and Saladin glanced at each other, then Daan looked back at Stephan. “That won’t be necessary.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {2} 
 
    Blood Samples 
 
   G arrett and his men rode through the gate at the Williams place and trotted towards the big lawn in front of the house. He dismounted, turning to see Anna coming towards him in a flat-out run. She leapt into his arms, kissing him hard, her arms around his waist. 
 
    “I was so scared when I heard,” she said. “You’re not wounded?” 
 
    “No, but I lost my hat,” he said. “Got shot right off my head.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we lost Zac and Bradley.” 
 
    “I know, neither can I,” he said, walking his horse to a hitching post. He tied the reins onto it and followed Anna onto the veranda. Ji-Ho was sitting there with Sid, Clem, and Sam. 
 
    “How many get away?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “We never saw the whole force,” Garrett said, sitting down next to Anna on the porch swing. “We killed quite a few, but I had a bad feeling. When are we gonna hit their base? Might be good to hit it sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “We talking about now,” Ji-Ho said. “Jamul next target. Too far for Julian forces to stop us.” 
 
    “How many UN Peacekeepers in the Jamul location?” 
 
    “Two hundred,” Ji-Ho said, “but most consist of brass, there for training and strategy development.” 
 
    “If we hit them, it’s like cutting the head off the snake,” Clem said. 
 
    “How many more are gonna show up?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Less than expect,” Ji-Ho said. “Intelligence say large group of UN Peacekeepers going to Bay Area, not south.” 
 
    “I see movement of Islamists,” Sam said. “Coming south on I-5, mostly.” 
 
    “They change strategy,” Ji-Ho said. “Use UN north, Islamist here to re-open I-8. Otherwise they starve for fighters.” 
 
    “That intelligence or a guess?” Sid asked. 
 
    Ji-Ho chuckled. “Guess, but educated one. Tidbits of info from Ivan help put pieces together.” 
 
    “I think he’s right,” Sam said. “We need to nail those UN leadership folks in Jamul before they move north to shore up the UN Peacekeepers on the way to the northern base.” 
 
    “They not leave yet,” Ji-Ho said. “Ivan make big mess up north. Take out communications installation. They back to cell phones, and Ivan can hack.” 
 
    “You think the enemy will wait to move them north until they replace their comm installation?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Good chance,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “Maybe we need to go hit that base today,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Don’t you need to rest up a little?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We do when dark,” Ji-Ho said. “Take nap now. We meet again at seven. Work for everyone?” 
 
    There were nods of agreement around the veranda. 
 
    Garrett stood. “That’s our cue.” 
 
    “Don’t waste time going back home,” Anna said. “I’ve got a room upstairs.” 
 
    “Good, I was hoping you’d suggest that.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up there, and then leave you,” Anna said. “Got things to do.” 
 
    “Like what?” Garrett asked as he stood. 
 
    “I’m going to introduce Mia to the other women, and help her get comfortable,” Anna said, shooting a glance at Sam. “That way Sam and Erica can still fight when needed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sam said. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you in a few hours,” Garrett said. He followed Anna into the house and up the stairs. 
 
    “It’s this room,” Anna said. “Feel free.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, pulling her into his arms. “I had you on my mind the whole time I was gone.” 
 
    “Later,” she said, backing away. “Sleep.” 
 
    He nodded, watching her leave the room, shutting the door behind herself. He stripped and climbed into her bed, asleep within minutes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ivan sat behind his desk as the camera shut down. He looked over at Ben Dover and chuckled. 
 
    “We have them on the run,” he said. 
 
    “Hope so,” Ben said. “What’s next?” 
 
    “For TV? The women.” 
 
    “They’re really going through with that?” Ben asked. “Do they even need to now?” 
 
    “There are still forces in the media trying to combat the truth,” Ivan said. “Hard to argue against the testimony of living victims.” 
 
    “They’ll just say it’s phony,” Ben said. 
 
    “Of course they will, but the people won’t buy it. It’s one more thing. Drip drip drip.” 
 
    “Where we gonna do that?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Elk Grove, just south of Sacramento,” Ivan said. “We’ve tracked one of the bases that had women captives to that city.” 
 
    “We’re gonna try a rescue again?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yes, and hopefully it’ll be successful this time. We can go in there without having to do a large frontal assault. The situation is like what we had at the Torrance Civic Center.” 
 
    “Mr. Black told me about that,” Ben said. “Sounded like it was a pretty hairy operation.” 
 
    “It was, but we had the element of surprise,” Ivan said. “We also had a talented team.” 
 
    “You’re not telling me details, are you?” 
 
    “It’s on a need-to-know basis,” Ivan said. “You don’t need to know. Jules doesn’t even know the whole plan. Right now he just knows to move up I-5. I’ll be sending instructions for the location in a few minutes.” 
 
    Ben sat silently for a moment. “We aren’t doing the broadcast from the new base, are we?” 
 
    “That’s more than I’m going to say right now,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Shit, it’s going to be from the rescue scene,” Ben said. 
 
    “I told you I wasn’t going to talk yet. You’ll be told when it’s time. Trust me. It’s better this way for everybody involved.” 
 
    Ivan’s phone rang. “I’ve got to take this,” he said. “Pack your stuff. You’re leaving with the others in ten minutes.” 
 
    Ben nodded and got up, heading for the door. He turned for a moment as the phone rang. “Be careful, boss.” 
 
    Ivan nodded, then put the phone to his ear and accepted the call, watching Ben leave the room before he spoke. “Mr. Black?” 
 
    “Yes, boss. Everything in place. We have head of infrastructure captive, and brought his family here. Mr. White with them. He play ball. We set up video equipment now. Hiding will be easy.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Ivan said. “Will the location work for an easy escape?” 
 
    “Yes, once we finish. Piece of cake. Where we go afterwards?” 
 
    “You and Mr. White are going to Folsom. I’ve got a job there for you.” 
 
    “Okay, whatever you want, boss,” Mr. Black said. “You can send team here now. We ready.” 
 
    “The rest of the buildings are empty, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, boss, they vacant for while. Lots of room to hide. Out of sight.” 
 
    “Good,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Any big fish coming?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    “Not here, but we’ll release some big fish from Folsom afterwards.” 
 
    “Okay, I wait. Be careful. Don’t get caught.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Ivan said. “Talk to you soon. Call me if anything unexpected happens.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” The call ended, and Ivan put the phone in his pocket, then picked up the phone receiver on the land line. “I’m ready. Hurry. I need to be out of here in ten minutes.” 
 
    He hung up the phone, then stood behind his desk, taking his fedora off, then stripping out of his pin-striped suit. There was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Come,” Ivan said. He watched as two women in white lab coats came in, pushing a stainless-steel cart. The top held a blood-drawing kit. The shelf underneath had a cardboard box on it, bent and soggy, a mangled hand sticking out of the top, just touching the top shelf. 
 
    “Ready, sir?” asked the brunette in a Russian accent. 
 
    “Yep,” he said, sitting back down in his chair. The woman picked up the blood drawing equipment and walked over to him. The other woman, a slim blonde, wrestled the box off the cart and put it on the floor, then shoved the empty cart through the door into the hallway. She laid two arms and a leg on the desk, then watched as the brunette tied a piece of surgical tubing around Ivan’s upper arm and cleaned around the veins on his inner elbow. 
 
    “Small pinch,” she said, slipping the needle in, then filling several vials. The blonde picked the first one up and used a small stick to transfer blood onto the open parts of the arms and leg, making sure she got good coverage around ripped veins and arteries. Three more vials were filled. The nurse bandaged Ivan’s elbow, and he got out of the chair, grabbing one of the vials and pouring his blood onto the inside of the fedora and the suit. 
 
    “Spit on the upper part of the suit jacket,” the brunette said, “and drool on the desk. Get it nice and wet.” 
 
    “Sounds like good instructions for later,” Ivan said, shooting her a wicked grin. 
 
    “Behave self,” the blonde said as she finished with the arms and leg. 
 
    “Won’t they wonder where the torso and head went?” Ivan asked. “And the other leg, for that matter.” 
 
    “No problem, we set up blast so most would be liquified,” the brunette said. “They eventually figure out.” 
 
    “They see you live before they finish forensics,” the blonde said. “Why bother?” 
 
    “They’ll go live on their propaganda outlets about my death,” Ivan said. “They won’t be able to help themselves. We’ll make monkeys out of all of them.” 
 
    The blonde shook her head, smirking at him and the other woman. There was a knock on the door. 
 
    “That must be the demolition team,” Ivan said. “You about done, ladies?” 
 
    “Da,” the brunette said. “Don’t get killed. We see in new location.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ivan said. The brunette opened the door, and several men rushed in, wearing surgical outfits, complete with masks and booties. One of them tossed a small gym bag on the couch across from the desk. Ivan went to it, pulling out clothes and putting them on. Blue jeans and a white t-shirt. He watched as the explosives were placed around the room and underneath his desk. One of the men was working a trigger mechanism, and he put it on the door, moving it open and closed to ensure that it was working correctly. 
 
    “I’m ready to leave,” Ivan said. “How long before I can send out the tip?” 
 
    “Give us ten minutes after you leave,” one of the men said, his voice partially muffled behind the mask. 
 
    “Make it fifteen,” said another of the men. “We still have to get in the car and split.” 
 
    “Got it.” Ivan smiled at them, then rushed out the door, joining others who were cueing up at the elevator. He rode it down with the next group, landing in the underground parking structure. Ben saw him walk up and snickered. 
 
    “Wow, you look like a frigging middle-class family man in that getup,” Ben said. 
 
    “Good,” Ivan said. “Ready?” 
 
    “This van is waiting for us.” The two men got in, and the van took off, climbing out of the parking structure, making a right turn onto the busy San Francisco street. 
 
    “Which way we going?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We’re taking I-80 across the bridge, then all the way to Sacramento. We’ll go through the city to the south side.” 
 
    They settled in for the ride. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jules was driving the battle wagon, Sparky in the passenger seat, Dana and Shelly on the couch behind them. Their phones all dinged. 
 
    “Somebody check,” Jules said. “I driving.” 
 
    Sparky pulled the phone out of his pocket and looked. “Elk Grove Auto Mall,” he said. “Southeast section. Dodge Chrysler Jeep underground structure and Subaru underground structure.” 
 
    Jules grinned ear to ear. “Good.” 
 
    “Aren’t people going to notice us there?” Dana asked. 
 
    “Right off freeway,” Jules said. “Deserted.” 
 
    “This freeway?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “No, Highway 99,” Jules said. “We cross over on Highway 12. It’s  late at night. We sneak in.” 
 
    “This sounds kinda risky,” Shelly said. 
 
    “How are we gonna get these damn things into an underground parking lot?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Trust me, we fit,” Jules said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Ivan planned,” he said. 
 
    “Ivan planned the communications center hit,” Sparky said. “We had tanks waiting for us.” 
 
    “This I know,” Jules said. “He working to find out what happen there, but if we stop trusting because of one mistake, game over.” 
 
    “Somebody died,” Dana said. 
 
    “I know,” Jules said. “Sorry, but war is war. Changes happen on ground. Most Ivan setups work well, though, no?” 
 
    “I get your point,” Sparky said. “Can’t blame us for wondering a little bit, though.” 
 
    “Right,” Jules said. “Can’t blame.” 
 
    “If we’re going to take Highway 12, better get ready,” Shelly said. “It’s coming up in three miles.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jules said. He glanced over at Sparky, who was looking at his phone. “Problem?” 
 
    “Highway 12 isn’t a freeway, you know. It’s got stop lights, especially when we get close to Highway 99.” 
 
    “We spaced out,” Jules said. “Should be fine. It’s dark, too.” 
 
    “No hits on the apps,” Shelly said. 
 
    “That doesn’t help us with the UN,” Sparky said. 
 
    “True,” Jules said, “so keep eyes peeled, be ready to fight if we need.” 
 
    “I texted the others,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Good, thanks,” Jules said. He took the off-ramp, settling onto Highway 12, which ran through a rural area with wineries and lots of farmland. 
 
    “It’s peaceful,” Sparky said. “I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “There’s the residential area,” Dana said. “What town is this?” 
 
    “Lodi,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Nice little town,” Jules said. “Nobody on street.” 
 
    “Wonder if they’ve moved most people out of here?” Sparky asked. “To urbanize the population.” 
 
    Jules snickered. “They still trying, but people mad now. Helps us. Lots of vacant places to hide.” 
 
    “Except we stick out like a sore thumb,” Dana said. 
 
    “Look, freeway ahead,” Sparky said. “We make it. Highway 99 be fine.” 
 
    “Make a left under the freeway,” Shelly said. “The onramp is real close.” 
 
    Jules nodded, rolling through the intersection and turning left. The ramp was before them, and he drove up it. “There, see, we made it, no?” 
 
    “So far,” Sparky said. “Wonder if everybody else is okay?” 
 
    “No messages so far, and everybody responded to the text I sent them about Highway 12,” Shelly said. “I think we’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Dana said. Sparky got out of the passenger seat and went to sit with her. 
 
    “Take the passenger seat,” he said to Shelly. 
 
    She got up and sat there, looking over at Jules. “You’re so confident, even when the rest of us are scared.” 
 
    “That a must for commander,” Jules said. “You know this.” 
 
    “Yes, I know this,” she said. “I’d trust you with my life. I’m not as sure about Ivan, but if you think he’s trustworthy, I’ll go along.” 
 
    “He is,” Jules said, “but he can’t control all.” 
 
    “I know,” Shelly said. “Wish this had a bench seat. I’d cuddle next to you.” 
 
    He glanced at her, smiling. “I know, me too. We be there soon. Not long way.” 
 
    The coach cruised quietly on the road, through miles of farm land. 
 
    “It looks like the farms are being worked,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Must,” Jules said. “California farms important. That’s why freeway not shut down. Truck traffic has to continue, or society fall apart, no good for us or enemy.” 
 
    “Who’s running the state? That Lieutenant Governor?” 
 
    “Kreski,” Jules said. He looked at her and grinned. “That blow hard is face of government, but not run. Daan run.” 
 
    “How?” Shelly asked. “Why don’t the elected officials rebel?” 
 
    Jules chuckled. “Some like what they do, push for it before. Green living, everybody in their cubbyholes by work, no private cars. They think they in charge with UN as helper.” 
 
    “Not all of them are that stupid.” 
 
    “True,” Jules said. “Some in on it. Many profit. State legislators get rich. Until we stop fun.” 
 
    “What will happen to them if we win?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “When we win,” Jules corrected. “Always have positive thoughts.” 
 
    “Okay, when we win,” she said. “Are we gonna line them up against the wall or something?” 
 
    “Some, maybe. Most do jail time.” 
 
    “Are you going to stay here? After the war’s over?” Shelly watched him as he looked at her, then back at the road. 
 
    “We talk already. I be where you happy. Can run family business from where ever.” 
 
    “Are you still sure you want me after this?” 
 
    “Yes, sure. You?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “It’s all I think about when we’re not in the middle of craziness.” 
 
    “Rough times coming, but get better fast. You see.” 
 
    “Think we’ll survive?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “I think, and you think that too, even if hard.” 
 
    “Look, we’re on the outskirts of Elk Grove.” 
 
    “Told you short drive,” Jules said. “Check apps, then find me off-ramp by Auto Mall, but must enter from southeast. Probably enemy target area in north part of complex.” 
 
    “Do you know this place?” Shelly asked as she looked at her phone. 
 
    “Looked, considered buying in with Volvo dealership,” Jules said. “Huge facility. Linked utilities, shared gasoline and other supplies.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go for it?” 
 
    “Fees too high,” Jules said. “Rather be on own, like in Culver City.” 
 
    “That isn’t a real business, though, is it?” 
 
    “Not at first. Money laundering at first, and smuggling. Now just tax write-off, mainly. All legit. Sell big.” 
 
    “How many dealerships do you have?” 
 
    “Six,” Jules said. 
 
    “Wow. How much money do you have, anyway?” 
 
    “Enough to buy private jet if want,” he said. “I try to live normal life.” 
 
    “Good,” Shelly said. “We’ve got a problem, if you want to avoid the north side of the mall.” 
 
    “No good off-ramp before?” 
 
    “Worse than that. No way to cross road except for on Elk Grove Blvd. We’ll have to get on that and come back south.” 
 
    “Text Ivan, let him know we might be visible from north part of mall,” Jules said. 
 
    She typed the text and sent it. Her phone dinged about five seconds later. “He says don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Good, then he already has trap location under control,” Jules said. 
 
    “Get off on East Stockton and make a left. Follow it around and make a left on Elk Grove, then go over the freeway and make a left on Auto Center Drive. Then left on Laguna Grove. That will wind around to the dealership you were talking about.” 
 
    “Watch, remind if I miss one. Lot to remember.” 
 
    “You got it, Jules.” 
 
    “We almost there?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Jules said. He took the off-ramp and followed Shelly’s instructions, only needing to be reminded on one of the roads. 
 
    “There,” Shelly said, pointing. “To the left, See it? Big Jeep sign.” 
 
    “Yes, I see,” he said, making the turn onto the lot. He approached the service bay, and Mr. Black appeared, guiding him to the massive showroom instead of the underground lot. 
 
    “Guess we not going in garage after all,” Jules said. He rolled the coach onto the linoleum floor of the showroom, pulling forward as directed by Mr. White, who was inside. 
 
    “Those guys are scary looking,” Shelly whispered. 
 
    “They worse than they look,” Jules said, “but they on our side. You know this… they help during your rescue.” He shut down the engine. Mr. White gave a thumbs up, and walked away. 
 
    “This is kinda exposed, isn’t it?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “We won’t be here for long, and we can crash out any of these windows if we need.” 
 
    Jules went to the door of the coach and opened it, stepping down to greet Mr. White. 
 
    “When next coming, my friend?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    Shelly climbed out, looking at her text messages. “Next one in about two minutes. It’s Tex’s coach.” 
 
    “Good,” Mr. White said. “Food in conference room down hall. Enjoy. I spread word.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shelly said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {3} 
 
    Street Riot 
 
   S aladin and Daan Mertins were through with dinner, and almost through talking. A dessert tray was brought in, with some coffee and brandy. 
 
    “You know how to live,” Saladin said, picking up a small piece of cheesecake on an ornate plate. 
 
    “I try my best,” Daan said. “We must always remain civilized.” 
 
    Saladin chuckled. “As we do un-civilized things.” 
 
    “It’s for the people’s own good. It’s for equality, and for the environment.” 
 
    Saladin laughed. “Keep telling yourself that, brother. It’s really for power, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say it was for your religion.” 
 
    Saladin shot him a wicked grin. “That’s a control mechanism. Works well.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Daan said. 
 
    A UN official came in, looking nervous to see Saladin. 
 
    “What is it, Gunter?” Daan asked. He eyed the strong-looking young man, with his good posture and crew cut. 
 
    “We just got a tip on the whereabouts of Ivan the Butcher,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Daan said. 
 
    “I’m skeptical,” Saladin said. 
 
    “Where?” Daan asked. 
 
    “He’s in an office building in the financial district,” Gunter said. 
 
    “Which city?” Daan asked. 
 
    “San Francisco.” 
 
    Saladin laughed hard. “He’s right under your nose, in a city that you control?” 
 
    “I thought you were skeptical,” Daan said, glancing at him. He looked at Gunter. “Your people are on the way, correct?” 
 
    “We wanted to clear it with you first. That’s a densely populated area, and we have a lot of associates nearby. If we get into a shooting battle, there will be some collateral damage.” 
 
    “Do your best to be careful, but take him out,” Daan said. 
 
    “You don’t want us to capture him?” 
 
    Saladin laughed. 
 
    “No, I want you to kill him, but don’t mangle his face. We can use the pictures for propaganda.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Gunter said. He turned and left the room, shutting the door behind him. 
 
    “Do you believe this?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. Ivan would love to stick it to us like that. He’s got a history of being right under his enemy’s noses.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Saladin said. “You want to go over there?” 
 
    “Nope,” Daan said, picking out a dessert. “There’s no benefit in that, and he might have the whole damn block rigged to blow.” 
 
    “Good point,” Saladin said. “Too bad he’s not on our side.” 
 
    “We tried that, early on,” Daan said. “When we were trying to set up new smuggling routes between Eastern Europe and Russia.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t play ball?” 
 
    “He’s a libertarian,” Daan said. “It’s like a religion to him. Any state who tries to exercise even reasonable control over the population is his enemy. I knew it wouldn’t work, but some of my associates had to see that for themselves.” 
 
    “Strange for a Russian,” Saladin said. 
 
    Daan laughed. “He’s not Russian. He’s an American. He grew up in Southern California.” 
 
    “No, really?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “Really. He’s wanted here, of course.” 
 
    “He’s wanted everywhere, as far as I can tell,” Saladin said. “I know the feeling.” 
 
    Daan snickered. “Yeah, this is true. I can’t go to New York state anymore, as you know.” 
 
    “That will change when we’ve consolidated control.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Daan said. “There won’t be any public announcement of that, of course. Even though we’re going to increase government control over the individual, we need to make the people think they’re still free.” 
 
    “That’s not going to work,” Saladin said. “You’ll have to make examples of people. You’ll need concentration camps.” 
 
    “I know that,” Daan said. “We’ve already been working out plans.” 
 
    “How many people are you expecting to put into these camps?” 
 
    “Rough estimate?” Daan asked. “About twenty-five million people.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of people. How long will they be in these camps?” 
 
    Daan gave him a deadpan look. 
 
    Saladin chuckled. “Maybe I’m underestimating you. Yes, you’ll have to kill at least that many. Probably more. There are a lot of people in this country who won’t go quietly into a more structured society.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gunter was nervous, sitting in the back of a UN van, first in a caravan of twenty vehicles. He was wearing full riot gear, and it made him sweat. 
 
    “One block away, sir,” the driver said in a French accent. “Where do you want me to park?” 
 
    “Right in the middle of the street,” Gunter said. “Set up a perimeter. I want the whole block closed.” 
 
    “Well, at least it’s not a busy time,” the driver said. He looked at the man in the passenger seat. “Send the message.” 
 
    The man nodded as the van slowed. 
 
    “Get ready,” Gunter said to the five men sitting with him in full riot gear. They checked their weapons as the van stopped. 
 
    “There you go, sir,” the driver said. Gunter nodded, and opened the door, stepping outside. He looked east on Merchant Street, his heart going into his throat for a moment as he saw the Transamerica building right across the intersection. 
 
    “Dammit,” Gunter said. 
 
    “What’s wrong, chief?” asked the second man out the door, a large blonde with a Finnish accent. 
 
    “Oh, nothing, Aku,” Gunter said. “Just that we’re right next to the most famous building on the whole damn peninsula, that’s all. If Ivan wants to make a big show, this is the best place to do it.” 
 
    “What about the Golden Gate Bridge?” Aku asked. 
 
    Gunter laughed. “No place for a secret base there.” 
 
    The rest of the UN Peacekeepers were out of the first van. The vans behind were opening their side doors, men flooding out. Gunter motioned for them to meet him in front of the building, as other UN Peacekeepers set up barricades on both ends of the block. 
 
    “The tip is that he’s got the top four floors of that building there,” Gunter said, pointing. “We’ve got a lot of associates in this area, so be careful. We don’t want to kill friendlies. Understand?” 
 
    “We get it, sir,” one of the men said in a Spanish accent. “Let’s go get that bastard.” 
 
    Gunter nodded, and they rushed across the street, going through the heavy glass doors into the lobby of the building. There was a guard behind a massive desk, eyeing them. He was a black man in his early 50s, built like a linebacker. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked calmly. 
 
    “We need access to the top four floors of this building,” Gunter said. “We have a tip that there’s a wanted fugitive up there.” 
 
    “Oh, really,” the guard said. “Then send the real police over here.” 
 
    “We are in control,” Gunter said, feeling a sweat breaking out on his forehead, the helmet heavy on his head. 
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement,” the Guard said. “Go get the SFPD and we’ll talk. Oh, and you’ll need a warrant, of course.” 
 
    “The fugitive will get away if we wait for that,” Gunter said. 
 
    “Why are you messing with this guy?” Aku asked. He pointed his weapon at the guard. “Let us in now.” 
 
    “No,” the guard said. “Go ahead and shoot me. I’ve got my job to do.” 
 
    The sound of police sirens approached, just in earshot. 
 
    “That’s going to warn him,” Aku said to Gunter. 
 
    “Where’s he gonna go?” Gunter asked. “We have the street blocked off.” 
 
    “Listen to your boss,” the guard said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Aku said, pointing the rifle at him again. 
 
    “That’s not nice,” the guard said, eyeing the angry Peacekeeper as a father would eye a misbehaving child. 
 
    “The police are out front,” one of the other Peacekeepers said. 
 
    “I’ll go talk to them,” Gunter said. He headed towards the door when the SFPD officers rushed in, wearing riot gear and holding assault weapons. 
 
    “Who’s in charge here?” asked a Hispanic officer. 
 
    “I am,” Gunter said. 
 
    “Why have you started an operation of this size without notification? You are required to clear any such activities with the SFPD. I’m Captain Valencia.” 
 
    “We don’t have to notify your department in cases like this,” Gunter said. 
 
    “What?” Valencia asked. “Guess I didn’t get that memo.” 
 
    “Your entire force received those instructions, so back off right now, Captain.” 
 
    “I think I’ll ignore that request,” Valencia said. “Until you tell me exactly what you’re doing here. I’ll relay that to the Chief and we’ll see.” 
 
    Gunter shook his head and motioned for him to move to the corner of the lobby. When they were away from the main group, he got close and whispered. “Ivan the Butcher is on one of the top four floors of this building. We got a tip from a reliable source.” 
 
    Captain Valencia laughed. “So, the most wanted man in California has been holed up right in the middle of the San Francisco financial district?” 
 
    “As improbable as that sounds, that’s what we’ve been told.” 
 
    Valencia shook his head as he walked away, hitting the button on his lapel microphone. He had a quiet conversation, then walked back over. “Okay, the chief will approve you going in, but if there’s gunplay and somebody gets hurt, you’ll have to answer for that.” 
 
    “I can’t shoot anybody during an assault on a known fugitive?” 
 
    “Oh, if they start shooting at you, by all means defend yourself, but if you catch this person or any of his associates and can take them alive, you’d better do exactly that. Comprende? There will be no executions here, and we’re going up with you.” 
 
    Gunter sighed. “All right, I understand. Will you get us access? The guard is asking for a warrant.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” Valencia said. He walked to the guard’s counter and had a hushed conversation with him. Gunter watched as the guard shook his head yes. Valencia came back over. 
 
    “Well?” Gunter asked. 
 
    “He’ll allow us to go up,” Valencia said, “but he’s going to notify his superiors, and we’d better not break things up there.” 
 
    “We’ll try hard not to,” Gunter said. 
 
    “I know, because my men are going with you,” Valencia said. 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” Gunter asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Valencia said. “I’ve gotten too many reports of you goofs hurting people and going beyond what’s allowed per our Constitution. That’s not going on in my district. Sorry.” 
 
    Gunter stared at the man for a moment, trying to cow him, but seeing no breakdown at all. He nodded yes, and started for the elevators. 
 
    “Wrong way,” Valencia said. “Stairs. Over to the right. I’ll show you.” 
 
    Gunter shrugged, then followed him, motioning to the other Peacekeepers. 
 
    They went past the guard’s desk and headed into the stairwell, climbing up twelve floors, all of them winded by the time they reached the bottom of the four floors Ivan was supposed to be on. 
 
    Gunter called forward a couple of his men, and they came to the door, guns drawn, ready to enter. They burst through it, expecting to see a multitude of people. There was nobody there. The door opened onto a storage room holding a bunch of audio and visual equipment. The UN Peacekeepers fanned out, looking in all directions. Valencia’s men stayed by the stairwell and watched. 
 
    “This is a trap, Captain,” one of the SFPD officers said. 
 
    “Makes me wonder, O’Malley,” Valencia said. “I think we’ll just let them search. 
 
    “What if it’s booby-trapped?” 
 
    Valencia snickered. “What, do you think we should go down a few floors?” 
 
    “Yeah,” O’Malley said. “I don’t want to get killed helping these bastards.” 
 
    Valencia laughed. “Tell me what you really think.” 
 
    “Nobody here,” Gunter said, getting back to the stairwell door. He opened it, going up the next flight and bursting through the door again. Valencia stayed behind with his men. 
 
    “Listen,” Aku whispered as they walked into the hallway. “Hear it? Conversation coming out of that air vent up there.” 
 
    “I hear it,” Gunter said. “Check this floor out quickly, but be quiet about it.” 
 
    Aku nodded and led the men down the hall, opening each door slowly and looking inside. They were back in a few seconds. 
 
    “Storage again,” Aku said. “Next floor?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gunter said, looking nervous. 
 
    “What happened to the SFPD?” 
 
    “Guess they don’t find this interesting,” Gunter said. “Good, that gives us a free hand. I thought I was going to have to kill all of them.” 
 
    Aku snickered, and they went back into the stairwell, heading up the next flight. The sound of people was louder by the door. They burst through, all the men rushing into the hallway. There were double doors, which opened into a reception room with an empty desk. The conversation was coming through the single door to the back. 
 
    “By the numbers,” Gunter whispered. “This is it.” 
 
    They snuck towards the door, Aku by the handle, Gunter behind him with his assault rifle pointed at the door. Aku ripped open the door, and there was a huge explosion, filling the room with smoke and debris, the men closest to the door killed instantly. Two men closest to the stairwell door survived, crawling on the floor, going through the door. Valencia and his men rushed up the stairs, guns drawn. 
 
    “Where’s the rest of them?” O’Malley asked one of the survivors. 
 
    “All over the room,” he said, fainting, the bloody gash on his abdomen showing. 
 
    “Hans!” said the other man, bleeding heavily from his upper arm. 
 
    Valencia got on his radio. “Booby trap. Most of the UN team bought it. I’ve got two survivors up here. Send the med unit.” 
 
    “Knew it,” O’Malley said. 
 
    Valencia shot him a glance, putting his finger to his lips. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The last of the battle wagons pulled into the big auto dealership showroom, parking next to the window. The door opened, Ted climbing out, Haley, Brianna, and Bryan following. 
 
    “Not exactly out of sight here,” Ted said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, this isn’t visible from any part of the road,” Tex said, walking over to them. 
 
    “And we control rest of the facilities, including the new UN base,” Jules said. “Just got a text from Ivan. He said to turn on the news.” 
 
    “There’s a TV in the service waiting lounge, right back here,” Allison said. She led people back there. Bryan found the remote and switched it on. 
 
    “Holy crap, what’s going on there?” Morgan asked. The screen showed a high-rise with the top floors billowing smoke through broken windows, the Transamerica building in the background. 
 
    “Did our side do that?” Robbie asked. 
 
    The newsreader came on. 
 
    “This is the scene of an attempt to capture Ivan the Butcher in the San Francisco financial district tonight. Investigators are at the scene now, trying to piece together what happened as the fire department works the remaining flames.”  
 
    “He’s not dead, is he?” Brianna asked. 
 
    Jules chuckled. “No, I just get text from him. He on way here. Left boobytrap.” 
 
    “We’ve just been told that the floor where the explosion happened was the scene of a large meeting. There were voices heard from the stairwell. Body parts litter the floor at this grisly scene. No word on the condition or whereabouts of Ivan the Butcher or his team. UN Peacekeepers ran this operation. All but two of them were killed by the explosion. SFPD was also on scene, but were on a lower floor at the time of the incident.” 
 
    “This is a riot,” Justin said. 
 
    “No it’s not,” Katie said. “People got killed.” 
 
    “Bad guys got killed,” Justin said. 
 
    “It’s just been reported that remnants of Ivan the Butcher’s signature fedora and pinstriped suit have been found at the scene, covered in blood and tissue. The coroner has rushed these items to the lab to test for Ivan the Butcher’s DNA. It is on file after an arrest in Brussels several years ago.” 
 
    “Now it get funny,” Jules said. 
 
    “Why?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Ivan had blood drawn, smear over clothes and hat,” Jules said. 
 
    Tex laughed hard. “That son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Wonder how long they’ll run the story that he’s dead?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Not long, he do TV appearance from our target building tomorrow,” Jules said. “Ladies, if you still want to testify, that will be chance.” 
 
    “I do,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Me too,” Allison said. 
 
    Several of the other women nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Hope we can really pull off a rescue this time,” Ted said. “We need to be very careful tomorrow.” 
 
    “Planned to T,” Jules said. “Mr. White and Mr. Black are already there, holding initial team hostage with families there. They make sure no escape, and do best to protect women.” 
 
    “Look at the trained monkey,” Justin said, pointing to the screen. 
 
    “That’s the Lieutenant Governor,” Ted said. “That’s not the State Capitol building, though. At least it’s not the usual place where they do press conferences.” 
 
    “We bring you to Acting Governor Lance Kreski,” the announcer said.  
 
    “Fellow citizens,” Kreski said. “We have all watched this horrible incident unfold tonight. I want to assure you that we will investigate this fully. The loss of life was horrendous. An unknown number of criminals working with Ivan the Butcher were killed, along with seventeen of our UN Peacekeepers, who have come here at great sacrifice to get us through this difficult time.” 
 
    “Look at him,” Ted said. “His eyes are watering and darting around, and he’s as thin as a rail. He’s been under house arrest.” 
 
    “He has,” Jules said. “All surviving California state elected officials held at Folsom Prison. Mr. White and Mr. Black will lead team to spring them after this job.” 
 
    “We sure all of them are worth springing?” Ted asked. “This jackass played right into the hands of the martial law and UN occupation.” 
 
    “Look at that guy,” Allison said. “He’s scared to death.” 
 
    “Wish he’d shut his pie hole,” Cody said. “Not interested.” 
 
    “He’s done,” Ted said. “Something’s happening. Look at the grin on that newsreader’s face.” 
 
    “This just in,” the newsreader said. “The coroner has announced that we do have a match of blood type and DNA to Ivan the Butcher, found on the fedora and clothes. Ivan the Butcher’s reign of terror has ended.” 
 
    Jules practically fell on the floor laughing, Tex and Ted joining in, then Robbie and others. 
 
    “This rich,” Jules said. “Wait till tomorrow. We make monkey of press and officials, no?” 
 
    “Hey, guys, social media is going nuts,” Robbie said, looking at his phone. 
 
    “Really?” Tex asked. “What are you seeing, partner?” 
 
    “Calls to riot in the streets,” Robbie said. “Ivan’s got a whole lot more fans up here than I thought. 
 
    “Look, on the screen,” Shelly said, watching a flood of civilians rushing into the street by the smoking building, pushing the news people out of the way as the SFPD and UN Peacekeepers tried to hold them back. 
 
    “It be long night for enemy,” Jules said. “Wait till we nail them tomorrow.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {4} 
 
    Big Tent 
 
   T yler snuck down Vista Sage Lane, staying in the bushes. Kenny and Will followed him. 
 
    “Hope they don’t find the Jeep,” Kenny whispered. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tyler said. “It’s well hidden. Stay sharp. They’ve probably got sentries all over the place.” 
 
    “We should’ve brought our bows,” Will said. 
 
    “We don’t want to start anything,” Tyler said. “They’ll take off if we do. These are leadership folks. Not fighters.” 
 
    “They’ve got protection, though, right?” Will said. “We’ll run into fighters. Probably some of their best.” 
 
    “You can bet on that,” Kenny said. 
 
    “Quiet,” Tyler said. “There’s Colina Verde.” 
 
    “Dammit, there’s no cover,” Will said. “They’ve got the brush cleared by the road.” 
 
    “Geez, there’s a house on either side,” Kenny whispered. 
 
    “Stop,” Tyler said, eyeing both, wishing it was Ryan and Zac. “Look to the right. See that dirt road? We’re going that way, along these bushes. We’ll head in from the back of the Winery. Keep your wits about you.” 
 
    The warriors took the dirt road, staying in the brush on the right side. They could hear music playing, and muffled voices. 
 
    “Sounds like a party,” Kenny whispered. 
 
    “Perfect,” Tyler said as they snuck along. “That house probably belongs to the owner of the winery.” They passed it. There were lights in two of the upstairs windows, but the rest of the house was dark. 
 
    “Look, there are bushes between the house and the winery,” Will said. “We just have to make it past about thirty yards of open ground. We can probably do that.” 
 
    “Now you’re thinking,” Tyler said, shooting him a glance. “I think nobody’s hanging out in the back end of that house. Let’s go.” 
 
    They sprinted across the dirt road and through the back part of the house’s yard. A dog barked. The hackles on Tyler’s back rose, near panic hitting him. Keep it together. They made it to the thick bushes and stopped, checking both directions. 
 
    “Where’s that dog?” Kenny whispered. 
 
    “In the house, I think,” Will replied. “Quiet. There’s somebody pushing a cart from the main winery building.” 
 
    They crept forward. “Circus tent,” Kenny whispered. 
 
    Tyler nodded as he looked at it. The waiter pushed the cart through an opening on the north side of it. “That’s a big shindig. You see all the wine on that cart?” 
 
    “Looked like desserts, too,” Kenny whispered. “Makes me hungry.” 
 
    Tyler shot him a glance and shook his head. They crept further, to the end of the cover. “Well, we either try to rush across that open ground to the next clump of cover, or we go back right now.” 
 
    “Stop,” Will nodded. A UN Peacekeeper walked by the outside of the tent on their side, cigarette hanging from his mouth, his assault weapon slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “We’ve seen enough,” Tyler said. “If they’re having dessert, the party might not go on much longer.” 
 
    “That was a lot of wine,” Kenny said. “They’ll hang for a while.” 
 
    “Still,” Tyler said. “Let’s go now. We need to start the attack in an hour or less.” 
 
    They snuck back to where they came from, sprinting across the open ground next to the house, the dog barking again. 
 
    “Shut up, Fritz,” said a German-accented man from inside the house. 
 
    “Crap,” Will said under his breath as they made it to cover beside the dirt road. 
 
    “The battle wagons will have a hard time turning around once they’re in there,” Kenny said. “If we take them in, we’d better win.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Tyler said. “C’mon, let’s haul ass.” 
 
    They rushed back to their Jeep and took off for the Williams place. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tex and Karen sat outside their rig, watching through the windows of the Jeep show room. 
 
    “This really makes you nervous, doesn’t it?” Karen asked. 
 
    “I’m okay, little lady,” he said, shooting her a grin, taking in the vivid red hair lying around her shoulders. “You’re a vision.” 
 
    “Stop,” she said. “Well, maybe don’t stop completely.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
    Ted walked over with Haley. “He’s gonna be here soon.” 
 
    “I know,” Tex said. “Hope he didn’t get followed.” 
 
    Haley smirked. “They’re still reporting on his death. It’s all over the news.” 
 
    “They’ll figure out it was a setup,” Ted said. “They probably know already.” 
 
    “They’ll keep reporting on it anyway, just for propaganda value,” Haley said. “We won’t know when they figure out what Ivan did.” 
 
    “Yeah, this media is even more corrupt than they were in the mid-teens,” Tex said. “And don’t forget the Russia connection.” He laughed. 
 
    Ted snickered. “Yeah, I remember that witch hunt. Didn’t work.” 
 
    “But the damn globalists took him out eventually,” Tex said. “He could’ve stopped what’s going on now, if he’d been there longer.” 
 
    “Everybody in the establishment was against him,” Ted said. “This mess we’re in now has been coming for a long time. He was too little, too late.” 
 
    “You think so?” Haley asked. 
 
    “In our society, the constitution should be paramount, but it’s not anymore. When it’s not, you must worry about who gets elected president, because you know if it’s the wrong person, your liberty and your property are in danger. The constitution is supposed to guarantee that no elected leader can reduce the rights of law-abiding citizens for any reason. Our system has morphed into a hybrid where the protections of the constitution are ignored or interpreted away.” 
 
    “I never paid much attention to politics,” Karen said. “Wish I would have. I made some bad choices, when I bothered to vote.” 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up for that,” Tex said. 
 
    “But don’t forget about it, either,” Ted said. “Why did you make the choices you did?” 
 
    “Constant ridicule of the leaders my parents liked from entertainers,” Karen said. “So there was some rebellion, and some peer pressure too.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the news media,” Haley said. 
 
    “I never watched the news,” Karen said. 
 
    Tex chuckled. “A lot of it was free stuff.” 
 
    “Not for me,” Karen said. “Guilt, maybe. I grew up without want of any kind. My parents owned a company. They were rolling in dough before the state finally ruined the business climate and choked them with stupid regulations. The last few years they barely survived, but we had investments.” 
 
    “That was the business that Gil worked at, right?” Haley asked. 
 
    “Oh, God, don’t bring him up, or I’ll start crying again,” Karen said. 
 
    “That was a bad loss,” Tex said. “He was a good man.” 
 
    “Tisha was strong, too,” Ted said. “I saw her in action. She was a natural.” 
 
    “My dad was so desperate for good help that he forced Gil to come back after he quit,” Karen said. “Used the government that he hated to do it, too. The state broke him.” 
 
    “If we win, what’s to stop our society from getting right back on the brink in a few short years?” Haley asked. 
 
    “We need to get involved,” Tex said. “No more sitting on the sidelines. No more moly-coddling stupid celebrities while they rail against our liberty and our free markets.” 
 
    “It’s the schools,” Ted said. “We can’t let them continue as they have.” 
 
    “We need to have free and open debate from both sides,” Karen said. 
 
    “True,” Ted said, “but the choices should always be between two different points of view that are inside our basic system. When one of the major factions decides it’s time to wipe away the system completely, we have a problem. I don’t know how you stop attempts at that in a free society, but unless we figure out some way to handle it, we’re going down this road again. The founders attempted to protect us from this problem with the Bill of Rights. It failed badly. Any politician who wants to break down those protections needs to be shunned.” 
 
    “Yeah, imagine if they would’ve been successful in shutting down the First and Second Amendments,” Tex said. “We’d all be slaves right now. At least we were left with a fighting chance.” 
 
    Jules and Sparky came out. “Oh, there you are,” Sparky said. “You get enough to eat?” 
 
    “Yeah, partner,” Tex said. “Mighty good, too.” 
 
    “Worried about exposure?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Just a tad,” Ted said. 
 
    Jules’s phone dinged. “Bet that Ivan.” He read the screen. “Yep, going into underground parking with crew. Come, we go meet. Stairwell next to room where food is.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t somebody be here to watch?” Karen asked. 
 
    “We just put motion detectors on the roof, pointing down in front of the showroom,” Sparky said. “Somebody shows up, we’ll know. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Tex and Ted looked at each other, then shrugged. 
 
    “I’ll stay here if you’d feel better,” Karen said. 
 
    “No way,” Tex said. “I’m not leaving you alone.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “I was hoping you’d say that.” 
 
    “We meet for few minutes, then you come back,” Jules said. “No problem.” 
 
    “Okay, partner,” Tex said, standing. He held out a hand to Karen. Ted and Haley got up too. They made their way back into the office area. 
 
    Ivan and his core team were coming out of the stairwell by the time Jules and the others made it back to the waiting lounge. The TVs were still going, media people basking in the relief that Ivan was dead, all of them beaming. 
 
    “Hey, boss, you dead,” Jules said as Ivan walked up. The two men embraced. 
 
    “Jules, my friend, how are you?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Good as can be,” Jules said. “Come, eat.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s Ben Dover,” Tex said, smiling. “I’m Tex.” 
 
    “Hello,” he said, eyeing Tex and the others. “Heard a lot about you guys.” 
 
    Jules introduced Ivan and the others to the entire team, who had assembled in the lounge. 
 
    “Have some food,” Shelly said to Ivan as he walked towards her with Jules. 
 
    “In a moment,” Ivan said, looking her over. “Nice, Jules. Your milk maid is even more beautiful in person. 
 
    “Yes, is,” Jules said proudly. 
 
    “Thank you, I think,” Shelly said. “Have any new intelligence on the operation?” 
 
    Ivan looked at Jules and smiled. “Keep her. She’s all business.” 
 
    “Well, not all business,” Shelly said, face turning red. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “I can imagine.” 
 
    “Don’t imagine too much, boss,” Jules said. 
 
    “Of course not, old friend. Here’s what we know. There’s an advance team going to the facility. They’ll be there tomorrow to set up a short-term replacement of the communications system you took down, and to ready the facility for the delegation of high-ranking officials coming in the next two days.” 
 
    “If there’s a big delegation coming, shouldn’t we wait till they get here?” Shelly asked. 
 
    Ivan smiled. “They’ll be dead within the next couple hours. The Dulzura team will see to that.” 
 
    “Ji-Ho,” Jules said, smiling.  
 
    “How important are the people we hit here, then?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “They are lackeys, but they’re bringing in entertainment. Human entertainment.” 
 
    “This is the rescue mission, then,” Shelly said, her eyes tearing up. “Are they over there right now?” 
 
    “No, they’ll arrive either later tonight or early tomorrow morning,” Ivan said. “Mr. Black and Mr. White will notify me when they get here.” 
 
    “We’ll have to set up cameras for TV appearance, no?” 
 
    “No, Jules, they’re already installed around the facility. We only have to uncover them.” 
 
    Jules smiled. “Figures. Everything set, but what happen with tanks at communications center?” 
 
    “I’m truly sorry about that,” Ivan said. “I had my people investigate. Those tanks had been there for more than a month. We didn’t start watching until last week. They were well hidden.” 
 
    “There’s nothing like that we need to worry about here?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “No,” Ivan said. 
 
    “How about Ji-Ho target?” Jules asked. 
 
    “We’ve done our best to check that out,” Ivan said. “We don’t think so, and we’ve been watching that facility closely since we got the tip about it.” 
 
    “Where’d you get the tip,” Shelly asked. 
 
    Jules shot her a worried glance. Ivan chuckled. 
 
    “No problem, Jules. Remember those professors we grabbed from UC Santa Cruz?” 
 
    “Yes, do,” Jules said. 
 
    “We found out from them. Took a little torture.” 
 
    “Torture?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “We’re in a war, Shelly,” Ivan said. “We do what we must.” 
 
    “Where are those professors now?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Pieces of one of them are at the morgue in San Francisco, labeled with my name,” Ivan said with a sly grin. 
 
    Jules broke out laughing, loud enough that others in the room noticed. 
 
    “I figured you’d like that, Jules.” 
 
    Shelly wasn’t sure how to react. Ivan watched her for a moment. 
 
    “You disapprove?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Shelly said. “Remember what they did to us. I hate them with a passion. That doesn’t mean that I’m not bothered by the tough things that are going on.” 
 
    “Good, you should be bothered by them,” Ivan said. “We’re fighting to give the country back to the citizens. We need to make sure that society settles back into a place where these kinds of actions are unthinkable.” 
 
    “Here here,” Jules said. “You should eat.” 
 
    Ivan nodded. “Yes. Please excuse me.” He walked to the line, getting behind Ben Dover. 
 
    “He’s an interesting mix of personalities,” Shelly said. “With loads of charisma.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. 
 
    “Is he going back to his underworld career after this?” 
 
    “He retired for several years,” Jules said quietly, “until this mess start up. I doubt he goes back, but predicting what Ivan will do is difficult.” 
 
    “You won’t get involved, though, I hope?” 
 
    Jules laughed, taking her into his arms. “I was done more than ten years ago. Rebelled against father, but grown up now. You can tell, no?” 
 
    “Yes, I can tell,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Seth woke from his nap. He checked out the window. It was dark. His phone alarm went off. Kaitlyn stirred next to him, rolling in his direction. 
 
    “Is it time already?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Seth said as he sat up. “Nine thirty. We’ll be leaving soon.” 
 
    She got out of bed and pulled on a robe. 
 
    “Wish we had more time,” Seth said, watching her as he stood. 
 
    “We will later. My blood is always up after these. You’ll get your reward.” 
 
    He smiled at her as he put on his pants. Kaitlyn got dressed quickly, then went into the salon and checked out the kitchen window. 
 
    “Lots of people already on the veranda,” she said. “We’d better hurry.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Seth said. They left the coach, heading to the big house. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Angel said, arms locked with Megan as they joined them. 
 
    “Hey,” Seth said. “Get any sleep?” 
 
    “I did,” Megan said. 
 
    “Only a little,” Angel said. “Pre-battle jitters, plus I slept a lot of hours the previous night. You guys?” 
 
    Seth smiled. “Slept like a baby.” 
 
    “Me too,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    Angel nodded. “There’s Ji-Ho.”  
 
    “We’ll have to listen from the lawn in front of the veranda,” Seth said. 
 
    “Hey, Ed’s on his feet again,” Kaitlyn said. “Good.” 
 
    Megan’s brow furrowed. “He’s not going into battle, I hope.” 
 
    “Nah,” Angel said. “I’m sure he’s helped with the planning, though. Him and Tyler.” 
 
    “Everybody here?” Ji-Ho asked, speaking loudly so everybody could hear. 
 
    “Erica will be here in a sec,” Sam said. “She’s handing Mia off to Anna and the others.” 
 
    “I’m here,” Erica said, coming out of the front door. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Wait for us,” Clem said, rushing towards the veranda with Sarah, Sid, and Yvonne. 
 
    “Okay, that good enough,” Ji-Ho said. “UN base on west side of Jamul, in abandoned winery.” 
 
    “Which one?” Erica asked. 
 
    “The one on Colina Verde Lane,” Ed said. 
 
    “The town only fifteen minutes away,” Ji-Ho said. “Have to drive past, make left from Highway 94 to Vista Sage Lane, then wind through small roads to site.” 
 
    Sid nodded. “Twenty minutes to a half hour. I’ve been to that winery before. They used to put out a nice spread. Hope the owners didn’t get killed.” 
 
    “We don’t know what happened to them,” Garrett said. “I fear the worst.” 
 
    “Hopefully they just closed up and split when things got bad,” Clem said. 
 
    “How are we going in?” Sam asked. 
 
    “There’s only one road in and out,” Ed said. “The battle wagons and other vehicles will go that way. Vista Sage Lane to Colina Verde Lane. Both of those roads dead-end not far from the site.” 
 
    “I scouted it earlier,” Tyler said. “There were twelve UN vans in the parking lot. Lots of people around. We’ll need to be careful.” 
 
    “You guys go in there and make a good diversion on the road,” Garrett said. “I’ll bring a three-hundred-man cavalry in from the hills to the west. Most of them are already back there, hiding out. Sent them direct from Dodge City.” 
 
    “Is that big meeting still happening?” Trevor asked. “Should we wait until they arrive?” 
 
    “They’re already there,” Tyler said. “They’ve got a huge circus tent set up to the right of the driveway.” 
 
    “Circus tent?” Sid asked. 
 
    “You know, like they put up for big events,” Tyler said. “They were serving wine and desserts twenty minutes ago, so we’d better get moving.” 
 
    “Tell them about the access road,” Will said. Kenny nodded in agreement. 
 
    “It’s one way in, and it won’t be easy to turn around and flee if things go badly,” Tyler said.  
 
    “So if we’re going in there, we’re totally committed,” Sam said. “You get a feel for the numbers they have there?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell,” Tyler said. “There’s a lot of people inside that tent, but I doubt that many of those folks are combatants.” 
 
    “We saw UN Peacekeepers there, patrolling with assault rifles,” Will said. 
 
    “Yeah, they know they’ve got some vulnerability,” Tyler said. 
 
    “See any Gaz Tigrs?” Sam asked. “Or any other military weapons, like artillery pieces?” 
 
    “Nope,” Tyler said, “but there are a lot of out buildings at that facility. Could be some hiding out that weren’t visible.” 
 
    “My men have been looking around too,” Garrett said. “Nothing so far. No tracks, nobody maneuvering in anything like that.” 
 
    “You look a little nervous,” Sam said. 
 
    “Think this place will be safe with a hundred of my men here?” he asked. 
 
    “Why?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “I’m tempted to take the other hundred there, as a second wave, just in case.” 
 
    “Will you get there before it’s over?” Seth asked. 
 
    “We can go as the crow flies.” 
 
    “That won’t buy you much,” Sid said. “Highway 94 is almost like the crow flies.” 
 
    “He’s right,” one of Garett’s men said. “We’ve still got three hundred men at Dodge City. Break off a hundred from there. They’ll get there half an hour after we arrive.” 
 
    Garrett thought about it for a moment. “Okay, Chauncey, I see your point. If we do that, though, I want to send some of the folks here to Dodge City, just in case. It’s harder to protect than this place is.” 
 
    “Send the guys in the vehicles,” Chauncey said. “We’ve got seventy-five, give or take.” 
 
    “I like that idea.” Garrett took his phone out of his pocket and sent texts out. “It’s done.” 
 
    “Okay, I say we get moving,” Tyler said. “Before they decide to retire for the night.” 
 
    “Yes, we should leave now,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    The group dispersed to their vehicles. 
 
    “Well, here we go again,” Kaitlyn said. “You think we’ll get stuck? I won’t stay in this tin can if it looks too dicey.” 
 
    “We’ll have to play it by ear,” Seth said as he opened the door to the coach. Engines were starting all around the pasture in front of the house. 
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    Mismatch 
 
   S am was at the wheel of the battle wagon, driving northwest on Highway 94 in the darkness. 
 
    “Here’s Jamul,” Erica said. “Deserted.” 
 
    “I see lights on in buildings here and there.” 
 
    Erica nodded. “Think the two battle wagons we left at the Williams place are enough?” 
 
    “Worried about our little girl?” 
 
    Erica looked at him, her eyes misting. “That’s the first time you’ve called her that.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “Yes,” Erica said. “I like it.” 
 
    “She won me over fast, that’s for sure.” 
 
    They rode silently for a few minutes. 
 
    “Our turnoff is coming up,” Erica said. 
 
    “Who’s that in front of us?” 
 
    “Sid, Yvonne, Clem, and Tyler,” Erica said. “They’re in the lead, because Sid and Tyler have both been there.” 
 
    “Yvonne probably has too, unless she lets Sid go drinking alone,” Sam said, glancing at her with a grin on his face. 
 
    “He might have been there with some of his guy friends, you know.” 
 
    “I’m just joking around,” Sam said. “Look, they’re making the left.” 
 
    Sam followed them onto Vista Sage Lane. 
 
    “Whoa, this is thin, with some low-hanging branches,” Erica said. They heard scraping on the roof as they went under a low tree. 
 
    “Glad we don’t have the guns out yet,” Sam said. “This wasn’t made for big RVs. Hope it doesn’t get worse ahead.” 
 
    “Wish this wasn’t so curved here. We can’t see very far.” 
 
    “They’ll hear us soon, I suspect,” Sam said.  
 
    “Sharp right-hand turn coming up.” 
 
    “We to the second street already?” Sam asked. 
 
    “No, same street, it just turns sharp.” 
 
    Sam followed Sid’s coach through the turn, branches on the side of the road scraping them. “This is tight as hell.” 
 
    “Yep,” Erica said. “If this gets too bad, we need to get out with our weapons.” 
 
    “No argument here.” Sam said. “At least it’s straight now. I can see the whole way to the last street. No big problems. Looks like the other coaches are pretty tight behind us.” 
 
    Erica pulled the console out and looked with the targeting system. “Yes, we’re tight back there all right.” 
 
    “Sid’s making the final turn. Get ready.” 
 
    They rolled forward, watching the big coach ahead of them as it got onto Colina Verde Lane. Sam followed them around the tight corner. 
 
    “Won’t be long now,” Erica said. 
 
    Suddenly there was a big explosion ahead, under the coach, which stopped. 
 
    “No!” Erica cried. 
 
    “Dammit,” Sam said. His phone rang. He pulled it out and handed it to Erica. “Put it on speaker.” She nodded and did that, putting the phone on the console. 
 
    “Talk to me,” Sam said. 
 
    “We’re okay, thanks to the armor they put underneath, but the transaxle is toast,” Sid said. “I got it in neutral, and I’m putting up siege mode. Push us forward.” 
 
    “You sure?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yeah, and hurry, because you know everybody heard that.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said. He flipped the switch to set up siege mode as he rolled forward. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Because the pushing is gonna screw up the front armor,” Sam said as he pulled forward slowly. “Watch through the targeting system. Guide me. I’ll look through mine too.” He brought down the sight for the main guns, using it like a periscope as the front of their coach touched the back of Sid’s. He gunned the engine, pushing the coach forward. 
 
    “Keep going,” Erica said as she watched. Sid opened fire on the tent as they got close, riddling it with machine gun fire and shooting several grenades into it. 
 
    “Let them have it!” Sam said. 
 
    “He’s turning onto the driveway, so you’ll have to compensate.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Sam said, still watching through his target sight. He pushed them all the way to the main building of the winery, then pulled out of the way, the other rigs coming in, opening fire. The coach was pelted with machine gun fire. 
 
    “See where they are?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Yeah, coming out of that outbuilding to the left,” Sam said, swinging the grenade launcher in that direction and firing. The outbuilding exploded into flames, UN Peacekeepers flooding out, running for cover. 
 
    “There’s about fifty men there, see,” Erica said, firing the forward guns at them, mowing some down, others diving behind cover. Sid hit their cover with several grenades, killing all of them, as the other coaches concentrated fire on the big circus tent from up and down the road. Part of the canvas fell away, revealing rows of tables and lots of mutilated bodies. More machine gun fire hit the side of the coach. 
 
    “I think I need to get on the M60 through the side slits,” Erica said. 
 
    “Go for it,” Sam said. “Crap, two Gaz Tigrs, coming from the left.” 
 
    Sid’s mini gun started up, hitting both in the front windshield, stopping them before they could fire. 
 
    “They get them?” Erica asked, holding the M60 to the gun slit. 
 
    “Yeah, Sid wasted both.” A hail of gunfire hit them from the main house. “Upper windows, see?” 
 
    Erica nodded and aimed in that direction with the M60, as Sam fired grenades through the windows and doors of the building, blowing the front wall off in one spot. Four other battle wagons fired, riddling the building with grenades and mini gun fire. Then they were pelted on the driver’s side with small arms fire. Sam whirled the sight around. “There’s about fifty UN Peacekeepers charging our lines.” He spun the mini gun around and opened fire, and then the smell of black powder and the sound of a thousand hoofs filled the area, a hail of lead thick in the air. 
 
    “The cavalry arrived!” Sam shouted, stopping the mini gun. Mounted men were everywhere, firing Winchesters and pistols from their saddles, more on foot rushing to each of the out buildings. 
 
    “This is gonna be over quick,” Erica said, still firing at fleeing men on the passenger side of the coach. Sam turned the grenade launcher towards another set of out-buildings, hitting one, causing secondary explosions.  
 
    “Whoa,” Sam shouted. “Found their ammo supply.” 
 
    “Hope none of our guys were close to that when it went up,” Erica said. 
 
    The cowboys were at the front building now, chasing down terrified UN Peacekeepers, some dropping their weapons and putting up their hands, only to be shot by several mounted men.  
 
    A broadcast text message hit Sam’s and Erica’s phones. Erica read it. 
 
    “Garrett,” she said. “The mounted men coming from Dodge city ran into a large force of UN Peacekeepers on the road. They defeated them and rushed back to their town to get ready for an attack. He’s wondering if we have enough ammo left to go there. He said this battle is just about over.” 
 
    “Tell him that Sid’s coach is toast and ours might be too, if we can’t get the armor plate to retract from the front windshield.” 
 
    She nodded as she sent the reply. “How are we on ammo, anyway?” 
 
    “I only used the mini gun a few times. Probably need a new belt of grenades loaded.” 
 
    The gunfire subsided and stopped outside. 
 
    “It’s over,” Erica said. 
 
    “So it would appear,” Sam said. “I’m gonna try getting out of siege mode. He flipped the switch. The electric motors started up, the armor plate lowering itself. “Hey, it still works. Excellent.” 
 
    “You want to reload before we turn around and get out of here?” 
 
    “Yeah, and let’s have the folks in Sid’s coach come over with their ammo,” Sam said. 
 
    “We didn’t lose anybody,” Erica said as she typed the text message. 
 
    “The night is young.” 
 
    “Sid’s coming over with Yvonne and Clem,” Erica said. “They’re bringing some of their ammo. Tyler’s going with Seth and Kaitlyn, with the rest of the ammo.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see them getting out now,” Sam said. “Here comes Garrett.” 
 
    There was a knock on the coach door. Sam opened it. 
 
    “Ah, you got siege mode to retract,” Garrett said, smiling. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. “Surprised. How’d the front of the rig look from out there?” 
 
    “A little creased, but not bad,” Garrett said. Sid came in behind him. 
 
    “Hey, thanks for the ride,” he said. 
 
    Clem followed him. “Thanks for the push too, man. Damn shame that our rig is out of order.” 
 
    “We’ll come get it after this is over,” Garrett said. “We can probably fix her.” 
 
    Yvonne came in and sat on the couch. “That was too easy.” 
 
    “We caught them by surprise,” Garrett said. “They were planning on catching us by surprise at Dodge City. Would have, too, if my men hadn’t run into them on the road.” 
 
    “You want to hitch a ride with us?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Let me see if somebody can get my horse back home,” he said. “I had him brought here.” 
 
    “Okay, we need to reload anyway, so we’ve got some time.” 
 
    “Gonna have to jockey around a little to get turned around,” Clem said. 
 
    “There’s a good place to turn around a little further towards the main building,” Garrett said. “It’ll take a k-turn, but it’s an easy place to do it, and it’s paved. I suspect the semi-trucks used that for deliveries to the winery.” 
 
    “Great,” Sam said. “See you soon.” 
 
    Garrett left. 
 
    “I’ll help you reload,” Sid said. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Clem said. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going outside to check for damage,” Sam said. “Be back in a sec.” 
 
    “Who’s checking for survivors?” Clem asked. 
 
    “I saw Garrett’s men doing that,” Erica said. 
 
    “Surprised we haven’t been hearing gunshots, then,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “They’re using their swords,” Erica said, “saves ammo.” 
 
    “That’s a little grizzly,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “This is war.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Saladin was sleeping on a couch in Daan’s lounge when he heard yelling in the hallway. He got up and checked his phone. It was early morning. He was headed towards the door when it burst open, Daan rushing in with an aid, who looked scared to death. 
 
    “They’re sure?” Daan asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the aid said. “You want us to give the info to the press?” 
 
    “What are you, stupid?” Daan asked. 
 
    “What happened?” Saladin asked. 
 
    Daan stared at him angrily for a moment, then turned back to the aid. “That’s all. Let me know if anything else comes up.” 
 
    “Yes sir. Sorry sir.” 
 
    “Not your fault,” Daan said, trying to calm himself. The aid left, and closed the door behind him. “Dammit, I miss Gunter already. I shouldn’t have sent him.” 
 
    “Something bad happened,” Saladin said. “What?” 
 
    “Ivan played us.” Daan headed for the bar. He poured himself a stiff belt of bourbon and tossed it back. “Want some?” 
 
    “No thanks. You okay?” 
 
    Daan poured himself another and downed it, then turned back to Saladin. “Yeah, I’m okay. That son of a bitch rubbed his DNA all over everything.” 
 
    “Ivan’s not dead, is he?” 
 
    “Nope,” Daan said. “The DNA in the flesh on the body parts didn’t match the blood that was smeared on the outside and on the clothes.” 
 
    “I had a feeling,” Saladin said, sitting on one of the stools at the bar. 
 
     Daan took another stool and had a third drink. “Guess who the body parts belonged too?” 
 
    “Someone you know?” 
 
    “Those college professors from UC Santa Cruz. That son of a bitch.” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky if this is the only bad thing that happens,” Saladin said. 
 
    “I know,” Daan said. “I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.” 
 
    “Let’s think through this step by step,” Saladin said. “Where are you most vulnerable? Do you have any big plans going down?” 
 
    “We’re moving a bunch of high-ranking UN people from SoCal up to Elk Grove.” 
 
    “Where’s Elk Grove?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “South of Sacramento,” Daan said. “They’re supposed to be there in a couple days.” 
 
    “How are they getting here?” 
 
    “UN vans,” Daan said.  
 
    “Who’s at the Elk Grove base?” 
 
    “Just a handful of technical folks, getting it set up as a training center,” Daan said. “We took over about half of an Auto Mall that was abandoned a couple months ago. It’s got lots of space to stage vans and other vehicles, and several large buildings.” 
 
    “Do you trust the people there?”  
 
    “I don’t know them,” Daan said. “They’re low level. The facility will be run by the people who are in the south.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Doesn’t sound like a juicy target. What else?” 
 
    “Up north?” Daan asked. “Not much. We’re expecting an attack down south, but we’re dug in good.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Julian,” Daan said. “You should know that. A lot of those folks are yours. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just trying to brainstorm a little bit. Is that where the UN leadership folks are?” 
 
    “No,” Daan said. “They’re in Jamul. It’s way southwest of Julian. The officials came in via El Cajon a couple months ago, before we lost control of I-8.” 
 
    Saladin thought silently for a moment, watching Daan cap the bourbon and put it back on the shelf behind the bar. 
 
    “How well do you know Ivan?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “Not well at all. I’ve met him, of course, in Belgium. Discussed business with him briefly. It wasn’t a cordial meeting.” 
 
    Saladin chuckled. “I can imagine.” 
 
    “He doesn’t think in a normal pattern, from what I’ve seen. Sometimes I think he does things as much for fun as anything else.” 
 
    “Fun?” 
 
    “Yeah, look at his videos,” Daan said. “I mean really. Fedora and pin-striped suit? It’s a costume.” 
 
    “He seems to take a certain glee in hitting us. Where does he get his funding? Maybe we can attack that.” 
 
    “He’s quite wealthy himself,” Daan said, “and he associates with other billionaires. Industrialist types, for the most part. Wealthy and untouchable, even by our group, for now.” 
 
    “When are these high-ranking UN people leaving Southern California?” 
 
    “I’m not sure on the exact hour,” Daan said. “Sometime in the next two days. They weren’t sure. There were several people who hadn’t joined them last time I talked to the coordinator.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Saladin said. “Maybe you ought to check with them again.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea.” Daan walked to his phone and hit the button. The aid walked through the door after a moment. 
 
    “Yes sir,” he said. 
 
    “Get me Jonathan Geller, please, on the land line. Do you know his number?” 
 
    “I’ll check Gunter’s book,” the aid said. “It’s on his desk.” 
 
    He left the room. 
 
    “Jonathan Geller?” Saladin asked. “He’s English. I thought we lost most of those people.” 
 
    Daan laughed. “Jonathan decided to stick with the EU after England bailed. He’s not the only one, either. Several of their intelligence officers and several high-ranking people from the House of Lords left Great Britain, remember?” 
 
    “I haven’t followed that for a while,” Saladin said. “Ever since they suspended my visa.” 
 
    The aid rushed back into the room. “Sorry sir, Jonathan Geller isn’t answering his phone.” 
 
    Saladin and Daan shot each other a glance.  
 
    “Try to get ahold of his associates,” Daan said. “You know who they are?” 
 
    “I’ll look at Gunter’s notes,” he said, leaving the room again. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” Saladin said. 
 
    “Don’t get worried yet,” Daan said. “Jonathan’s a player. He’s probably shacked up with some woman down there.” 
 
    “That should make me feel better? Remember your college dean.” 
 
    Daan snickered. “Boys will be boys.” 
 
    “We’re taking enough female prisoners,” Saladin said. “He should be using them instead of pursuing others. Too many things can go wrong if he’s out in the general population. They’re not under control. He might even run into an agent of the resistance.” 
 
    “He’s a professional,” Daan said. “I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    The aid came back in again. “Sorry, sir, I’ve called the five people who Gunter had associated with Mr. Geller in his notes. None of them are answering.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re on their way north already,” Daan said, thinking out loud. He looked at the aid. “Try again a little later. It’s early yet.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the aid said. He went back outside. 
 
    “They’re all dead,” Saladin said. 
 
    “No they’re not.” 
 
    “We’ll see. Care to place a wager?” 
 
    Daan looked at him, his expression half amusement and half worry. “No, I don’t want to bet on this. Let’s give it some time before we go nuts, though. I’ll get us some breakfast.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Saladin said, watching Daan pick up the phone receiver. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {6} 
 
    Night Arrival 
 
   T he battle wagons got turned around and left the winery, heading for Dodge City on the dark highway. Sam was at the wheel, Erica in the passenger seat manning the target console. Garrett, Sid, Yvonne, and Clem sat in the salon. 
 
    “That was easier than I expected,” Sid said. He looked at Yvonne. “I understand why it makes you nervous. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it that easy,” Clem said. “You notice we aren’t in our coach anymore.” 
 
    Garrett laughed. “Good point.” 
 
    “You really think it’s fixable?” Yvonne asked. “Sounded really bad when you tried to roll forward, and it wasn’t easy getting it into neutral.” 
 
    “We can change out the whole unit,” Garrett said. “I’ve got people who know how. The worst thing will be parts, I suspect. Gonna need at least four tires, too.” 
 
    “How about this coach?” Yvonne asked. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yep,” Sam said from the driver’s seat. “These things are built like tanks.” 
 
    “Yeah, by rights we ought to be dead after running over that mine,” Clem said. 
 
    “Interesting that it was there, and that we didn’t find others,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Yeah, that makes me wonder a little bit too,” Sam said. “Why’d they bother?” 
 
    “It would’ve stopped the older coaches,” Sid said. “I’m glad Ji-Ho didn’t come in his.” 
 
    “Heard from him?” Yvonne asked. “Everything okay at the Williams place?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re fine,” Clem said. “I’ve been texting back and forth with him.” 
 
    “They’ve got two hundred cavalry men and two battle wagons,” Garrett said, “plus all of the people there are well armed. It’s not an easy target.” 
 
    “I’ll be nervous until we get back to Mia,” Erica said. 
 
    “She’ll be okay,” Garrett said. “If I was worried I’d be back there to get Anna.” 
 
    “Pretty sweet on her,” Yvonne said. “Better watch out or she’ll snare you.” 
 
    Garrett laughed. “She already has, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Sarah’s sticking pretty close to Clem, I’ve noticed,” Sid said. 
 
    “That’s purely platonic,” Clem said. “I’m too old for romance.” 
 
    “One is never too old for romance,” Garrett said. 
 
    “So, what are we gonna do?” Sam asked. “Camp out for a day or two at Dodge city?” 
 
    “Only until tomorrow afternoon,” Garrett said. “Half the men from the battle tonight are going there, but it takes over an hour on horseback, and neither the men nor the horses will be ready for any action until they’ve rested a while.” 
 
    “Oh, so the other half is going back to the Williams place?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Garrett said. “We’ll be well protected in both locations.” 
 
    “This the turnoff?” Sam asked. Garrett came up front. “Yeah, that’s it. Gets a little bumpy, so you’ll have to slow down.” 
 
    “How long is this dirt road?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Five miles,” Garrett said. “We’ve got sensors and cameras along the way. It’s kept us safe so far.” 
 
    “I’d be more worried about the people living there than the electronics if I was gonna attack,” Clem said. 
 
    “I think it’s good to have the electronics,” Sam said. “Somebody could sneak some mortars in there and do a lot of damage before you could shut them down.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Garrett said. “We’ve got human patrols going on 24/7 too. Large space to cover, though.” 
 
    “What are we gonna do next?” Yvonne asked. “Take on Julian?” 
 
     “Ji-Ho said there’s a large group of Islamists coming south soon,” Clem said. “Said they were going to use that winery for a base.” 
 
    “Oops,” Garrett said. 
 
    “They’ll probably join their buddies in Julian,” Sam said. “We need to cut all of the supply roads to that area.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’d suggest,” Garrett said. “Highway 78, Sweeny Pass Road, Highway 86, and a few others. We need to do more long-term damage to I-8 as well.” 
 
    “The state will be working on repairs for years after the war is over,” Sid said, “and they’ll charge us through the teeth.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Clem said. 
 
    There was a flash ahead of them, and the rumble of an explosion. 
 
    “Dammit,” Sam said. “Somebody is firing a mortar up ahead.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Garrett said, getting up to the front. “See where it’s coming from?” 
 
    “That ridge over there,” Erica said, pointing out her side window. 
 
    There was a huge boom, and an explosion on the hillside. 
 
    “Holy crap, what was that?” Sid asked. 
 
    Garrett looked at him. “That’s one of our cannons.” 
 
    “Somebody shot a flare above that ridge,” Sam said. There was another boom, the round hitting higher up the hillside. “Takes a little more work to aim than a mortar.” 
 
    “That it does,” Garrett said. “Don’t worry, they’ll get it.” 
 
    “We’ve got mortars in the storage compartments, you know,” Sam said. 
 
    “Get a little closer,” Garrett said, his phone out, sending texts. “We’ve got the cavalry rushing into that area, so we’ll have to be careful. Don’t want to be hitting our own.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Yvonne said. 
 
    The coach got hit with gunfire. 
 
    “They’ve seen us,” Sam said. 
 
    “Should we stop and go into siege mode?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “No, keep going,” Garrett said. “That main gun sight moves around in the front cab, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said, flipping the switch to raise the weapons as more small-arms fire hit them. “Want to handle it, honey?” 
 
    Erica nodded, pushing in the small target console and pulling the main sight over. “The forward and rear guns won’t do us any good here.” She aimed, the whir of motors above them sounding. “I see where the fire is coming from.” She opened up with the mini gun, sweeping the area, then firing off several grenades. The gunfire stopped. 
 
    “Well, got those guys,” Garrett said, looking out the side window. “Won’t be the last. Be careful as we get closer. My men ought to be getting up to that hillside any minute.” 
 
    Another mortar round flew, hitting a barn in the distance. Then another, not hitting anything but dirt. 
 
    “Where’s your munitions factory?” Sam asked. 
 
    “In a mine shaft,” Garrett said. “Pretty hard to touch with outside fire, and we’ve got the entrance well-guarded.” 
 
    More machine gun fire hit the coach, on the other side. Erica swung the minigun and grenade launchers around and fired, hitting their nest, setting off their ammo. Then everybody got buzzed. 
 
    “Islamists,” Sam said. “Somebody get a good bead on where they are.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Clem said, taking a look. “Most of them are up where the mortar fire was coming from, but a few are to the right of the road.” 
 
    “I see the nest to the right,” Erica said, looking at her phone app. She set it up on the console. “Slow down a tad, honey.” 
 
    Sam nodded, taking his foot off the accelerator for a moment, and then Erica fired five grenades in rapid succession, the coaches behind her doing the same. 
 
    “Looks like our friends had the same idea,” Sid said. 
 
    “Yep,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Wow, see those secondary explosions?” Erica asked as the enemy nest blew. 
 
    “That took care of them,” Sam said, speeding up again. “How much further before we should stop and dig in?” 
 
    “Another mile,” Garrett said, looking at texts on his phone. “All of the men are on horseback now. The cannon fire took out that mortar emplacement. We’ve already got guys up there killing anybody who survived.” 
 
    “I don’t hear gunfire,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “They’re using their swords,” Garrett said. “We conserve ammo where we can.” 
 
    There were no further attacks before they got to Dodge City. 
 
    “Let’s take this coach through town and park on the far side,” Garrett said. “We’ll have the other two stay here to guard this end.” 
 
    “Hope they don’t hit us with mortars,” Clem said. “Hate to lose more of these rigs.” 
 
    “I’ve got three hundred mounted men patrolling the area around the town,” Garrett said. “I suspect we won’t have any more problems tonight.” 
 
    “Wow, this is cool,” Sam said, eyes darting around at the city street as he drove in, gaslights above the wooden sidewalks on either side of the road, people out and about, piano music drifting out of the saloon. 
 
    “That looks like a fun place,” Clem said. 
 
    “You got that right, brother,” Sid said. “Went there after a show at the opera house once. Great place.” 
 
    “We can hit it if this settles down,” Garrett said. 
 
    People stopped walking to get a look at the two battle wagons driving down the street, some waving, others cheering. They got past the main part of town and continued for another four hundred yards. 
 
    “There,” Garrett said. “See the clearings on either side of the road? Let’s have one park on the right, one on the left.” 
 
    “Got it,” Sam said, making a turn to the right as Garrett texted the rig behind them. 
 
    “Who’s behind us?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Trevor and Kaylee,” Sam said. 
 
    “Where’s Tyler?” she asked. 
 
    “Here. Seth and Kaitlyn’s rig is on the other side of town,” Garrett said. “One of them is close to the mine where the munitions factory is. Angel and Megan are on the other side of the road, guarding the front door.” 
 
    Sam shut down and put the coach into siege mode. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are we driving the battle wagons to the Ford Dealership?” Morgan asked, sitting with Robbie and several others in the service waiting room, TV still running with the sound off. 
 
    “We’re going to have a strategy meeting in a few minutes,” Ted said, sitting next to Haley. “Ivan and Jules are having a chat about it now, I think.” 
 
     “We only need these rigs to keep the enemy from escaping,” Sparky said. 
 
    “They’re still saying that Ivan is dead,” Brianna said, watching the TV. 
 
    Bryan chuckled. “Yeah, they’ll continue to run with that story even after they know it’s not true.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Ted said. 
 
    “You guys don’t even look nervous,” Ben Dover said. “You’ve seen a lot of action, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yep,” Ted said. “It’s been a wild ride.” 
 
    Haley nodded. “That’s for sure.” 
 
    “I wish it would get over,” Dana said. “It’s making me too nervous.” 
 
    “Where’s Tex and Karen?” Haley asked. 
 
    “Probably he’in and she’in in their rig,” Cody quipped. 
 
    “Stop,” Allison said, rolling her eyes. “Men.” 
 
    “Tex doesn’t trust that side of the building,” Ted said. “I don’t blame him. He’s over there keeping watch.” 
 
    “We’ve got motion sensors there now,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got those around my restaurant,” Ted said. “They don’t work half the time.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t we out there?” Haley asked. 
 
    “See where my M60 is,” he replied, nodding towards the gun, leaning against the wall next to where he was sitting. 
 
    “Oh,” Haley said. “Maybe I should have my M-16 closer.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “Just outside the door, on that table in the hallway.” 
 
    “I’d get it,” Ted said. “You never know what’s going to happen.” 
 
    The door to the manager’s office opened, and Ivan came out with Jules and Shelly. Mr. White followed them. 
 
    “News reports still run story about you, boss,” Jules said. “Look.” 
 
    “Expect that to continue until our show,” Ivan said. 
 
    “The women there yet?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Nope, it’ll probably be the morning,” Ivan said.  
 
    “You’re all smiles,” Ted said. 
 
    “Your old friend Ji-Ho had a good night,” Ivan said. 
 
    “He pulled off that attack on the winery?” 
 
    “Yes, did,” Jules said. “Wipe out entire delegation of UN thugs.” 
 
    “They lose anybody?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “One of the battle wagons ran over a mine in the driveway,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Crap,” Sparky said. 
 
    “No worry,” Jules said. “Nobody hurt. Transaxle busted. May be fixable.” 
 
    “I don’t want them risking their lives to retrieve that,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t either,” Ted said. “Nobody killed?”  
 
    “A few of Mr. Garrett’s cowboys,” Ivan said. “There was an attack at their base, too, but it was put down quickly. Sam is there now.” 
 
    “Where’s Ji-Ho?” Ted asked. 
 
    “At the other home base,” Ivan said, “guarding women and children. He’s got one of the old coaches. I didn’t want him getting into a big battle in that one.” 
 
    “He’s not guarding that home base by himself, I hope,” Sparky said. 
 
    “No, no, he’s there with over two hundred mounted cavalry and one other battle wagon of the new type,” Ivan said. “They’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Ted asked. “You work out a strategy?” 
 
    Sparky nodded. “Yeah, we aren’t just rolling up to that Ford dealership with our rigs, are we?” 
 
    “No, we’re sending a commando unit in after the women arrive,” Ivan said. “It’ll be run by Mr. Black and Mr. White. We don’t want the enemy killing the hostages this time, and if we show ourselves, that’s what will happen.” 
 
    “Good,” Morgan said. 
 
    “After the battle is over inside, we pull some battle wagons to that side of the auto mall,” Jules said, “to make sure we don’t get interrupted while we make TV show.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ivan said. “We’ll film the TV show and send it to my people for broadcast, then get out of here. Part of the video is already in the can.” 
 
    “What part of the video?” Robbie asked. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “We have video of the UN Peacekeepers going to my old headquarters and getting blown up.” 
 
    Ted laughed. “You son of a bitch. You just love to twist the knife, don’t you?” 
 
    “I need to have some fun from time to time,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Where’re we going after this?” Morgan asked. “If you can tell us, that is.” 
 
    “Folsom State Prison,” Ivan said. 
 
    “What, after they catch us?” Ted asked. A few people in the room laughed nervously. 
 
    “We’re doing a jailbreak,” Ivan said. “Almost the entire California Legislature resides there, and the acting Governor.” 
 
    “You sure we should bother?” Sparky asked. “Some of those cretins helped to put us into this position.” 
 
    “We know for a fact that they’ve seen the error in their ways,” Ivan said. 
 
    “The State Supreme Court there too,” Jules said. “Like to cane them before we let them go.” 
 
    “Be nice, Jules,” Ivan said.  
 
    Ben Dover laughed. “They’ve gotten a front-row seat, watching the policies many of them fought for brought to their true fruition.” 
 
    Jules laughed. “You right, Mr. Dover.” 
 
    “Mr. Dover?” Justin asked, grinning. “What’s your real name, anyway?” 
 
    “I don’t recognize that name anymore,” Ben said. 
 
    “That good,” Jules said. 
 
    Justin grinned. “Okay, I get it. Well played.” 
 
    “We aren’t gonna let everybody out of Folsom, are we?” Ted asked. “There’s some people who should stay in there.” 
 
    “We’re researching that now,” Ivan said. “Political prisoners are gonna be set free. Real criminals won’t be.” 
 
    “That sounds like a dangerous mission,” Sparky said. 
 
    “We’ll have several concurrent operations going on at once,” Ivan said. “We’ve been learning about social media recruiting from General Hogan’s people. A team in Texas has brought it up to an art form.” 
 
    Mr. White jerked as his phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket, putting it to his ear and walking into the hallway. He was back after a moment. 
 
    “Boss, Mr. Black say the entertainment crew has arrived. Cameras are broadcasting.” 
 
    “Good,” Ivan said, pulling his phone out. He went to a URL for the video feed and then cast it to the TV set, which showed a picture divided into quarters, with the top left-hand side showing a long dark hallway, the top right showing a room with several mattresses on the floor, the bottom left hand side showing an office area with a counter manned by several UN Peacekeepers, and the bottom right showing a large holding cell with rows of cots. 
 
    “Oh no,” Katie said, turning away. “I can’t watch this.” 
 
    “That looks like where they held us,” Morgan said, Robbie putting his arm around her, pulling her close. Dana started to cry. Sparky rushed over to comfort her. 
 
    “Are you recording this?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “I’m getting Tex,” Sparky said, rushing out of the room with Dana. 
 
    The team watched as the lights came on in the dark hallway, several armed UN Peacekeepers walking down, looking around as several other UN Peacekeepers from the office area left, meeting them in the hallway. They chatted briefly in what sounded like German, and then one of the newcomers turned and motioned. More Peacekeepers came in, leading a large group of young women, all of them with their wrists zip-tied behind their backs, their expressions making them look like zombies. 
 
    “Oh, God,” Morgan said, her eyes tearing. 
 
    “You don’t have to watch this, honey,” Robbie said. 
 
    “No, I do have to watch this,” she said, “and we have to tell our story too.” 
 
    Tex and Karen rushed in with Sparky and Dana, Karen stopping as she saw the video feed, trembling. Tex pulled her close. “Don’t worry, little lady, we’re gonna stop this.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “It’s bringing back thoughts I’ve been pushing away for a while.” 
 
    The video showed women moving into the office area, the Peacekeepers forcing them to the counter, where other Peacekeepers were taking their names and marking them off on their tablets. 
 
    “How can any of these creeps think this is okay?” Katie asked. “All of them have mothers. A lot of them have sisters, maybe even daughters.” 
 
    “At least I’m not seeing any young girls in this batch,” Haley said. 
 
    “Thank God,” Dana said, only half watching, still clutching Sparky. 
 
    “They’re dumping them into the cell,” Robbie said as the first in the stream of women were seen in the holding cell, most finding cots quickly and lying down, backs to the door. 
 
    “Where’s the commando team?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Some in the underground parking area,” Ivan said. “Others in the service bays.” 
 
    “How many?” Tex asked. 
 
    “Nearly hundred,” Mr. White said.  
 
    “How about outside?” Sparky asked. “They got any Gaz Tigrs out there?” 
 
    Mr. White sauntered over and held up his phone, which showed video of the parking lot from the roof of the huge building, the picture cycling from one camera to another. 
 
    “Don’t see any,” Sparky said. “Just a lot of those white UN vans.” 
 
    “They might have some nearby,” Jules said, coming over to look. 
 
    “Yes, they might,” Ivan said. “That’s where the battle wagons come in. You guys need to be sharp. Nail them before they can get off a shot.” 
 
    “How long do we wait before the attack?” Tex asked. 
 
    “We wait until UN Peacekeepers retire,” Ivan said. “They’ve been up for nearly twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to watch them attacking the girls, are we?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Nothing happen tonight,” Mr. White said. “They bathed and fresh for UN muckity-mucks. Off limits for UN grunts until after big arrival.” 
 
    “Which is never gonna happen,” Ben said. “The nightmare should be over for these women.” 
 
    “The nightmare is never over,” Dana said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {7} 
 
    Rescue 
 
   A nna and Mia were in the living room of the big Williams house in the early morning, the TV playing cartoons. 
 
     “When are Sam and Erica coming back?” Mia asked.  
 
    “This afternoon,” Anna said. “They’re okay. You should call them mommy and daddy now.” 
 
    “I know,” Mia said, turning her head back to the TV. “I’m afraid they’ll be dead like before.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetie,” Anna said.  
 
    Ji-Ho walked in, motioning to Anna. “The attack on Dodge City put down.” 
 
    “I know,” Anna said. “I got a text from Garrett about twenty minutes ago. The first of the cavalry has made it back home. Our people will come back after they’ve rested enough to go back on duty.” 
 
    “I worried more about trip home than stay there,” Ji-Ho said. “Islamists we can see, but UN thugs all over.” 
 
    “Garrett said they were moving up north.” 
 
    “Yes, Ivan tell me,” Ji-Ho said. “How’s girl?” 
 
    “Missing her new parents, but good. She’s waiting for the other shoe to drop. Poor thing. I wish Sam and Erica could just take her someplace safe, away from the fighting.” 
 
    “No place safe left for them,” Ji-Ho said. “Target on backs. Hard, but better to stay in fight till over.” 
 
    “I know. You still think we’re safe here? They might try since they failed at Dodge City.” 
 
    “We have cavalry patrols,” Ji-Ho said. “They’ll see thugs if come. We be fine.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Anna said. 
 
    Ed came down the stairs. “Something going on?” 
 
    “No, just relay information from Garrett, but Anna already have.” 
 
    “What information?” Ed asked, sitting on a chair at the dining room table. 
 
    “I was on way to your room,” Ji-Ho said. “Cavalry starting to arrive back at Dodge City. Our people back here late afternoon.” 
 
    “Wish we had enough people and vehicles to escort them,” Ed said. 
 
    “Me too,” Anna said. 
 
    “Is Garrett coming too?” Ed asked. 
 
    Anna smiled. “I told him he’d better. We might end up back at Dodge City again, though. That’s his home.” 
 
    Mia came over. “They aren’t dead, are they?” 
 
    “No, honey,” Anna said. “They’ve been talking to Ji-Ho. They’re safe, sweetie.” 
 
    “You want pancakes?” Ji-Ho asked.  
 
    “Yes, please,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    “Come. Uncle Ji-Ho make for you.” 
 
    The two walked into the kitchen together. 
 
    “She’s going to be unsure of everything for a long time,” Ed said, watching them leave. 
 
    “I know,” Anna said. “She’s strong, though. I can tell.” 
 
    “Yes, me too,” Ed said. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’ll be worried until Garrett gets back, and I agree that coming home on the roads is risky.” 
 
    “I’m going to suggest that the seventy-five cowboys in vehicles come with them,” Ed said, “and go back with you and Garrett when you go home.” 
 
    “Go home?” 
 
    Ed chuckled. “You’ve staked your claim, and he likes it. Gonna deny that? You’ll live in his house with him.” 
 
    Anna sighed. “Probably. Does it bother you, since he’s not in the tribe?” 
 
    “These people are all in our tribe,” Ed said, “and we’re all in theirs. We’ve bonded. Can’t you feel it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Anna said. “I do feel it.” 
 
    “Good. Wonder if I can get in on that pancake action?” 
 
    Anna laughed. “You’ve always had a sweet tooth. Come on.” They went into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Half the people in the service waiting room were asleep, the rest watching the video feed from the Ford dealership, or talking amongst themselves in hushed tones. Mr. White came in. 
 
    “Boss, it going down, five minutes. I got to go.” 
 
    Ivan snapped himself out of sleep, looking at him. “What?” 
 
    “It’s starting in five minutes,” he said. “Wake up team. I go.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ivan said, sitting up straight, shoving Jules in the shoulder. People in the room woke up. 
 
    “What time is it?” Morgan asked while she stretched. 
 
    “Three in the morning,” Robbie said. 
 
    “You been sleeping?” 
 
    “No, I’ve been watching, mostly,” Robbie said. “Don’t worry, I’m good. Ready for battle.” 
 
    “Hopefully we’ll just be watching outside,” Justin said. 
 
    “Our women will be going inside, to be on TV,” Sparky said while shaking Dana. “Hope we kill all the stragglers before they go in.” 
 
    “No worry there,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Should we go to our battle wagons now?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “No, we’ll wait until the operation starts,” Ivan said. “We don’t want to tip off the enemy. We can just sit tight and watch.” 
 
    “Where’s Tex?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “He went to his rig with Karen a few hours ago,” Robbie said. 
 
    “I’ll go get them,” Ted said. “Anybody need to load their weapons?” 
 
    “All done,” Robbie said. 
 
    “Me too,” Justin said. 
 
    The rest nodded or said no. Ted was back in a couple minutes with Tex and Karen, both trying to shake off sleep.  
 
    “Anything happen yet?” Tex asked. 
 
    “Any second now,” Ivan said. Every eye in the room was glued to the TV screen. 
 
    “Look, it’s starting,” Morgan whispered, watching two armed men sneak into the cell room, standing by the door, ready to kill whoever came in. Some of the women woke up, and one asked them who they were. A commando said “We’re the good guys. Be quiet.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. White joined Mr. Black in the underground parking area. 
 
    “What happening?” he asked. 
 
    Mr. Black grinned. “Two commandos took control of cell area. Women protected. We go any time.” 
 
    “Two men are enough?”  
 
    “We left angle iron above ceiling tile. They barricade door, and its thick metal. They wait until fighting over to open.” 
 
    “Who had that idea?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    “Kaplan,” Mr. Black said. “He good, boss should promote. Snuck material in shortly before cretins come.” 
 
    “Good. We go.” 
 
    Mr. Black sent a text message to the men in the service bay, then turned to the men in the parking structure, raising his hand silently and pointing upstairs. The men grabbed their weapons, forming a line at the stairwell. They started up as quietly as they could, the lead person opening the door. 
 
    “Hey, who you?” asked a man with a French accent. He was shot by a silenced pistol, falling without making another sound. The commandos flooded into the hallway, checking each door, several men going into one, the snapping sound of silenced weapons going off, a few muffled squeals coming out the door. The door on the end of the hall led to the office area. Commandos rushed in, shooting everybody in sight, then leaping over the counter, killing the screaming men behind it, the rest of the UN Peacekeepers waking now, trying to get to their weapons as more commandos rushed in. One of them got to his weapon and shot two commandos. He scrambled into a door in the back wall of the office. Commandos rushed it, standing on either side as bullets flew through, hitting the outside wall. They waited, then opened the door and rushed in, killing the Peacekeeper and several other men in the room. There was noise from outside. Vehicles starting up, footsteps. 
 
    “Men outside,” Mr. Black shouted. “Be ready.” 
 
    A team of twenty commandos rushed to the outside door, one of the men pushing it open. Machine gun fire came through, hitting the door, wounding the commando in the arm. 
 
    “Call Ivan,” Mr. Black shouted as he raced for the windows on the side of the building with a team. They opened fire, peppering the two UN vans they could see, men trying to flee, being cut down by more gunfire from other nearby windows. 
 
    Mr. White took the rest of the team and rushed up the stairs to the roof, opening fire on the Peacekeepers below with M60s and tossing grenades. Then there was the sound of diesel engines approaching. 
 
    “Hey, battle wagons!” shouted a commando. The sound of mini gun fire filled the air, several UN vans turning into swiss cheese, hit so hard that nobody survived to climb out. One of the battle wagons started hitting the remaining UN vans with grenades, blowing them up as a handful of UN Peacekeepers fled to the road, picked off by another of the battle wagons, which had parked itself on the main driveway. 
 
    “They handle, let’s go finish inside,” Mr. White shouted. He led his men down the stairs again, rushing into the hallway, were they could hear a fire fight going on, in a long hallway just before the office area. “Must be where barracks were.” Several of the commandos snuck in with the M60s, diving for cover as a couple Peacekeepers fired from a door, held ajar by a box of rations. The commandos fired at the walls with their M60, the bullets smashing through the drywall on either side of the door, men screaming from inside. Another commando rushed to the door and stuck his M60 inside, firing at every corner of the room, then ripping the door all the way open and rushing in, having to dive for cover as the survivors tried to fight him off. Several more commandos rushed in afterward, tossing grenades at the furniture the Peacekeepers were hiding behind, wood and body parts flying all over the room. 
 
    “That’s it for this one,” a commando said. “Some next door.” They rushed out into the hallway and kicked in the next door, finding non-combatants huddled in the corner of the room in fear, killing them all. 
 
    “Hey, what’d you do that for?” asked one of the commandos. 
 
    “Could be Peacekeepers trying to hide, Jackson,” another said. “Kill everyone here. You know this.” 
 
    Jackson shrugged and rushed out the door, going down the hallway and kicking in the next door, opening fire on the inhabitants, some of which were peacekeepers, some cooks and mechanics. 
 
    It took only about ten more minutes for the commandos to kill the remaining enemy personnel. Mr. Black and Mr. White both came to the counter in the office area, now smeared with blood. 
 
    “We call boss?” Mr. Black asked. Mr. White nodded, watching Mr. Black put the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Ivan, we finish. Ready for you.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Ivan said. “Be right there. The women are okay, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Door barricaded. I open before you come in.” 
 
    “Barricaded?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “I tell when you come,” Mr. Black said. He put his phone away. “Tell them to take down barricade.” 
 
    Mr. White nodded and sent the text, then they walked to that hallway with twenty men. There was the sound of an electric drill, and then the clank of metal on the floor. The door opened. Mr. White and Mr. Black entered, their appearance causing one of the women to scream. 
 
    “They’re good guys,” a commando said. “We just rescued you. All the UN peacekeepers are dead.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said one of the women, a beautiful blonde with dark eyebrows. 
 
    “They’ll just come back,” another woman said, slight of figure with short black hair. “We thought we beat them. They hit us when we were resting. Killed all our men and took every woman under forty.” 
 
    “We have battle wagons outside, and we leave soon,” Mr. Black said. “Ivan doing TV show first, then we split.” 
 
    “Ivan the Butcher is with you guys?” the blonde asked, her face lighting up. “I love that guy.” 
 
    “What TV show?” the black-haired woman asked. 
 
    “We have women from previous captivity in Torrance,” Mr. White said. “They agreed to tell story. Already been filming in here.” 
 
    “Can we join in if we want to?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “Ask boss,” Mr. White said. “He comes soon.” 
 
    “I’m here,” Ivan said, walking in with Ben Dover, Tex, Karen, and several others. “Hello, all. I’m Ivan. Do any of you need medical attention?” 
 
    The women were all up now, gathered around, some saying thank you quietly, most looking down, embarrassed and shell-shocked. 
 
    “This guy said you’re doing a TV show from here,” the blonde said. “With other women who were held captive. Can we join? I’ve got a story.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but take a few minutes to think it through,” Ivan said. “Your face will be on TV. Everybody you know will see. Be sure you want to do it.” 
 
    The black-haired women looked at Karen, who was crying now. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” 
 
    Karen looked at her through tears and nodded yes. The black-haired woman rushed over and they embraced, both crying, Tex looking on, not sure what to do. 
 
    “Where should we shoot the show, boss?” Mr. Black asked. 
 
    “In the room with the mattresses,” Ivan said. “We’ll use footage from the mounted cameras to show the audience around the facility. We edit after we leave.” 
 
    “I think we’d better get busy,” Tex said. “We don’t want to fight off a bunch of these cretins on the way out of here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said, coming in. “We ready. Come.” 
 
    Shelly stepped in, eyeing the women, her eyes wet with tears. 
 
    “You’re another one, aren’t you?” the black-haired woman said, rushing over to her with the blonde. “How many are with you?” 
 
    “There were thirteen of us,” Shelly said. “We lost five.” 
 
    “Lost?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “We joined Ivan’s forces,” Karen said. “We’ve been fighting. Four of us died in action.” 
 
    “What about the other one?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “Suicide,” Karen said, barely able to get the words out before she started crying again. 
 
    “Oh, Geez,” the black-haired girl said. “I’m Kelly.” 
 
    Karen smiled. “I’m Karen, and this is Shelly. The others are outside.” 
 
    “I’m Samantha,” the blonde said. 
 
    “We ready,” Jules said. “Everybody who be on camera follow me.” 
 
    Shelly nodded, rushing to Jules, putting her arm around his waist as they walked. 
 
    “She’s with him?” Kelly asked. 
 
    Karen nodded yes. “I’m with Tex. The tall one over there.” 
 
    “Battle romance, huh?” Samantha asked. “Any men left?” 
 
    Karen looked at her and smiled. 
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black brought in two men with high-quality cameras and microphones. Robbie and Justin brought chairs in, set up in a semi-circle in front of the mattresses on the floor.  
 
    “This enough?” Robbie asked. “Eight, right?” 
 
    “There’s a few who want to join in from this group,” Tex said. 
 
    “How many?” Robbie asked. 
 
    Four women raised their hands, including Kelly and Samantha. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk, but can I stand behind the ones who do?” asked another woman, with longer black hair and pale skin. “I’m Kit.” 
 
    “Of course, anybody who wants to be in the picture can, but no pressure,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Okay, four more,” Justin said. He and Robbie left the room. 
 
    “This one still has a little blood on it,” Kit said, pointing. She picked up a pillow from one of the mattresses and used it to wipe the mess off. 
 
    The women who were going to talk took seats, the others getting behind. Ivan changed into his fedora and pinstriped suit. He stood in front of the semi-circle of chairs, Ben Dover checking his tie. 
 
    “Looking good, boss,” Ben said. 
 
    “Damn straight, partner,” Tex said. 
 
    “Where’s Ted and the others?” Morgan asked from one of the chairs. 
 
    “Manning the battle wagons,” Robbie said. “I’ve got to go back out there too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be out there with you in a moment,” Tex said. Justin nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Are you going out there too, Jules?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Sparky handle,” he said. “I’ll stay to assist Ivan.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “It makes me stronger when I can see you.” 
 
    “We got men on roof with M60s, too,” Mr. White said. “Proceed, then let’s blow joint.” 
 
    “Lights, camera, action,” Ivan said. 
 
    The flood lights came on, Ivan looking down, the top of his fedora hiding his face. He slowly looked up at the camera. 
 
    “Hello, fellow patriots,” he began. “Thought I was dead, didn’t you? Don’t believe the media. We’re coming to you from the new UN base. It was being readied for a group of high-ranking UN criminals. As you can see here, they won’t be coming.” 
 
    Ivan paused, so footage of the dead UN officials from the winery in the south could be edited in. 
 
    “This facility is at the abandoned auto mall in Elk Grove… the Ford Dealership, to be exact. This facility was to be used for training and staging UN personnel, who are on their way here in vast numbers, thanks to the people now running this great state. And who are these people?” 
 
    Another pause for editing. 
 
    “The man on the left is Daan Mertins. He’s an operative of the EU and the Globalists who are having their way with this country. The man on the right is Saladin, leader of the Islamist thugs who have been killing our people wholesale, in California and many other places.” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “As you can see behind me, we are in the room where UN dignitaries would’ve been entertained by kidnapped women. This is not the first time the UN and the Islamists have used our women for their own pleasure. We want it to be the last. The women seated behind me have all been held captive and abused by the enemy. They wish to tell you their stories. The women standing behind are other women who have just been rescued from this facility. Morgan, this was your idea. Would you like to go first?” 
 
    Morgan nodded, looking self-conscious, and stood, walking next to Ivan, who patted her on the back. “Thank you for this,” he whispered. 
 
     She nodded as he left the screen. 
 
    “I was living with my boyfriend in Redondo Beach, California. We were visited by two UN Peacekeepers, who were questioning all the residents in the area who’s passage through check-points raised questions. My boyfriend was held at gunpoint by one UN thug while I was forced to leave with the other. I was taken to the Torrance police station, which had been converted to a headquarters like this one, thrown into a cell like the one here with sixteen other women. We were forced to serve the UN Peacekeepers and their allies, being raped more than once every day. Do not live under the illusion that the UN Peacekeepers are here to help. They are here to subjugate the population, so the globalists can take over. I was raped approximately thirty times. I’m still trying to recover, but I never will completely. If you have missing daughters, wives, sisters, or friends, there’s a good chance they are going through this hell. Resist this enemy. Fight them. Kill them. They are evil. Thank you.” 
 
    She sat, breaking into tears as Karen stood, walking to where she was. 
 
    “I was taken from my father’s place of business, after they murdered him and my mother in front of me,” she began. 
 
    All the women had their say. Some who were standing behind found courage from the others and told their stories as well. 
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    Bloody Exit 
 
   T ex sprinted out the door to his battle wagon, climbing in, pulling down the main sight. He broadcast a text to the other men in the battle wagons around him, saying he was ready to go. Return texts came from the others. He smiled, checking the time. The women’s testifying had just started, Tex leaving after Karen said her piece. He’d thought about staying inside, but the hackles on his neck were up. Somebody was coming. He looked at the roof with his sight, glad to see several men with M60s standing, looking out. Mr. Black showed himself for a moment, setting up a tripod at the corner nearest the main access point. He sent him a text, asking what he was setting up. The reply said TOW missile launcher. His phone rang. Ted. He put it on speaker. 
 
    “Tex, think they need me out there?” 
 
    “Bryan’s in your coach, right?” Tex asked. “That’ll probably do it. I’d keep up the pressure to get finished quickly in there.” 
 
    “You see anybody?” 
 
    “No, but the hackles on my neck are going nuts,” Tex said. “Mr. Black just put a TOW missile launcher on the roof. Does he know something?” 
 
    “He’s cautious,” Ted said. “I’ll make sure they move it along. We’ll have to distribute the women amongst the coaches.” 
 
    “I know, not a problem. These puppies are rated for a lot of weight.” 
 
    “They are, but they’ve also got a lot of heavy hardware on them, so we’ve got to distribute carefully,” Ted said. “I’m out. Keep me informed.” 
 
    “Will do.” Tex ended the call, then checked the apps. He got hits on the short-range app when he refreshed, but they were all inside the Ford dealership and the surrounding parking lot. Dead. His phone rang again. It was Sparky. 
 
    “Tex, you set?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Yeah. You?” 
 
    “Yep,” Sparky said. 
 
    “How’d it go inside?” 
 
    “I left after Karen said her piece,” he said. “Ted’s staying in there, since we got Bryan in his rig.” 
 
    “Wish we had more than one person per rig, though,” Sparky said. “Nobody here to work the gun slits if we get attacked. 
 
    “Lots of M60s on the roof,” Tex said, “and Mr. Black just set up a TOW missile launcher. 
 
    “Good,” Sparky said. “Dana holding up okay?” 
 
    “No worse than the others, from what I could tell.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sparky said. “Talk to you later.” 
 
    The call ended, and Tex went back to the apps, checking the long range. There were hits in the surrounding towns, but none were on the road. His mind was on the UN Peacekeepers with no RFID. He had the grips of the sight in his sweaty hands, and wiped them on his pants, trying to calm himself down. Suddenly there was mini gun fire, from the coach at the opening of the driveway. 
 
    “Dammit,” Tex said, moving his sight in that direction, watching a Gaz Tigr burning, rolling slowly to the side of the road. Machine gun fire came from the far side of the compound, from a road separated from the parking lot by a dirt strip to the west. He swung his weapon over, seeing a group of UN Peacekeepers trying to get a good position to fire from. Tex fired, sending a salvo of grenades from the M19, several other coaches joining in as M60s on the roof of the building opened up. The gunfire stopped, but then there was squeaking. Tank. 
 
    He sent a quick text, keeping his eyes in the sight as much as he could, warning of the sound, and then he heard the whoosh of a TOW missile racing from the roof, its dual wires unfurling behind it. An M-60 tank on Laguna Grove Drive blew up, pieces of armor flying all over the place. More machine gun fire came at the coaches, bouncing off the armor, fire being returned from the mini guns and M19s. Conserve mini gun ammo. 
 
    There was a cannon shot from the far side of the building, off Elk Grove Boulevard, clipping the Ford dealership. Mr. Black fired another Tow missile, blowing the tank up where it sat, pieces now blocking that road. UN vans got stuck behind it, several of the coaches on that side of the parking lot firing their M-19s, blowing the vehicles up. Tex picked up his phone and called Jules, putting his phone on speaker as he got his eyes back onto the targeting system. 
 
    “We hear,” Jules said. “Done. Road clear?” 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s been two tanks so far.” 
 
    “M-1?” Jules asked. 
 
    “No, just old M-60s, thank God. TOW missiles blew them both up. We knocked out at least one Gaz Tigr too, but getting out of here is gonna be crazy.” 
 
    “We have secret weapons in underground parking lot and service bays,” Jules said. 
 
    “What secret weapons?” 
 
    “Texas team designed M19 and machine gun mounts for off-roaders and Jeeps. We got design, make on 3D printers. Commando team getting to them now. Don’t shoot them. We flood area.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” Tex said. “When were you gonna tell us about that?” 
 
    Jules snickered on the line. “I send broadcast text. Battle wagons queue up by north and south sides of building on our mark. Pull up close, we get out of building, take battle wagons to Golden State Freeway, go north. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” Tex said. “We’ll need people re-loading the guns in these coaches.” 
 
    “Understand,” Jules said. “I go. Be ready. Broadcast text coming out.” 
 
    The call ended, and Tex scanned the area with his sight. The gunfire had stopped, and there were broken vehicles and dead men littering the area. He looked at the access roads. There was enough space to get past the busted tank on Laguna Grove Drive, but barely. The main exit was Auto Center Drive to Elk Grove Boulevard, and the eastbound lanes to the Golden State Freeway ramp were clear so far. More gunfire started up, again from the west side of the building. He whirled his guns around and opened fire with grenades, firing off several shots, other coaches joining in. Then there was a pop from the roof, and the patch of dirt along Laguna Springs Drive exploded into flames. He swung his sight around in time to see another mortar round fly, hitting the area just north of the first impact, the whoosh of the willie pete sounding to the west. The text came in to queue at the doors of the facility, and he took his battle wagon out of siege mode, watching out the front windshield after the armor retracted, just in time to see a bunch of Jeeps and off-roaders flying out of the underground parking, heading towards the roads. 
 
    “Now I know how B-17 crews felt when P-51 Mustangs showed up,” he quipped to himself as he drove to the south side of the building. He opened his coach door and Karen rushed in with several other women. 
 
    “You see all those new vehicles?” Karen asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tex said. “Get ready to reload the main guns. Show the others how.” He shut the door and drove forward, the four women who were with Karen grabbing onto anything they could to avoid falling. 
 
    “C’mon,” Karen shouted, leading the women into the back, showing them how to reload the mini gun. “You’re not out yet, you know.” 
 
    “I know, but this ain’t over, little lady,” Tex shouted back. “Show them how to reload the M19 too, then get up here. I need you on the forward and rear machine guns.” 
 
    “Okay, sweetie,” she shouted back.  
 
    “Hold on, we’re going up the curb to get past that busted tank.” 
 
    The women grabbed hold as the coach climbed, then crashed back down, the body of the rig creaking as it settled onto Auto Center Drive. Tex checked his rear-view camera. Two more coaches were behind him, a multitude of off-roaders and Jeeps cruising around, guarding the rigs who were still loading. He got onto Elk Grove Boulevard just as Karen got up to the front. 
 
    “Wait on the M19,” Tex said. “Get the machine gun console out. Look up ahead. Line of UN vans coming against traffic. Blast them.” 
 
    She nodded, rushing to the passenger seat as the other women watched, pulling the tray out, getting onto the target reticle, hands on the joystick and the trigger. Fire spewed from the front of the coach, stopping the UN vans, some of them trying to turn around behind the ruined vehicles in the front row. Tex fired off half a dozen grenades and made the left turn onto the Golden State Freeway on-ramp, hitting the accelerator hard, blasting onto the deserted road. Karen took a last look at the sight video in front and back, then got out of her seat and showed the women how to load the M19. 
 
    “How are we gonna get away?” one of the women asked. “They’ll track us, won’t they?” 
 
    “They’ll try,” Karen said. “They’d better bring something big if they want to take us out.” 
 
    Several of the heavily armed Jeeps roared out in front of them, and more came up along both sides. 
 
    “We got an escort!” Tex shouted, smiling. 
 
    “The other coaches all out?” Karen asked. 
 
    Tex looked in his gun sight. “Yeah, looks like all of them made it out. Geez, how many of those new vehicles did Ivan cook up? I swear it looks like a hundred of those things back there. Reminds me of frigging Sturgis.” 
 
    “Know where we’re going?” one of the women asked. 
 
    “Folsom,” Karen said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sam was tired, eyes still on the target reticle. He leaned back and rubbed his eyes. Erica was asleep in the passenger seat. There was a soft rap on the door. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Sid said, getting off the couch in the salon. He opened the door, Garrett walking in with a large basket. 
 
    “That smells good,” Sam said. Erica stretched as she woke up, then turned to see Garrett put the picnic basket on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “The rest of the cavalry get back?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Garrett said. “They’re still asleep. I’ll wake them at about three in the afternoon.” 
 
    Yvonne got up to help hand out the food, which consisted of pulled-pork sandwiches and potato salad. Clem helped, getting paper plates out of the cupboard above the sink. 
 
    “Everything still okay at the Williams place?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Garrett said. “We’ll be going back in a few hours. Ed asked that we take the seventy-five folks in vehicles along, in case we run into problems on the road back.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Sam said. “You coming with us?” 
 
    “If I don’t, Anna will skin me alive,” he said. Erica chuckled. 
 
    “This is good,” Sid said, taking a bite of the pulled pork. 
 
    “It sure is,” Yvonne said. 
 
    Sam’s phone rang. He looked at it. “Ji-Ho. I’ll put it on speaker.” He set his phone down on the center console, and everybody gathered around. Sam and Erica slipped out of their seats to grab some food. “Go ahead, Ji-Ho,” Sam said as they walked away. “You’re on speaker.” 
 
    “Very good,” he said. “Everybody safe?” 
 
    “Yep,” Garrett said. “I just delivered some food. We’re taking Ed up on his suggestion, and using the cowboys in vehicles to escort us back.” 
 
    “Glad,” Ji-Ho said. “Everything quiet here. No enemy activity.” 
 
    “Good,” Sam said, getting back into his seat with a plate of food. “You calling to check on us?” 
 
    “Yes, also give news. Ivan’s team in north take out UN base, rescue women, successfully fight way out of area.” 
 
    “Good,” Erica said as she sat down in the passenger seat. She took a bite of her pulled pork, pausing to chew for a moment. “How’s Mia?” 
 
    “She worry, but fine,” Ji-Ho said. “I spoil with pancakes and games. I Uncle Ji-Ho now.” 
 
    Sam and Erica both laughed. “Great.” Sam said, “wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go make food deliveries to the other coaches,” Garrett said, getting up. “See you soon.” 
 
    He left the coach, as the others went back to eating. 
 
    “How he holding up?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “Garrett?” Sam asked. “Fine, from what I can tell. He lost a few men last night. Barely mentioned it so far.” 
 
    “I noticed,” Sid said. “There was a sadness in his eyes that I usually don’t see.” 
 
    “What’s next for us?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Can’t speak now,” Ji-Ho said. “Still working issues, and Ivan too busy with new TV show. We talk later.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s going on with the hostages?” Clem asked. “Already?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said. “Next battle be difficult there, too.” 
 
    “What is it?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “We cover that when you get home,” Ji-Ho said. “I let you go for now. Be home soon. Be safe.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “He sounds more than a little bit nervous,” Clem said. 
 
    “Yeah, I picked up on that too,” Sam said. “This war is wearing on all of us.” 
 
    “At least we appear to be winning at the moment,” Sid said. 
 
    “Things change fast,” Yvonne said. “We’ve got to keep our focus and stay sharp.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sam said, glancing at Erica, who was deep in thought, her brow furrowed. “What is it?” 
 
    “The enemy knows where we are, but we’re too strong for them to take us out,” Erica said. “We can’t wait around for them to become stronger. We need to actively work the strategy for beating them, and carry it out before they can get strong enough to kill us. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {9} 
 
    Home Fires 
 
   J ules drove the battle wagon into the outskirts of Sacramento, Shelly beside him in the passenger seat. Sparky and Dana were in the salon with several of the women they’d rescued. 
 
    “It’s gonna be light soon,” Shelly said. “Where are we stopping?” 
 
    “Shingle Springs, but we’ll be on road for while,” Jules said. “Facility there. Well protected and staffed.” 
 
    “Where’s Shingle Springs? Never heard of it.” 
 
    “East on Highway 50,” Jules said. “We go up in hills.” 
 
    “How can we hide?” Shelly asked. “We’ve got a big caravan of RVs going there, and with all these small, heavily armed vehicles too. People are gonna notice.” 
 
    “Video systems down, and they have no access to satellite or drone video now. Enemy crumbles before us. Social media team start to work. Citizens help us. Wait and see.” 
 
    “You sound more confident than I feel,” Shelly said. “What about the hostages?” 
 
    “They stay at facility until we can take where they want to go,” Jules said. “They okay?” 
 
    “I think they’re terrified,” Shelly said. “Except that blonde that spoke in the show. She’s ready to fight. Asked me if she can join.” 
 
    “Ivan make decision on that. What’s name again?” 
 
    “Samantha,” Shelly said. “She’s not with us. She’s in Tex and Karen’s rig.” 
 
    “You know women in this rig?” 
 
    “Only Kelly,” Shelly said. “The small black-haired woman. She’s interested in joining too.” 
 
    “There’s Highway 50,” Jules said, getting into the right lane. He took the ramp onto the smaller road, following several battle wagons, more rigs behind him with the small fighter vehicles. 
 
    Sparky came up to the front. “It’s too quiet. Where are the enemy fighters? We’re right in the middle of the state capitol. They ought to be attacking by now.” 
 
    “Ivan had other actions going while we pull job at auto mall,” Jules said. “Enemy have hands full. Many UN thugs die tonight.” 
 
    “What happened to the Islamists?” Sparky asked. “I don’t see many hits anymore.” 
 
    “They were moving south, but Daan and Saladin need to bring some back,” Jules said. “See, thin out fast on this road. Now only residential. Soon country road.” 
 
    “How’s Dana doing?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “She’s a bundle of nerves,” Sparky said. “I’m worried about her, but she says she’s better after talking on the TV show. We’ll see.” 
 
    “Night terrors still?” Jules asked. 
 
    Sparky shook his head yes. “Where’s Ivan? He in one of the battle wagons?” 
 
    “He’s with Mr. White and Mr. Black,” Jules said. “Going to alternate location. We won’t see for while.” 
 
    “Is the kid with him?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Kid? Oh, you mean Ben Dover, no?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sparky said.  
 
    “He with Ivan, but not for long,” Jules said. “He head social media team. They work from remote facility. Ivan not say where.” 
 
    “UN vans, up ahead,” Shelly said. “See them?” 
 
    “I see, onramp by Target store,” Jules said. “We’d better kill them.” 
 
    “You mean this we?” Sparky said. “We’ll be past them in a second.” 
 
    “Look, off roaders pull on dirt by highway and open fire,” Jules said. They could hear explosions behind them, followed by machine gun fire. 
 
    “They called in our location, ten to one,” Sparky said. 
 
    “And if they send people, we blast,” Jules said. “Ivan had thirty of the small fighting vehicles stay behind couple miles.” 
 
    “Those aren’t armored,” Sparky said. 
 
    Jules nodded. “They fast and well-armed, though.” 
 
    “There’s the sun,” Shelly said, nodding at the eastern horizon. “Gonna be hard to hide now.” 
 
    Dana came up to the front. “Are we going into battle again?” 
 
    “The small fighter vehicles took care of it,” Sparky said. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Dana looked at him, then at Shelly, who shrugged at her. 
 
    “You’re not scared, Shelly?” Dana watched as Shelly formulated her reply. 
 
    “Yes, I’m scared, but the odds are in our favor,” she said. 
 
    “You and Jules are on the same page, aren’t you?” Dana asked. 
 
    Shelly stared at her for a moment and shook her head yes. 
 
    “Okay, dearie, that’s good enough for now,” Dana said. “I’m with you guys come hell or high water. No sense in getting too worried.” 
 
    “That’s right, honey,” Sparky said. 
 
    “Can we go sit?” Dana asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Sparky said. The couple left the front of the rig. 
 
    “Nice job there,” Jules said, glancing at her. 
 
    Shelly laughed. “I’m scared to death, but I didn’t want to let her see it.” 
 
    “That’s why I say nice job,” Jules said. “We make good partners, you and I.” 
 
    “We do,” Shelly said. 
 
    They rode quietly for a while as the road unwound before them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we’re ready to take off,” Seth said, at the wheel of his battle wagon, on the west end of Dodge city. Half of the 75-vehicle force of cowboys was in front of them on the dirt road, the other half sitting on the side, to take up the rear after the last two battle wagons went by. 
 
    Tyler was sitting in the passenger seat. Kaitlyn walked up to look out the windshield. 
 
    “Hey, you want to sit?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Nope,” she said. “Go ahead. Think I should have the M60 out, just in case?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Seth said. “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    “There they go,” Tyler said, watching as the multitude of vehicles took off. Seth put the coach into gear and drove forward. 
 
    “Hope we don’t run into trouble,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “If we do, we’ll have plenty of help,” Seth said, “Not to mention having these battle wagons.” 
 
    “They’re not indestructible,” Tyler said. 
 
    Seth glanced at him. “I know, but their sting is pretty tough, and they do give us some protection.” 
 
    “Wish the UN creeps had RFID chips,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Seriously,” Seth said. 
 
    “We were lucky at the winery,” Tyler said. “Real lucky.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Kaitlyn said. “That could’ve gone very badly.” 
 
    “We lost a coach and a few cowboys,” Seth said. 
 
    “Yeah, why only one mine?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “They probably weighed the protection against the hassle to themselves,” Seth said, “and the danger.” 
 
    “That’s kinda what I was thinking,” Kaitlyn said. “Doesn’t matter. We hurt them pretty bad, from what Ji-Ho was saying in our conference call earlier.” 
 
    “Yep,” Ryan said, “and Ivan whacked them really good up north too. Maybe even better than we did down here.” 
 
    “We got more muckity mucks,” Seth said. 
 
    “Yeah, but they rescued all those women,” Kaitlyn said. “I’d like to shake hands with each and every one involved with that.” 
 
    “Wonder if the teams will ever meet?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Hope so,” Tyler said. “I’d like to meet the guy who developed the apps.” 
 
    “Me too,” Seth said. “Big time. Hope he lives through this. I keep hearing that the enemy has a whole task force chasing him.” 
 
    “I’m gonna sit down,” Kaitlyn said. “Too hard to stand when we’re on this damn dirt road.” 
 
    “You sit here,” Tyler said. “I’m gonna sit in the back and call Ed.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kaitlyn said, taking his seat after he left. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful,” Seth said, smiling at her. “Sorry the road’s so bumpy. Well, kinda sorry.” 
 
    “Stop leering,” she said, half a grin on her face. “My Chief is right back there.” 
 
    “I’m just kidding around,” Seth said. “Hope everything’s okay at home. Makes me nervous. The enemy knows where we are.” 
 
    “That’s what Erica kept saying in the meeting. Hit them before they get strong enough, or find new places to hide out.” 
 
    “They’ll only find us again,” Seth said. 
 
    “Do you think they’re stronger or weaker?” 
 
    Seth thought for a moment. “Relative to us, I think they’re weaker, because of the apps.” 
 
    “The UN guys don’t have RFID,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “Yep, so we went from having no view of the enemy to having view of more than half, as far as I can tell. That’s an improvement.” 
 
    “I guess,” she said, twisting her hair with her fingers as she watched the road ahead. “What do you think of my mom?” 
 
    Seth chuckled. “I think she’s great. You know that.” 
 
    “She’s going to leave the tribe to be with Garrett.” 
 
    “Think so?” Seth asked. “Maybe Garrett will join the tribe.” 
 
    “When they’re married, that’ll happen almost automatically.” 
 
    “She’s still married to your dad, though, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Step-dad,” Kaitlyn said. “They’re married in the tribe, but they never got married in a way that the state recognizes.” 
 
    “Oh,” Seth said. “Do you mind doing that?” 
 
    “We already talked about it. We’re going to do both.” 
 
    “Good,” Seth said. “That’s what I wanted to hear.” 
 
    “You know how I feel,” she said. 
 
    “I know, but with all this craziness we haven’t been as close lately.” 
 
    She studied him for a minute. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it came out,” Seth said. 
 
    “I know what you meant,” she said. “You still love me, right?” 
 
    “Yes, very much,” Seth said. “More than ever.” 
 
    “I feel the same,” she said, “but you’re worried about it.” 
 
    “You aren’t pushing to get married like you were,” Seth said. 
 
    “There’s been deaths in the tribe, and the enemy’s been running us ragged.” 
 
    Seth was quiet for a moment, then looked over at her. “Okay, I understand. I’m just impatient, that’s all.” 
 
    She smiled at him, shaking her head. “Tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    “Really?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I know Tyler will do it.” 
 
    “You’re sure? I’m not going anywhere either way.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yes, and don’t feel like you’re pushing me into this, either. Please?” 
 
    “Okay,” Seth said. “There’s the highway.” 
 
    “Finally,” she said, watching the vehicles turning left onto Highway 94. “Wonder how things have been in Dulzura?” 
 
    “We’ll find out pretty soon,” Seth said. 
 
    Both of them got buzzed by their phones. 
 
    “Dammit,” Kaitlyn said, pulling hers out and looking. “Enemy fighters.” 
 
    “Where?” Seth asked, gripping the wheel. Tyler rushed up to the front. 
 
    “Feel that?” he asked, looking out the side windows. 
 
    “Yeah,” Seth said. 
 
    “They’re in that big building close to the Post Office, on the way into town. Only ten of them.” 
 
    “One of you text to the convoy,” Seth said. “The other look at the long-range app, to see if there’s a larger number someplace nearby.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Tyler said. “I’m sending the text now.” 
 
    Kaitlyn studied her phone. “No others close by. Wait, there’s quite a few to the south. They’re a ways away, though. No way could they meet us on this road before we get home.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Seth said. “That’s not making much sense.” 
 
    “We’d best get ready,” Tyler said. “It could be ten Islamists and a hundred UN creeps.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about,” Seth said. “Somebody make sure texts go to Dodge City and to the Williams place. We’re in-between the two. Cavalry could get here from either location pretty fast.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tyler said, typing on his phone. “I’m on it.” 
 
    “How far are we from the spot?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Quarter mile or so,” Kaitlyn said. “The first wave of cowboys ahead of us will be on them pretty fast.” 
 
    “Hey,” Seth said. “Wait a sec. Don’t have Dodge City or the Williams Place send a bunch of forces here.” 
 
    “Why?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “It’ll leave our loved ones un-protected. It might be exactly what they want. We have enough firepower to mess with them real good here. Trust me.” 
 
    Tyler leaned back on the couch. “Dammit. I’m gonna take a chance and assume you’re right. I’ll resend, saying they should hold tight and wait for an attack.” 
 
    “Yes, and whoever gets hit, we go help,” Seth said. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Kaitlyn said. 
 
    “They won’t hit Dodge City again,” Tyler said. “They tried and failed yesterday, and Garrett’s had patrols going ever since. They’re gonna hit the Williams place, ten to one.” 
 
    Everybody’s phone dinged. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Kaitlyn said. “Garrett just made the same comment that Tyler did.” 
 
    “Great minds think alike,” Seth said. “He say anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, pull over and fire on the building where the enemy hits are.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Seth said, flipping a switch, the mini gun and grenade launchers rising from the top of the coach. 
 
    “Garrett just told the cowboys in the vehicles in front of us not to go near the building,” Tyler said, looking at his phone. 
 
    “He thinks it’s a trap,” Seth said. He drove on, hands sweaty around the wheel. Kaitlyn pulled the main target sight over and looked through it. 
 
    “Ready?” Tyler asked. “It’s the big building just this side of the Post Office.” 
 
    “Crap, the trees are in the way,” Kaitlyn said, eyes glued to the sight. 
 
    “They end,” Tyler said, looking at his phone. “You can fire after we get past them,” 
 
    “Got it,” Kaitlyn said as Seth stopped on the road. She opened fire, shooting to the rear. The grenades exploded on the target, the third one setting off a massive explosion. 
 
    “Good Lord,” Seth said, watching debris raining around the area. 
 
    “Mind the tires, and haul ass towards the Williams place,” Tyler shouted. “It’s gonna get attacked.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ryan sat in the driver’s seat of the battle wagon, parked on the lawn in front of the Williams house. Ed was next to him in the passenger seat, reading a text message. “We got trouble brewing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Enemy hits near the post office,” Ed said. 
 
    “In Dulzura?”  
 
    “Yes,” Ed said, sending another text, which dinged in Ryan’s phone. 
 
    “That you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ed said. “I believe we are about to get hit. Sent a broadcast text.” 
 
    “The enemy appears to be in Dulzura,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Ten RFID hits. They tried to hit Dodge City last night and failed, and now Garrett’s men are patrolling the property on horseback. The enemy is coming here.” 
 
    “Why did they send the text?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “They requested that we send the cavalry there,” Ed said. 
 
    “Did you order it?” 
 
    “No,” Ed said. “It’s a trap. Go into siege mode. I’ll send a message to Ji-Ho to do the same.” 
 
    Ryan nodded, flipping the switches to activate siege mode. Both their phones dinged. Ed looked at his and chuckled. 
 
    “Seth. He figured it out. Said don’t send anybody. Get ready for an attack.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Those forces will be here in less than ten minutes,” Ed said. “Four battle wagons and seventy-five cowboys. We have our warriors and a couple hundred mounted men here.” 
 
    “Where are the women and children?” 
 
    “In the house,” Ed said, sending another text. 
 
    “Who are you texting now?” 
 
    “Anna,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I want them in the basement right now.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Ryan said. Their phones buzzed. Ryan looked at his, then glanced over at Ed. “Islamists.” 
 
    “I figured,” Ed said. He sent the text, then studied his phone. “About fifty, and they’ll have some UN folks here that we can’t see.” 
 
    “Ji-Ho has siege mode on,” Ryan said, looking through his sight. 
 
    “Where’s the cavalry?” 
 
    “Already mounted, in the trees surrounding the property,” Ryan said.  
 
    Ed was watching through the target reticle in the pull-out console in front of his seat. “Our front-facing guns are pointed right at the driveway.” 
 
    “Yeah, so are Ji-Ho’s,” Ryan said. “Anybody in there with him?” 
 
    “Sarah,” Ed said. “They put all the folks who can’t run and fight in these tin cans.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Your wound will keep you from being fully effective out there,” Ed said. “You know that. I meant no offense.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, smiling at Ed. “I’m just messing with you.” 
 
    Their phones dinged with a text message. Ed looked at it while Ryan kept his eyes on the main sight. “Trap. Seth hit the building the Islamists were in with several grenades. It blew sky high.” 
 
    “Dammit. We lose anyone?” 
 
    “Nope, they knew better. Seth is a smart cookie.” 
 
    Ryan chuckled. “Yeah, glad Kaitlyn latched onto him.” 
 
    “You okay with that?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? I’ve fought with him. He’s already my brother. I have deep respect for him.” 
 
    “Good, me too,” Ed said. He laughed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look, to the right of the driveway. They’ve brought three of those old cannons over there, pointing down the road.” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “Glad we’re in here. Those things made my ears ring for a couple hours last time they went off.” 
 
    “They’ll fire first if the enemy comes down the driveway. Great sight line from where they are.” 
 
    Machine gun fire floated towards them from the left. “Here it starts,” Ryan said, aiming the mini gun and grenade launcher in that direction. 
 
    “Don’t fire where you can’t see,” Ed said. “Aim at the driveway in front, but keep an eye on the driveway in back too. Our main mission is to stop Gaz Tigrs.” 
 
    “Hope they don’t have any tanks,” Ryan said. 
 
    The cannons in the front all fired, shaking the ground under the coach. 
 
    “Whoa,” Ed said, watching as smoke and fire rose from behind the trees on the driveway. Then a hail of bullets erupted from all sides of the compound, focusing on the front gate. 
 
    “Gaz Tigr coming in behind us,” Ryan said, swinging the mini gun to the rear and firing, blowing in the plate glass windshield. He fired a grenade, which went through the broken glass and blew up, the vehicle burning, stopped on the road. 
 
    “Nice shooting,” Ed said, checking the rear machine gun target reticle. He opened fire, hitting the men who were sprinting up from behind it. “Fire some grenades back there.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ryan said, pulling the trigger, hitting the area with six in rapid succession. 
 
    “I’m only seeing Islamists so far,” Ed said. The cannons in front went off again, and the cavalry started to show themselves, men riding and firing Winchesters, chasing some enemy fighters into the bushes. “I take that back, there’s some UN Peacekeepers up there. The cavalry is on them big time.” 
 
    “Look, UN Peacekeepers running onto the lawn. They’re in range of the forward guns.”  
 
    “On it,” Ed said. “Keep an eye on the back.” He opened fire, knocking down the running men in a hurry, stopping when about thirty cavalry men rode into view. 
 
    “They better have a whole lot more people than that if they want to take us,” Ryan said. 
 
    There was a pop, and a mortar round came down about twenty yards in front of the house. 
 
    “Dammit, you see where that came from?” Ed shouted. 
 
    There was intense gunfire from that area, the air thick with black powder and Sulphur smell, and explosions went off. 
 
    “I think they got them,” Ryan shouted. “Wow, look at those horsemen go. I want to learn how to shoot from the saddle like they’re doing.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m impressed,” Ed said, watching them. “More fighters coming from the back. He opened fire with the rear guns. The cannons went off again, one after another, adding to the thick black smoke. 
 
    “Gaz Tigr coming up behind the ruined one,” Ryan said, swinging the mini gun back there and firing, punching through the plate glass with the intense fire, the vehicle stopping. Men struggled to get out of the ruined vehicle, Ed picking them off with the rear machine guns as they attempted to flee. 
 
    “That got the attention of the cavalry,” Ed said, watching a group of twenty gallop to the rear, guns blazing. 
 
    The mini gun on Ji-Ho’s battle wagon fired, Ryan swinging the sight to that direction, his eyes opening wide. “About a hundred UN Peacekeepers running up the drive. He pulled the trigger on the mini gun, helping Ji-Ho sweep the area with lead, some of the Peacekeepers literally cut in half by the intense fire. Then a new volley of black powder fire came from both sides of the clearing. 
 
    “They’re getting hit from three sides!” Ryan shouted. 
 
    Ed shook his head. “Yeah, but we’re gonna have to reload that mini gun quickly at this rate of fire. Switch to grenades, while I hammer at them with the front guns.” 
 
    Ryan nodded and fired a series of grenades. “Crap, they overran the cannon.” 
 
    “There’s too many,” Ed shouted, seeing another big group rush the side of Ji-Ho’s coach. A barrel came out of the side slit, spewing lead at a furious rate, causing the remaining Peacekeepers to dive for cover, only to be found by mounted men, who rode up and fired their Winchesters. 
 
    “More, coming from the rear,” Ryan shouted, swinging the mini gun around. “I can’t see the cavalry.” 
 
    “Then hold your fire,” Ed said. 
 
    Ji-Ho’s rig pointed their mini gun in that direction and fired, men shouting as they dived for cover, mounted men showing up from the sidelines, opening fire. 
 
    “Damn old Winchesters,” Ed said. “Those men should have M4s or AKs.” 
 
    “Yeah, when the numbers are nearly equal, it makes a difference,” Ryan said. They were startled as machine gun fire pelted the driver’s side of the rig. Ryan fired the mini gun at the men rushing toward them, but ran out of ammo. “I’m out!” He leapt out of his seat and picked up an M60, going to the gun slit and opening up, mowing down most of the rushing Peacekeepers, the rest diving for cover. 
 
    “Go reload the mini gun,” Ed shouted. “I’ll get on the grenade launcher.” 
 
    Ryan nodded and sprinted towards the back, pulling the cover for the mini gun down in a panic, and threading a new ammo belt into it as Ed wailed away with the grenade launcher.  
 
    “If our folks don’t get here quick, we’re gonna lose this battle,” Ed shouted from the front. “They’ve got to have about three hundred men here. The Cavalry can’t handle them all.”  
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    Deadly Battle 
 
   S am followed the caravan, heading back to the Williams place. They could hear gunfire as they made the left onto Dutchman Canyon Road. 
 
    “This is bad,” Erica said. “Hear all that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. “The driveway’s blocked. Broken Gaz Tigrs. We’ll have to push them out of the way.” 
 
    “Somebody better stay here to blast any more that come down the road,” Clem said. 
 
    “I’m texting Angel,” Yvonne said. “They’re the last. They should pull up next to the driveway and go into siege mode.” 
 
    “Do that,” Sam said as he made the final turn into the driveway, watching Seth’s rig raise the front armor plate and move forward. 
 
    “He’s gonna do what we did at the winery,” Erica said, watching as the massive rig pushed the first Gaz Tigr out of the way. Sam squeezed their rig past and pushed the second one out of the way, then opened fire. 
 
    “Geez, look at all those UN Peacekeepers,” Sam said. 
 
    “Son of a bitch, we got here just in time,” Garrett said, texting to the 75 cars full of cowboys, who had gone around the gate and were rolling in from both sides of the property. 
 
    “Move up, dammit,” Sam said as he pulled forward. He heard a mini gun go off behind them, turning his sight to see Angel’s coach firing at a Gaz Tigr on Highway 94. Another was behind it. Sam swung his guns around and fired with Angel, both Tigrs exploding into flames. “Crap, maybe we’d better stay here.” 
 
    “Our little girl is in there,” she said. “Get this beast in, then I’m going into the house.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said, driving forward through the gate, going past Seth and Trevor’s rigs as they fired at the fleeing UN Peacekeepers. Cowboys rushed in on foot and fired at them too. 
 
    “Make a sweeping turn and pull up against the veranda,” Erica shouted. “I want the door facing the house.”  
 
    “Way ahead of you, sweetie,” Sam said calmly, turning the vehicle and parking, blocking the veranda, then going into siege mode. Garrett opened the slit on the driver’s side and stuck an M60 through, mowing down a group of UN Peacekeepers who were firing at the cowboys from behind some cover. 
 
    “Nice shooting,” Clem said, getting next to him. Sid and Yvonne had their guns out and headed towards the door. 
 
    “You sure you want to be doing that?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Let them go,” Garrett said. “Our women and children are in there. We need some M60s in the house.” 
 
    “Okay, but somebody stay here to reload and man the slits,” Sam said. 
 
    “I’ll stay,” Clem said. “Too slow to run around anyway.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here too,” Sid said, glancing at Yvonne. 
 
    “Okay, honey, I’m going with Erica,” she said. 
 
    “I’m going too,” Garett said. “Mind if I take this M60?” 
 
    “Go,” Sam said. “We’ve got plenty, plus the BAR is in the back too.” 
 
    Garrett nodded and followed the others out, rushing over the veranda, pockmarked with bullet holes. They burst through the front door. Anna was at the top of the basement stairs with her Winchester, relieved when she saw Garrett and Erica rushing in. 
 
    “Where’s Mia?” Erica asked as the gunfire surged. 
 
    “In the basement with the other women and children,” she said. “Glad you guys made it. We were on our way to losing.” 
 
    “Yeah, well it ain’t over yet,” Garrett shouted, tipping his hat to Anna and then rushing to a window on the front corner of the house. He opened it and fired at a group of Islamists trying to sneak towards the house, killing most of them and alerting the cavalry, who rushed over and killed the rest before they could retreat. 
 
    “Somebody get in the back of the house,” Garrett shouted. “We’re liable to be attacked from there.” 
 
    “About twenty of the cars your guys came in are back there now,” Anna shouted. 
 
    Back in the rig, Sam was wailing away with the grenade launcher at yet another group of Islamists and UN Peacekeepers, who were rushing towards Seth’s rig. Then a group of the cowboys got on the cannons, turning them, loading in a panic as Sid and Clem opened up with M60s. The ear-shattering boom of the cannons went off, one after the other, shattering three Gaz Tigrs which had tried to come in from the west side of the property. 
 
    Sam laughed. “The trees were too dense for them to get through there, and they couldn’t get turned around quick enough.” 
 
    “Damn straight, baby,” Clem shouted. “There’s two more behind them, but they’re going towards the driveway, see?” 
 
    “The cannon team sees them too,” Sid said, watching them load new cannon balls and ram them in. They fired, hitting both Tigrs, one of them rolling over, the other stopping, men trying to get out. Clem and Sid saw them and opened fire along with several of the cowboys. 
 
    “They had a whole lot more fighters than I expected,” Sam said, looking from one point to another, firing short blips with the mini gun and firing grenades. “Hope this is all.” 
 
    “They have to get past those two battle wagons in the driveway,” Clem said. “Look, the cannons are being moved again, in the other direction!” 
 
    “Dammit,” Sam shouted as a volley of machine gun fire killed several of the cannon crew. He spun the mini gun around and opened fire, hitting fleeing Islamists as more cowboys rushed up to take over at the cannons, loading and firing again, spewing fire and thick smoke. 
 
    “This stuff is burning my eyes,” Clem shouted, turning to smile at Sam. 
 
    “It’s slowing down,” Sid said. “Finally.” 
 
    The cavalry showed themselves again, riding from place to place, swords out, slashing enemy survivors as the gunfire ended. 
 
    Garrett was on the veranda now, looking around. Anna ran out and hugged him, and they went back into the house. 
 
    “I think it’s over,” Sam said, looking at his phone. “I don’t see anybody else coming. At least no Islamists.” 
 
    “That was a hell of a battle,” Sid said. “Look at all the bodies. My God.” 
 
    “Clean up on aisle nine,” Clem said.  
 
    “Somebody man the main sight while I go inside,” Sam said. “I want to make sure Erica and Mia are okay.” 
 
    “I’ll take the sight,” Sid said. “Getting pretty good with these things.” 
 
    “Better reload the mini gun,” Sam said as he left, stepping out of the coach. He rushed through the open door, covered with bullet holes. “Erica!” 
 
    “Down here,” he heard Erica shout back, muffled from the basement. He sprinted to the stairs, nodding to Anna and Garrett as they were embracing in the kitchen. 
 
    “Daddy!” Mia shouted, rushing from Erica’s arms to his.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ed sighed, leaning back in the passenger seat, pushing the main sight away. Ryan backed away from the side windows, pulling his M60 out of the gun slit and leaning it against the wall. 
 
    “Should we go out?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “Let’s reload the guns first,” Ed said, getting out of his seat. They got to the task, Ryan doing the mini gun, Ed the M19. 
 
    “We almost got overrun, didn’t we?” Ryan asked as he walked back into the salon. 
 
    Ed closed and latched the M19 compartment, then looked at him. “We did. This place has too many entrance points. We’ve either got to fortify it more or get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Ji-Ho is getting out of his coach,” Ryan said, looking out the window. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Might as well,” he said. “Take a weapon.” 
 
    “You think they’ll be back?” 
 
    “No, but I didn’t think they’d throw more at us than we can handle, either,” he said. 
 
    Ryan shrugged and grabbed one of the M-16s, handing it to Ed, then picking up one for himself. “I don’t want to haul an M60 around. Arm’s still bothering me.” 
 
    “This will be okay,” Ed said. They left the coach and walked over to Ji-Ho, who was about to climb the veranda steps with Sarah. He turned towards them. 
 
    “We lucky,” Ji-Ho said, lines in his face making him look tired and old. 
 
    “I believe the same,” Ed said. “We need to discuss our options.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “I’m gonna go find Yvonne,” Sarah said, moving quickly up the stairs. 
 
    “Sarah,” Ji-Ho said. She stopped and looked back at him. “You were good.” 
 
    She smiled. “Yeah, I was, wasn’t I? You weren’t half bad yourself.” 
 
    Ji-Ho chuckled. “Yes, for old guy.” 
 
    “Sam out of his coach?” Ed asked, looking at it parked next to the veranda steps. The door opened, Sid poking his head out.  
 
    “Okay to come out now, I take it.” He came down the steps. 
 
    “I’ll stick around and man the guns, just in case,” Clem said from inside. 
 
    “Okay,” Sid said. “I’m gonna find Yvonne.” 
 
    The men walked up the steps, just as Sam was coming out the front door. 
 
    “Oh, good, there you are,” Ed said. “We need to chat.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Sam said. “That was bad. We barely won.” 
 
    “Yes, we barely win, but we do win,” Ji-Ho said. “Don’t get discouraged, but we must learn and adjust.” 
 
    Garrett came out of the kitchen with Anna. “Gentlemen, you all made it unharmed.” His expression was grim. 
 
    “Lost a fair number of your men,” Ed said. 
 
    “I know,” Garrett said. “We need to change our strategy. We can’t afford another day like today.” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Sam said. “Living room?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said. They walked into the large room to the left of the door and found seats on the couches. 
 
    “How many warriors did we lose?” Ryan asked, “and where’s Tyler?” 
 
    “I’m here,” Tyler said as he approached from the door. “I was in the coach with Seth and Kaitlyn.” 
 
    “They still in there?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tyler said. “Angel and Megan are still in theirs, and Trevor and Kaylee too.” 
 
    “Good,” Sam said. “They know to stay and keep watch for a while?” 
 
    “Yes, we talked before I left,” Tyler said. “That was a clusterfu... ” 
 
    “Stop!” Erica interrupted as she brought Mia over. 
 
    “Sorry,” Tyler said. 
 
    “What we’re gonna discuss might scare Mia,” Anna said. 
 
    “No!” Mia said quickly. “I want to stay with daddy.” 
 
    “We can handle it in a good way, if everybody’s careful,” Erica said. “If it gets bad, I’ll take her elsewhere.” 
 
    “Okay, back to it,” Ryan said. “Do we know how many warriors we lost?” 
 
    “Your people?” Garrett asked. 
 
    Ryan shook his head no. “All groups. I consider all of us warriors.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” Sam said. 
 
    Garrett pulled out his phone and sent a text. “I just asked my men to start working that. They’ve got to pick up the battlefield anyway.” 
 
    “Are we sure that Dodge City is okay?” Ed asked. 
 
    Garrett hit send on the text and then looked up at him. “It’s easier to defend, and I’ve got mounted patrols going 24/7. They’re okay so far. I’ve been in contact almost constantly. Even considered bringing some more cavalry over here. Would’ve if the tide didn’t turn.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s cut to the chase,” Sam said. “The way I see it, we have three choices. Fortify this place and stay here, move everybody to Dodge City, or leave the area and fight from the road.” 
 
    “We have too many young and old to fight from the road,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Our people did that for centuries,” Ed said, “but war was different then.” 
 
    Garrett nodded. “Frankly, there’s too many young and old at Dodge City to do that, and supply lines to feed everybody would be a problem. We have livestock and even some farming at Dodge City.” 
 
    “Sounds like fighting from the road can be eliminated,” Ryan said. Several others nodded in agreement, but Sam held up his hands. 
 
    “Nothing gets eliminated yet,” he said. “I had a similar choice when we were still in the RV park. Had I chosen to stay and fortify, we’d be dead now.” 
 
    “That was smaller and harder to defend,” Sid said. 
 
    “That’s true,” Sam said. “How did the enemy force get into Dodge City last night?” 
 
    “Four-wheel drive vehicles and on foot,” Garrett said, “best that we could tell, anyway. They did it slowly. Probably were hanging out there when we were at the winery.” 
 
    “That was diversion only,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “Yes, I tend to agree with that,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Why?” Sam asked. 
 
    “We only found thirty dead UN Peacekeepers,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Think some might have escaped after they were losing the battle?” Sid asked. 
 
    “No,” Garrett said. “They would’ve left tracks. We’ve been all over it today. We got them all.” 
 
    “So, the plan was always to hit us here?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “As a first step, yes,” Tyler said. “They’ve scoped out both. I’m sure they thought this was a target they could take out.” 
 
    “Yes, weakening us in the process,” Erica said. “Then they would’ve hit us in Dodge City again with larger numbers.” 
 
    “They still might,” Sam said. “We don’t know how many UN Peacekeepers there are around here.” 
 
    “We don’t know that, but we know something else,” Ed said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sam asked. 
 
    “We know that we’re a huge priority for them.” 
 
    “Revenge?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “No,” Ji-Ho said. “They need supply routes back. I-8, mostly. We can stop that, and they know. Not personal.” 
 
    “Oh, there may be some personal,” Sam said. “I know Saladin and I’ve read a lot about Daan Mertins. We’re on their last nerve. Trust me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right about that,” Sid said. 
 
    “Me too,” Ed said. “Is there a way to fortify this location?” 
 
    “No,” Tyler said. 
 
    “Why not?” Sid asked. 
 
    “It’s not miles away from the highway like Dodge City,” Tyler said. “It’s a couple hundred yards. They could line up mortars on Highway 94 and destroy this place before we could stop them.” 
 
    “What about the battle wagons?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “If they fire mortars from road, we can stop,” Ji-Ho said. “If they go out into desert floor a few hundred yards, they can still hit, and we can’t follow with these massive rigs.” 
 
    “The grenade launchers and the mini guns have some range,” Ryan said. 
 
    “We’ll run out of ammo,” Sam said. “Before we can get re-stocked. Hell, there’s only two belts of mini gun ammo left in my rig, and I didn’t use it as much as some of the others.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like our choice is obvious,” Garrett said. 
 
    Everybody sat silently for a few moments. Erica was watching Sam, his brow furrowed, hand rubbing his chin. “Spit it out, honey.” 
 
    He looked up at her and sighed, pausing to caress Mia’s hair for a moment. “All its gonna take is some artillery or a few tanks and we’ll be at a large disadvantage.” 
 
    “That’s why you don’t want to give up being on the road as an option?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said, “and I didn’t mean that we stay on the road—what I meant is that we move around from one place to another instead of settling down and digging in. I’ll go with what the group decides, but I think we should be ready to skedaddle in a hurry regardless of where our base is or how well we think it’s fortified.” 
 
    “Are there back ways out of Dodge City?” Ed asked. “Realistic routes that we could all escape on?” 
 
    Garrett thought about it for a moment. “Yes, there are, in several directions, but they all lead into many miles of wilderness. Tough wilderness, with no water for long stretches.” 
 
    “So maybe we use what we’ve learned over the centuries,” Tyler said. “Prepare ahead of time. Stash water, food, and ammo at various points along escape routes.” 
 
    “Clem can do a lot with sensors and cameras, too,” Sid said. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s right about that,” Sam said. “We’ve got quite a few claymore mines left over from previous battles. They could help us on the roads into Dodge City.” 
 
    Garrett laughed. “Well, if you want to make booby traps, we’ve got a lot of dynamite too, and we can manufacture a lot more. We could make that place a terror to enter, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “As long as we don’t blow ourselves up in the process of protecting ourselves,” Sid said. 
 
    “Is there anyone who thinks we should stay here and fortify?” Erica asked. 
 
    Nobody raised their hands. 
 
    “Are we really ready to make the decision so fast?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It’s going to be dark in a few hours,” Erica said. “Do we want to spend the night here?” 
 
    “She have point,” Ji-Ho said. “The longer we sit around and chat, the more time enemy has to take advantage.” 
 
    “Could we even get everybody over there tonight?” Erica asked. “Do we have enough vehicles?” 
 
    “It’ll take more than one trip,” Ed said. “Maybe as many as three, and that’s with loading the battle wagons to the gills.” 
 
    “Remember we’re down one of those, too,” Sid said. “Lost one at the winery, remember?” 
 
    Garrett smiled. “No, we towed it to Dodge City. We’ll have a new transaxle in a couple of days. The rest of it is fine.” 
 
    “Nice,” Sid said, smiling. 
 
    “We also get resupply, just so you know,” Ji-Ho said. “I already send request to Ivan.” 
 
    “He’s got more stuff?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said. “Including new toys used up north. See.” He held up his phone, showing a picture of an off-roader with a turret on top. 
 
    Sam burst out laughing. “That’s a grenade launcher, same model as we’re using on the battle wagons.” 
 
    “Yes, but look at gimbal and sight mechanism.” 
 
    “Where does he get this stuff?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Team in Texas developed off-roaders,” Ji-Ho said. “Your old friend gave him the idea for the battle wagons.” 
 
    “My old friend?” 
 
    “George Franklin,” Ji-Ho said. “Remember Earl Wilson’s family?” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “I’m almost afraid to hear about this.” 
 
    “Careful, Mia’s right here,” Erica said. 
 
    “Not graphic tale,” Ji-Ho said. “Wilson family developed vehicle, teamed briefly with George and Malcom, take out Sailor Boy with help of prototype.” 
 
    “Who’s Earl Wilson?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Long story for later,” Sam said. “We’ve got too much to do.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s start working logistics on the move,” Garrett said.  
 
    “What about the bodies?” Anna whispered to him. 
 
    “Our fallen go with us,” Garrett said. “The rest can rot here, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “Lots of them have chips,” Sid said. “That’ll be a draw. Maybe we ought to booby trap the joint on the way out.” 
 
    Garrett chuckled, then pulled out his phone and sent a text. 
 
    “What’d you do?” Sid asked. 
 
    “We’ll have about a hundred pounds of TNT here by nightfall.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {11} 
 
    Travel Night 
 
   T ex drove the battle wagon, following Jules, the rest of the rigs behind him. Karen was in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Jules is getting off here,” Karen said.  
 
    “Yeah, North Shingle Road,” Tex said. “We’ll have to go over the freeway to get on it.” 
 
    “Wonder how safe this place is gonna be?” Karen asked. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Tex said.  “Ivan and Jules say it’s safe. They’re usually right.” 
 
    “Except at the communications installation that we hit,” Karen said. 
 
    “What happened there?” asked Samantha, walking to the front of the coach. 
 
    “Hold on, little lady,” Tex said, “making a turn and it’s sharp.” He took the off ramp, following the curves and getting onto the bridge over Highway 50. Samantha held onto the backs of the two seats. 
 
    “There’s your road, honey,” Karen said, pointing. 
 
    “Right turn,” Tex said. “Hold on again. Then it should be better for a while.” 
 
    Samantha nodded, her blonde hair swaying as she braced herself. Tex made the turn and slowly sped up on North Shingle. 
 
    “There we go,” Karen said. “This goes up into the hills, huh?” 
 
    “Looks that way,” Tex said. 
 
    “What were you talking about again?” Samantha asked. “The communications system?” 
 
    “That was an earlier mission,” Karen said. “We went into a remote area to take out an enemy communications center.” 
 
    “It went badly?” 
 
    “We lost a couple people there due to some tanks we didn’t know about,” Tex said. “It was a tough day.” 
 
    “Oh,” Samantha said. “You mostly survived, though, from the look of it.” 
 
    “Yeah, we were able to knock out the tanks with TOW missiles,” Tex said. “We were lucky.” 
 
    “Ivan didn’t know the tanks were there, did he?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Tex said, “but I wouldn’t be too hard on him for that. The tanks had been placed there a couple months before we knew about the target, and they were well hidden. We didn’t have good enough assets on the ground to find them.” 
 
    “What about this place we’re going to?” Samantha asked. “Should we be worried?” 
 
    “We’re at war, so we always have to be worried,” Tex said, “but this is a different situation entirely.” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    Karen looked back at Samantha. “We’re going to a rebel base, not an enemy base, for one thing.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Okay, but what if the enemy knows about this place?” 
 
    “We’ll fight them,” Tex said. “We hurt them badly over the last twenty-four hours, though. They don’t have the resources to find us easily, without a real lucky break.” 
 
    “These rigs and all those armed off-roaders are gonna be seen. It’s almost light.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we’d have to be seen by people who are siding with the UN and the Islamists, and there aren’t many of those.” 
 
    “Wait till our TV show gets on air,” Karen said. “Ivan’s getting ready to put it out there.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why Ivan went to a different spot,” Tex said. “We’ve got these creeps on the run.” 
 
    Karen picked up her phone and checked the internet. “Wow, stories about the last battle have gone viral.” 
 
    “Really?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Ivan’s got a pretty big following,” Karen said. 
 
    Tex watched the sparse terrain ahead of the coach. “Gets remote on this road pretty fast.” 
 
    “Lots of roads going off on either side, though,” Karen said. “I’ll bet there’s lots of rich people living around here. Lots of compounds.” 
 
    “That’s where we’re going, I suspect,” Tex said. 
 
    “You haven’t been told exactly where yet?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Loose lips sink ships,” Tex said. “If somebody breaks down or gets captured, we don’t want them to know our next destination.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Samantha said.  
 
    Tex and Karen’s phones dinged. 
 
    “What’s that?” Samantha asked. “Text messages?” 
 
    “Probably a broadcast, little lady. Next turn, or even destination.” 
 
    Karen read the message. “From Shelly. Shingle Springs road turns into Green Valley at a curve to the right. Keep on it. Then there’s a slight curve to the left, and Green Valley makes a sharp right turn. Don’t take that right turn. Keep going straight. The road turns into Lotus Road. We’ll take Lotus to Lisa Lane, which is to the right.” 
 
    “That’s the destination?” Tex asked. 
 
    “Sounds like it,” she said, bringing up her map app. “Hmmm. Large compound in front of a massive rock quarry.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Tex said. “I don’t think we’ll be there long. Sounds like Ivan wants to hit Folsom while the iron is hot.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Karen said. 
 
    “When do I find out if I can join up?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Soon, I suspect,” Tex said. 
 
    “Did all the women who were rescued from the Torrance location join?” 
 
    Karen looked back at her. “No, but most did. I was surprised.” 
 
    “How many didn’t?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Shoot, I’ll have to think about that a little,” Karen said. “Seems like eons ago.” 
 
    “We got the under-age girls back to their relatives,” Tex said. 
 
    “There were under-age girls at your detention center?” Samantha asked, shooting a shocked look at Karen. 
 
    “These people are pigs,” Karen said, “but you already knew that. There weren’t under-aged captives where you were?” 
 
    “They just grabbed me about two weeks ago. I was with a group of six women that got nabbed from a shopping center.” 
 
    “You were shopping there?” Tex asked. 
 
    “No, I was a clerk in the anchor department store. They lined us all up. Took the pretty women. Left the rest. Killed the men working there.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they didn’t kill the women they left behind too,” Tex said. 
 
    “The men were killed because they tried to protect us,” Samantha said as she fought back tears. “One of them was my boyfriend.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Karen said softly. 
 
    “You went through worse,” she said. “They killed your parents in front of you.” 
 
    “We’ve all been through bad stuff,” Karen said. “Focus on survival and victory. That’s what keeps me going. That and this big lug in the driver’s seat.” 
 
    “You’ve been together for a while?” 
 
    Karen chuckled. “I played hard to get. Didn’t last long.” 
 
    “Oh, it lasted a while,” Tex said. 
 
    “You were persistent,” Karen said. “You won me over.” 
 
    “Most of the women are paired up,” Samantha said. “That’s kinda weird.” 
 
    “Not really, when you think about it,” Karen said. 
 
    “The war?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s part of it,” Karen said. “I wouldn’t have spent enough time with Tex for him to win me over if we weren’t kinda forced together.” 
 
    Tex chuckled. “Don’t underestimate me. I would have been after you no matter the situation.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re probably right, I guess,” Karen said. “You are my type, but I didn’t recognize it at first. I thought you were nuts when I first met you.” 
 
    “I am a little nuts,” Tex said, shooting her a grin. 
 
    “Yeah, but in a good way,” Karen said. 
 
    “Wonder how many of these wartime romances will last after the war’s over?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Who knows,” Karen said. “I think Tex and I will be together forever, but people usually think that. So I’m hopeful, and very much in love with him.” 
 
    “Likewise, honey,” Tex said. 
 
    “Nobody’s broken up since you’ve been a team?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Tex said. “Two of the couples just recently got together.” 
 
    “Two? I thought it was only Ted and Haley. Everybody else has been together for a while.” 
 
    “Sparky and Dana,” Tex said. “Sparky resisted. Dana was clingy, and he wasn’t sure if she was really in love with him or not. They worked through that, about the same time that Ted and Haley got together.” 
 
    “I don’t look at it that way exactly,” Karen said, “after talking to Dana a lot. She’s got problems, though.” 
 
    “Problems?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “PTSD,” Karen said, “night terrors.” 
 
    “Oh. Surprised all of you don’t have that.” 
 
    “How about you?” Karen asked Samantha. “Having problems?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” she said. “Remember that I just got out of captivity. My mind is still focused on survival; it keeps telling me I’ll be dragged back there any second.” 
 
    “I went through that for a while,” Karen said. “These are strong people, though. I had to get myself out of the victim mindset. It was hard, but I’m mostly past it now.” 
 
    “Mostly?” Tex asked. “You’re strong. I’ve been so proud of you.” 
 
    “I know, sweetie, but I’ll be sitting here and suddenly I’m being raped by those monsters again. It’s like flashbacks. I come out of them fast, and it’s less and less often. You’re helping a lot with that.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Tex said. “Here’s Green Valley Road.”  
 
    “How are the others that were with you?” Karen asked. 
 
    “Most are strong like me,” Samantha said. “A few had a really hard time, and I’m worried about them. The smallest of us has me worried the most. Her name is Kendall. She looks underage, but she’s not.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” 
 
    “She couldn’t control her body,” Samantha said. “She responded, even though she didn’t want to. The animals liked it so they used her more often, which made things even worse for her.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Karen said, tears coming fast. “Lily.” 
 
    “Lily?” 
 
    “Don’t torture yourself, sweetie,” Tex said. 
 
    “What about Lily?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Let’s just drop that one,” Tex said, shooting a worried glance at Karen. She made eye contact with him. 
 
    “It’s okay, Tex,” she said. “It’s better if I talk about it, frankly.” She turned to Samantha. “Lily responded like that, and got the same result from the captors. She shot herself as soon as she was alone with access to a gun.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Samantha said. “I’m so sorry. Was she a close friend?” 
 
    “No, not really,” Karen said. “None of us knew each other, except for Morgan and Katie. We’re all thick as thieves now, of course.” 
 
    “All of us knew each other,” Samantha said. “That made it even worse in some ways.” 
 
    “Here comes Lotus Road,” Tex said, looking relieved. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    “This conversation is bothering you, isn’t it?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “I have this huge problem with women being abused,” Tex said. “It makes my blood boil. I wish we were gonna kill some more of that trash tonight.” 
 
    Karen and Samantha shot each other a glance. 
 
    “You’re lucky to have him,” Samantha whispered. Karen looked her in the eye and shook her head yes. 
 
    “There’s our turn,” Tex said, watching Jules make the sharp right. “Hold on, little lady.” 
 
    Samantha grabbed the backs of the seats again as took it. 
 
    “Wow, this looks like a quarry, doesn’t it?” Karen asked. “Or a mine.” 
 
    “Is that a big wall over there?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Looks like an equipment compound,” Tex said. They slowed to a stop behind Jules’s rig as a massive gate slid to one side. “That wall is about fifteen feet tall.” 
 
    Jules drove forward slowly, Tex and the other coaches following, along with the first batch of off-roaders. 
 
    “Look, there’s spaces towards the back,” Karen said, watching Jules do a K-turn and back into the first one. “There’s a roof over them?” 
 
    Tex laughed. “Beautiful. We aren’t visible from the air.” He followed Jules’s lead and made the K-turn, backing into the space next to Jules. 
 
    “Want me to get out and guide you?” Karen asked. 
 
    “Nah, I got it. The rear camera will do the job for me.” 
 
    “There’s hookups,” Karen said. 
 
    “Why would this be here?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Probably to keep that earth-moving equipment out of the elements,” Tex said. “It’s all parked by the front wall now.” He shut down the engine and got out of the driver’s seat, stretching his legs and extending a hand to Karen, who took it. He pulled her into an embrace. “I’ve been waiting to do that.” 
 
    “We’re here?” asked one of the three women in the back. 
 
    “Yes, Traci, we’re here,” Samantha said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We almost ready to go?” Garrett asked as he stepped through the front door of the house. 
 
    “We’re ready for the first trip,” Sam said. “We’ll need one more, but probably only with half as many vehicles.” 
 
    “What was the final tally that we lost?” Tyler asked. 
 
    Garrett looked at him, trying to hold back tears. “Forty-three.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Erica said. 
 
    “On the good side, we killed more than three hundred of them,” Garrett said. 
 
    “You still thinking about booby trapping this place?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but not till we’re all safe and sound at Dodge City,” Garrett said. “I’ve got some guys working on the plan. It’ll probably happen at about 2:00 AM tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s saddle up,” Sam said in a loud voice. 
 
    “I’m sending a broadcast text,” Erica said. 
 
    Everybody rushed to their vehicles, which had been parked in a line on the way out the front gate, two of the battle wagons still outside of the gate to guard against attacks. 
 
    “You riding with us, Garrett?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yeah, with Anna, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’d love it,” Erica said. 
 
    “It’s not a long trip, at least,” Sam said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They left the house, walking across the veranda and getting into Sam’s rig, which was still parked right in front. They loaded up – Sam, Mia, and Erica, Garrett and Anna, and six more tribe’s people. Sam fired up the engine and pulled away from the house, getting in line behind the other vehicles, more queueing up behind them. The caravan started moving. 
 
    “Here, you ride shotgun,” Erica said, looking at Garrett. “I’ll sit with Anna and the others.” 
 
    Garrett tipped his hat and got into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Sorry you lost so many folks,” Sam said, glancing at him as they moved towards Highway 94. 
 
    “The tribe lost five,” Garrett said. “From a percentage standpoint, that’s worse than what we suffered.” 
 
    “We need to recruit more people.” 
 
    “Yep, been thinking about that,” Garrett said. “There’s a lot of people still living out in the boonies here. Maybe we can bring them in.” 
 
    “We don’t even have to make space for them to live with us,” Sam said. “We just have to get them to show up at battles. That’s what the social media team has been doing in Texas. Ji-Ho told me about it earlier.” 
 
    “That’s what it’s gonna take,” Garrett said. “You believe what Ji-Ho was saying about the ratio of UN to Islamists heading more in favor of the Islamists?” 
 
    Sam thought silently for a moment. “I believe that’s what they were considering, but I think the damage we’ve inflicted, both here and up north, might either slow that down or stop it. I believe we do have them on the run. That’s why it’s so vital to shut down their remaining routes north from the Mexican border. If they can replenish men and equipment like they were doing before, we’ll have a hard time.” 
 
    “We’ll still win,” Garrett said. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “There are over forty million people in this state,” Garrett said. “Most of those people are on our side.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    Garrett smiled. “I was listening to some of the younger guys while we were cleaning the scene. Social media is ablaze with talk of chasing the UN out of the state, and nobody wanted the Islamists here in the first place. The tide will turn, my friend, but we need to limit the game by blocking the enemy down here.” 
 
    “You sure most are on our side? I mean, look at the idiots that have held elective office here since the late 1970s.” 
 
    “Exposing the globalists bringing in Islamists to bully the population has taken a lot of that support away,” Garrett said. “Add to that the video that Ivan did, with all of the women testifying about their experiences in the rape operations. Trust me, most people think that’s bad, regardless of if they’re on the right or on the left.” 
 
    They got to the Highway and sped up. “Checked the apps lately?” Sam asked. 
 
    Garrett lifted his cell phone up to his face. “I’ll do it now.” 
 
    They rode along silently for a few minutes, the road on either side becoming denser with structures as they neared Dulzura. 
 
    “Nobody close by,” Garrett said. “Still bad in Julian. Wonder where the slugs that hit us came from?” 
 
    “Probably Julian,” Sam said. “Wish we had some historical data we could look at.” 
 
    “Historical data?” 
 
    “Yeah, like enemy troop counts by area and by date,” Sam said. 
 
    “Oh,” Garrett said. “That would be a good thing. Maybe we ought to put some of the kids on it. Didn’t Seth have some experience with that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, come to think of it. I’ll talk to him when we get to Dodge City. After that last batch gets there, of course.” 
 
    “That will be faster than you think,” Garrett said. “Just got a text. One of my guys had a good idea. Rent trucks, and take them down there. We cleaned out the two rental places we have nearby. We ought to be seeing trucks go by any minute.” 
 
    “What about escorts?” 
 
    “We’re still using the 75 vehicles we have,” Garrett said. “They’ll drop off their load of souls and high-tail it back there. Look! There’s some of the rental trucks.” 
 
    Several large bobtail trucks raced by, honking their horns. Many of the caravan honked back at them. 
 
    “How about the cavalry? When will they make it back?” 
 
    “They should be getting close as we speak,” Garrett said. “I let them go a little earlier.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    “Here’s the town,” Garrett said. “Still deadsville.” 
 
    “At least it didn’t get overrun like Julian and Descanso.” 
 
    “Don’t say that too loud,” Sam whispered. “Mia gets scared when Descanso is even mentioned.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Garrett said. “I’ll keep that in mind. She’s a nice little girl.” 
 
    “She is,” Sam said. 
 
    “You guys want a soft drink or anything?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Not here,” Sam said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “We’ll be on the dirt road into Dodge City in less than ten minutes,” Garrett said. “It’ll get a little bouncy to drink soda.” 
 
    “Oh, didn’t think about that,” Erica said. “I’ll hold off.” 
 
    Garrett watched her walk back into the salon, then turned to Sam. “You two are gonna get hitched pretty soon, right?” 
 
    “I’m pushing for it,” Sam said. “Mia is helping my argument.” 
 
    “Erica doesn’t want that?” 
 
    “She does now, I think,” Sam said. “How about you?” 
 
    Garrett chuckled. “I’m pretty fond of Anna. Doubt I’ll be able to talk her into it, though. At least not near term. It’s too early in our relationship.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Yeah, I’ve known Erica a couple days longer than you’ve known Anna.” 
 
    Both men cracked up. 
 
    “What a crazy world we’re living in,” Garrett said. He lifted his phone back up and checked the apps. 
 
    “You see something?” Sam asked, watching Garrett’s expression change. 
 
    “Some hits coming south from Julian,” Garrett said. 
 
    “A lot of hits?” 
 
    “Thirty or so,” Garrett said. “Well spaced out. On Highway 79.” 
 
    “We’ll have to watch them,” Sam said. “Dammit. Hope we get time to prepare before we’re in the thick of it again.” 
 
    “They’re a long way away.” 
 
    “I know, Garrett, but we can’t see the UN guys.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {12} 
 
    Treasure 
 
   J ules and Shelly came out of their rig, helping their passengers. Then they joined the others, who were milling around in front of the row of six battle wagons. The armed off-roaders and Jeeps were still coming in, parking where they could find spaces. 
 
    “Is this a short-term base or a long-term base?” Sparky asked, coming out of the rig with Dana. 
 
    “Depend on what you mean by short term and long term,” Jules said. 
 
    “Anything more than a few days is long term now,” Dana said. 
 
    “Where’s everybody going to sleep?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “See building over to far right?” Jules asked. “Ivan bring in cots, food, other stuff.” 
 
    “Looks like the flow of off-roaders is about done,” Sparky said. 
 
    “There a few placed outside facility to keep watch,” Jules said. “Just in case. Early warning.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they don’t know where we are,” Shelly said under her breath. 
 
    “Video viral on internet,” Jules said. 
 
    “The attack?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. “Heard from Ivan. People begin to self-organize. He thinks game changes now.” 
 
    “Well, I hope he’s right,” Sparky said. “When’s the next attack?” 
 
    “We have meeting later tonight,” Jules said. “Soon.” 
 
    “Are we coming back here afterwards?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “If possible, yes,” Jules said. “Depend on outcome and what citizens do. Alternate site available, as good as this.” 
 
    “What are we expecting from the citizens?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Ben Dover started social media blitz after battle footage hit internet. Ivan say response greater than expected. Much greater.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we should get the sleeping area ready,” Dana said. “The hostages have got to be tired. They could use showers, too. Are there facilities for that here?” 
 
    “Should be,” Jules said. He looked at Shelly. “Should we go help?” 
 
    “No,” Shelly said. “I want to talk to you about something. In the coach, okay?” 
 
    “No problem,” Sparky said. “I’ll go with Dana. We can get things set up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jules said. He watched Sparky and Dana walk away hand in hand, then followed Shelly into their coach. 
 
    “Shut the door, sweetie, and lock it.” 
 
    “Lock?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said from the back. 
 
    “Okay,” Jules said. “Where you go?” 
 
    “Back here.” He walked back there, pausing to take off his shoes, his feet hot and tired from the action and the drive. He froze when he got into the bedroom. Shelly was sitting on the bed naked, watching him with serious eyes. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “You need?” 
 
    “I’m scared,” she said. “Get your clothes off.” 
 
    He nodded, not sure if he should be happy or worried, his heart beating hard in his chest. 
 
    “Good, it’s not just me,” she said, looking at his lack of arousal.  
 
    “You worry me,” he said, “but desire still strong, believe me. You?” 
 
    “Telling my story,” she said, starting to cry. “I didn’t think it would get to me. Listening to the others was even harder. We don’t discuss it together. That was the first time most of us spoke about it since you saved us.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t. Let’s just cuddle for a while. Rest and comfort each other.” 
 
    “No, I want you to take me hard. Make me feel it. Break through this. I can’t let it sit. It’ll become a thing.” 
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “Yes. I need to feel that I’m yours, and that you cherish me above everything.” She stood, taking him into her arms. The feeling was enough to get Jules excited. 
 
    “Finally,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    “I feel it,” she said, backing away to look at him. “I meant it. Hard. Take your woman.” 
 
    He picked her up and set her on the bed, taking his time with her as she writhed below him. 
 
    “Now,” she said. “C’mon.” 
 
    “No, I take the way I want, woman,” he said, keeping up the slow, tantalizing foreplay with her. By the time they joined she was fever hot, screaming with passion as he let himself go, moving her from one position to another, but not getting enough of her. Eye contact was what he craved, so he rolled on top of her, his face inches from hers as he moved, watching her eyes as she gave in totally, as passionate as he’d ever seen her. 
 
    “Jules,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” he panted. 
 
    “This is a bad time.” 
 
    “What mean?” he asked, still on the ragged edge of self-control, slowing slightly. 
 
    “Baby,” she whispered. 
 
    “Oh, then I be careful,” he said, speeding up again. 
 
    “Jules?” 
 
    He looked at her, almost at his peak, feeling the control leaving him. 
 
    “Be careful,” she whispered, looking at him, her eyes a mixture of fear and… naughtiness, which drove him over the top. He tried to pull away, but her legs locked him against her, keeping him there as the passion consumed both of them. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Jules whispered, looking at her, worry in his eyes. She pushed him up so she could look at his whole face.  
 
    “You probably just got me pregnant,” she said, half a smile on her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    “It’s what I wanted.”  
 
    “We talk about, you said no,” Jules said, searching her eyes. 
 
    “You’re my man, and I needed what I needed,” she said. “I didn’t want to discuss it. Now get off me and grab one of those pillows.” 
 
    He looked at her for a moment, eyes questioning, then got up. She grabbed her legs, pulling them up against her torso, elevating her lower body. 
 
    “What you do?” he asked as he got a pillow out from under the bedspread. 
 
    “Put it under my butt,” she said. “I want to help things along.” 
 
    Jules smiled, doing as she requested, then lying on the bed next to her. “This not expected.” 
 
    “War and terror aren’t the important things in life,” she said, turning her head towards him. “This is. I’ll never leave you. I want at least three children. You gonna be able to handle that?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I wanted to start later, but if you need now, you need.” He looked at her, and a mischievous grin came over his face. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Why only three?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sam was sitting on the coach in his battle wagon. Erica walked out from the back. 
 
    “She asleep?” 
 
    Erica nodded yes. “I think she feels safer here.” 
 
    “How could she know?” 
 
    Erica sat next to him. “She’s very sensitive. She probably picks up on our feelings.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sam said. “That makes sense. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m having a hard time coming down from that last battle,” she said, leaning against him. “When I saw those UN Peacekeepers all over the clearing in front of the house, I just about went crazy.” 
 
    “You did,” Sam said, putting his arm on her shoulders and pulling her closer. “I had the same thing going on inside.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “If anything happened to Mia I’d never recover.” 
 
    “Yes, you would,” Sam said. “Look what she went through before we got her. Americans have been lucky. There hasn’t been a situation like this since the Civil War. I used to wonder how the citizens would be if we were thrust into a wartime situation, like the Europeans were during the world wars. Our people are strong, with a tradition of liberty that’s ingrained. This is horrible to live through, but we’ll win.” 
 
    “That wasn’t your attitude a few days ago,” Erica said. “What changed your mind? Can’t be the last battle. We almost lost that.” 
 
    “Garrett and I had a talk while I was driving. It was when you and Anna were talking with the others in back.” 
 
    “What’d he say?” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “He reminded me that we have over forty million people in this state, and most of them are on our side. Our people will never be subjugated, but there will be awful battles ahead.” 
 
    “Oh,” Erica said. “I get it. That’s big-picture, though. We’re in the thick of things, being hunted because of the damage we’ve done. The people might never lose the state, but we might not live to see the victory.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Sam said, “but we’re pretty fast on our feet, and we’ve got good leadership. Our people are brave, and we stick together. Most of us will probably survive this.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Erica said. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. 
 
    “I got it,” Sam said, getting up. Garrett and Ed were standing outside with Tyler, Seth, and Angel. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Sam said, standing aside. 
 
    “Why don’t you guys go talk elsewhere,” Erica said. “Mia needs a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “Then you can’t listen,” Sam said 
 
    “No problem, you’ll tell me all about it later. Go. Plan well. I’ll keep guard over our little girl.” 
 
    Sam nodded, coming over to kiss her forehead, then grabbing his gun and coming out. He closed the door quietly. “Well, where too?” 
 
    “Saloon,” Garrett said. “Ryan and Sid are gonna show up, and a few others.” 
 
    “The saloon it is,” Sam said. “They got any whiskey left?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Garrett said. “We’ve actually been making our own. Never mentioned that. It’s not exactly legal.” 
 
    “We aren’t drinking much, though, right?” Sid asked. 
 
    “Oh, a slug or two won’t hurt,” Garrett said. “There’s still some of that old stuff left.” 
 
    The men walked towards the western street, getting onto the wood sidewalk. 
 
    “This is something,” Tyler said as he looked around. 
 
    “Oh, it’s silliness, but we like it,” Garrett said. “We’ve been trying to immerse ourselves in more romantic times.” 
 
    Ed chuckled. “We’re in romantic times now.” 
 
    “Historic times too,” Seth said. 
 
    Ji-Ho saw them coming. He was leaning against the front of the Saloon, smiling at them. Ryan was next to him, and Trevor. Clem walked over after a minute. 
 
    “Where are all the women?” Sam asked. “Is this boy’s night out?” 
 
    “They’re getting the grand tour of the place from Garrett’s sister,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Good,” Garrett said. “Knowing Susanne, they’ll all get jobs.” 
 
    “That should go for us men-folk as well,” Ed said. 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said. “We all do part.” 
 
    “Some of those women are scary good warriors,” Seth said. “Mine, for example, and Erica too.” 
 
    “Megan’s probably better than I am,” Angel said, “at least at some things.” 
 
    They filed into the saloon, the swinging doors flapping as they walked in. Crusty old Willard saw them and grinned ear to ear. He looked down at the floor behind the bar and spit, the wet plug of tobacco hitting the spittoon there with a splat. 
 
    “Howdy,” he said, smoothing his beard. “What can I do you for?” 
 
    “We still got some of the good stuff?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Willard said. “Okay if I join you?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Garrett said. The men picked a large round table, pulling out chairs and sitting. Willard brought over glasses and a couple bottles of whiskey, so old that the labels were disintegrating.  
 
    “You were waiting for us,” Sam said to Ji-Ho. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, smiling as he watched Willard pour whiskey into his glass. He tossed it back, looking around the western saloon with its 19th century artwork, the ornate shelving behind the bar, and the spittoons every few feet. “This great. Need cowboy hat.” 
 
    Garrett laughed. “That can be arranged.” 
 
    “You heard from Ivan,” Ed said. 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said, sliding his empty glass towards Willard. “Hit me again, partner.” 
 
    Willard and Garrett burst out laughing, the others looking on with smiles. Ji-Ho grinned as Willard poured, and knocked back the drink. 
 
    “Video of attack at big UN base go viral,” Ji-Ho said. “Ivan hit with recruitment effort at same time, using technique from Texas group. Street battle in San Francisco and Oakland on now. Authorities losing. More damaging video coming soon.” 
 
    “Which authorities?” Sid asked. “The police?” 
 
    Seth chuckled. “No, the police are on our side.” 
 
    “You know?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “I’ve been on social media for the past few hours. Finally had to plug in my tablet. Ran it out of juice.” 
 
    “You didn’t say right off?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “Figured I’d let you talk,” Seth said. “I’m seeing something the whole damn population has access to. You, on the other hand, have a direct line into command central.” 
 
    “Is Ivan still with Jules, Sparky, and Ted?” Sam asked. 
 
    “They split up so Ivan can do new TV broadcast,” Ji-Ho said. “Next mission coming soon, will put California elected officials back in power.” 
 
    “For better or for worse,” Clem said. 
 
    “Maybe some learn lesson,” Ji-Ho said. “Biggest liberal in state of Texas now best friends with Governor Nelson, who’s far to conservative side. We bury the hatchet and fight together.” 
 
    Sam snickered. “Yep, and when the fight is over, we’ll go right back to arguing each other.” 
 
    “But with memory of this,” Ji-Ho said. “Wrong on both sides. Wrong to place foreigners above home country. Done by both sides. Chamber of commerce want cheap labor. Left want future voters.” 
 
    “We’re gonna have war in Europe again,” Trevor said. “I’m going to sit it out.” 
 
    “The kid’s probably right about that,” Sam said. “Ivan’s been sowing the seeds of revolution via social media to his counterparts.” 
 
    “Counterparts?” Angel asked. 
 
    “Resistance,” Ji-Ho said. “Against globalists.” 
 
    “The EU has got problems on a scale that we aren’t even near,” Sam said. “Most of those countries have more foreigners than natives now.” 
 
    “From what I’ve been reading, their radical Islam problem has gotten better,” Seth said. 
 
    “It has?” Sid asked. 
 
    Ji-Ho chuckled. “You know why. They send many Islamist fighters here, and more than half come from Europe, not Middle East.” 
 
    “They thought Europeans and Americans are a lot alike,” Garrett said, leaning back in his chair with a grin. “I doubt many of them think that now.” 
 
    “Where are they actually winning, anyway?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “New England and the Mid-Atlantic, according to the message boards,” Seth said. “There’s still martial law there that’s being enforced. There’s some rebellion, but nothing on the scale we’re seeing here.” 
 
    “I expected martial law to be more successful here,” Garrett said. “The citizens of California have been surprising, and in a good way.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Sam said. 
 
    “What are we doing next?” Angel asked. “Are we gonna focus on fortification of this place, or are we gonna stage another attack?” 
 
    “Both,” Ji-Ho said, “but details still need to be worked out on next attack. There’s been movement.” 
 
    “I was just going to bring that up,” Garrett said. “I’m still seeing a flow of Islamists coming down from Julian.” 
 
    “Does it look like they’re coming here yet?” Angel asked. 
 
    “They haven’t gone south of Descanso yet,” Garrett said. “Some of them seem to be disappearing. Maybe they’ve built some underground facilities.” 
 
    “Or maybe they’re using something natural,” Sam said, “caves, like Saladin’s main forces are doing in Capitol Reef.” 
 
    “That may be diversion,” Ji-Ho said. “General Hogan working.” 
 
    Trevor’s face changed, and he brought his phone to his face, looking at the screen. 
 
    “What, man?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Maybe they figured out that we can see them,” Trevor said. “Actually, how could they not know? Think about it.” 
 
    “What made you bring up?” Ji-Ho asked, “and why you study apps?” 
 
    “I’m not studying the apps, I’m looking at the web, to see if there are any good-sized caves or mines around Descanso or Julian.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’re taking the chips out, do you?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Dammit,” Sam said under his breath. 
 
    “Wait,” Sid said. “Think they could figure out a way to shield themselves?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Say they could line their vans with something that would stop the signal of the RFID chips.” 
 
    “That good question,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “This reminds me of something we were talking about earlier,” Sam said. “Seth, think you could develop some metrics based on the RFID hits over time?” 
 
    “Yeah, we were talking about that when we were driving here,” Garrett said. 
 
    Seth thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, I could do that, but it would only show us data going forward. It’ll take a while for it to do us much good.” 
 
    “I like,” Ji-Ho said. “If they shield and move, we catch them with historic data. We see chips disappear and re-appear.” 
 
    “I’ll start working it tonight,” Seth said. 
 
    “You’ve had a long day,” Sam said. “Maybe you ought to start in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ve got ideas,” Seth said. “I won’t be able to sleep until I work them. You guys need me for anything? If not, I’m going back to my rig to get on the laptop.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Ji-Ho said. “Figure out. Very important.” 
 
    “Yeah, dude, I’ll fill you in on what happened here,” Angel said. 
 
    Seth got up, nodded to the group, and left. 
 
    “Those apps are gonna go wide pretty soon no matter what, right?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yes, will,” Ji-Ho said. “Soon.” 
 
    “Soon like tomorrow?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Soon like this month,” Ji-Ho said. 
 
    “Geez,” Ryan said. “This isn’t great. We already know the UN is out there with no tracking devices, and now the Islamists might be able to hide themselves too? Didn’t we just say we were winning?” 
 
    “Yes, we still winning,” Ji-Ho said. “Enemy lost war for hearts and minds. No way to recover.” 
 
    “You don’t think we’re out of the woods yet, though, do you?” Sam asked, eyeing him. 
 
    “Bad problems in Arizona, Utah, Colorado. Texas have massive cleanup job, nearly million fighters there. New England and Mid Atlantic not liberated. All hard. Citizens key to win battle, but other danger.” 
 
    “What other danger?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Government at all levels infested. Elected and un-elected enemy actors. Chip app release with names get many. Others who not on insider level survive, make trouble. Deep State. Very bad.” 
 
    “I thought they were already targeting people using the name capability,” Sam said. 
 
    “Still be battle,” Ji-Ho said. “Hide, destroy documents, make up stories, kill witnesses. Turmoil on level never seen. Bumpy ride.” 
 
    “You guys aren’t getting hammered, are you?” Susanne asked in her raspy voice, coming into the saloon with Kaylee, Megan, Kaitlyn, Yvonne, and others. She turned to the women. “See, told you they’d be in the saloon.” 
 
    Several of the women snickered. 
 
    “Looks like the party’s over,” Ed said, trying to keep a straight face. 
 
    “Hey, sis, come on over and have a drink,” Garrett said, holding up the bottle. 
 
    “Land sakes, you guys are drinking up the best stuff. We’re gonna run out soon.” She walked over and watched as Willard poured her one, drinking it down without a shudder. “Damn that’s good. You girls want some of this. Get it while it’s still here.” 
 
    “I’d rather just go back to our rig,” Kaitlyn said, looking around the room. “Hey, where’s Seth?” 
 
    “He’s on special assignment,” Angel quipped. 
 
    “Dangerous?” she asked. 
 
    “No, computer work,” Sam said. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I’m going over there, then,” Kaitlyn said, walking out the door. 
 
    “You coming?” Kaylee asked Trevor. He shook his head yes and joined her, the other men joining their women too. 
 
    “I tired, retire,” Ji-Ho said. “Don’t get discouraged. We win. Trust me.” 
 
    “I know,” Garrett said. Ji-Ho walked out the door. 
 
    “More old goats, just what we need,” Susanne muttered under her breath. 
 
    “C’mon, Sis, don’t you have a date with Elmer?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “That old fool?” she asked. “I kicked him to the curb again last night.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t leave me alone,” she said. “Thinks I’m scared or something.” 
 
    “That’ll last another twenty minutes,” Garrett cracked. 
 
    “Shut up,” she said, turning to leave. “Don’t stay up too late, and don’t drink up all of the good stuff.” 
 
    The remaining men watched her walk out. As soon as she was out of sight, Willard grinned. 
 
    “What now?” Garrett asked him. “I’ve seen that look before.” 
 
    “Found something when I was trying to rig up new lights in the mine shaft,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sam asked. 
 
    He nodded to the back of the bar, and started walking in that direction, the others following. They went into the storage room, Willard unlocking the padlock on a door to the right. He pushed the door open and pulled the chain to turn the light on. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Garrett asked, going inside to look at five wooden crates. 
 
    “It’s mostly not whiskey,” Willard said. “Brandy, gin, and rum.” 
 
    “This crate says whiskey,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, there’s probably more whiskey than we had before, or pretty damn close,” Willard said. “Most of it’s still in the mine.” 
 
    “Damn, brother, how much did you find down there?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Fifty-two cases like this, and some loose bottles,” he said. “Also some mixers and some champagne, but that’s all bad now.” 
 
    “Geez,” Sam said.  
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t tell Susanne about it,” Willard said. “She’ll start rationing.” 
 
    “You tell Elmer yet?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he helped me carry it out here.” 
 
    Garrett shook his head. “She’ll know about it by morning.” 
 
    “I thought they broke up?” Ed asked. 
 
    Garrett chuckled. “Yeah, for the umpteenth time. They’ll wake up next to each other. Trust me.” 
 
    The door behind them opened. “Hey, what’s going on?”  
 
    “Hey, Elmer, just talking about you,” Willard said. “You still on the outs with Susanne?” 
 
    Elmer grinned. “No, but she thinks we are. She wasn’t at her house a while ago. Seen her?” 
 
    “She left here a few minutes ago,” Garrett said. “Willard just gave her a snort. You might want to go take advantage.” 
 
    “Okay, I’d best be going,” he said, turning towards the door. 
 
    “Elmer,” Willard called out. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, turning back. 
 
    “You know all this booze probably got hid from somebody like Susanne, right?” 
 
    He snickered. “You always think I tell her everything. Good night.” 
 
    “She’ll know by morning,” Garrett said, big grin on his face. 
 
    “Yeah, you know it’s true,” Willard said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {13} 
 
    Bay Area Rampage 
 
   I t was evening. Daan was standing on the roof of his building, looking at the glow of remaining light to the west. What’s he doing? He could see Ivan in his mind’s eye, grinning at him like a skull with a fedora. His phone dinged. He looked at it. Text message. No survivors at the auto mall. His mouth twisted into a grimace as he stuck the phone back in his pocket, then went to the staircase and left the roof, changing to the elevator for the ride down to the bunker. 
 
    Saladin turned to him as he came into the lounge. 
 
    “You look like you just saw a ghost,” he said. 
 
    Daan ignored him, heading for the bar. He poured the last of the bourbon into a glass and drank it down, set the glass on the bar, and threw the empty bottle into the trash so hard that it broke. 
 
    “You aren’t going to talk to me?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I don’t want to bite your head off. Turn on the TV. I want to see what the news is saying about this.” 
 
    Saladin nodded and picked up the TV remote as Daan opened a fresh bottle of whiskey. He brought the bottle and his glass to the couch, putting them on the coffee table and sitting down. The news was showing the carnage at the Ford dealership, a banner at the bottom of the screen calling it a terror attack. 
 
    “Did they mention what happened to the UN leadership down south yet?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “No,” Daan said. “We’re suppressing that information.” 
 
    “It’s already out on the alternative media, you know,” Saladin said, “I’ve been following it all day. Where have you been?” 
 
    “Meetings with Brussels,” Daan said. “Bastards. They ought to come over here and deal with this. These people aren’t like Europeans. They don’t know how to take orders.” 
 
    Saladin chuckled. “They’re like the people in my part of the world. They only understand power. We haven’t hit them hard enough.” 
 
    “If the society fails, it’ll send the entire world into a depression,” Daan said. “You know this. We need the productive output of the United States to keep going at a certain level, or we’ll all suffer, and the people will resist even more.” 
 
    Saladin laughed. Daan looked at him with dark eyes. “You don’t want to mess with me tonight. I had to take it from Brussels. I don’t have to take it from you.” 
 
    “Calm down, my friend,” Saladin said. “We’ll break them. It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky if we both survive this,” Daan said, pouring himself a drink. “Wait till George Franklin gets wind of your presence.” 
 
    “If you don’t want us to mess with each other, we both must make an effort,” Saladin said. 
 
    Daan sighed. “Okay, I’m sorry.” He poured another drink and tossed it back. Saladin watched, brow furrowed. 
 
    “You might want to slow down a little.” 
 
    Daan nodded, pushing the bottle and his glass away. “Fine. You’re right. What are you seeing on the alternative media?” 
 
    “Huge amount of traffic,” Saladin said. “They’re getting many more eyeballs than your mainstream media now.” 
 
    “Everybody knows those folks on the internet are nutcases. Tin foil hats.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Saladin said. “They’ve got us pegged pretty well, actually.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” 
 
    “Deny all of it, of course,” Saladin said. “Capture and kill those who traffic in this alt network.” 
 
    The TV screen went black. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Daan said. “Here it comes.” 
 
    The screen came back up, showing the top of Ivan the Butcher’s fedora. He slowly looked up at the camera. 
 
    “Well, he does have style,” Saladin said. “I’ll give him that.” 
 
    “Hello, fellow patriots,” he began. “Thought I was dead, didn’t you? Don’t believe the media. We’re coming to you from the new UN base. It was being readied for a group of high-ranking UN criminals. As you can see here, they won’t be coming.” 
 
    “Dammit, those are our dead friends from the UN leadership,” Daan said. “Some of those men I’ve known since grade school.” 
 
    “Why’s he showing this?” Saladin asked. “Interesting.” 
 
    Daan shot him a sidelong glance. 
 
    “This facility is at the abandoned auto mall in Elk Grove… the Ford Dealership, to be exact. The facility was to be used for training and staging UN personnel, who are on their way here in vast numbers, thanks to the people now running this great state. And who are these people?” 
 
    Daan and Saladin watched as their pictures were put on the screen next to each other, mug shot style. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Daan said, listening as Ivan said a few words about both of them. Saladin watched, his expression a mixture of anger and amusement. 
 
    “As you can see behind me, we are in the room where UN dignitaries would’ve been entertained by kidnapped women. This is not the first time the UN and the Islamists have used our women for their own pleasure. We want it to be the last. The women seated behind me have all been held captive and abused by the enemy. They wish to tell you their stories. The women standing behind are other women who have just been rescued from this facility. Morgan, this was your idea. Would you like to go first?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Daan said. Saladin chuckled. 
 
    “You see why I got so mad at that idiot from UC Santa Cruz?” Saladin asked, shaking his head in disgust. 
 
    “Your fighters partake as well, every chance they get,” Daan said. 
 
    “Yes, but they kill them after a short period of time, not drag them around and share them with others,” Saladin said. 
 
    Daan stared at him for a moment, then turned back to the screen and watched as the first woman gave her story. 
 
    “This isn’t going to play well in Peoria,” Saladin said. “Isn’t that how they say it?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Daan said. 
 
    “We’ll have to get more ruthless. You know that, right? Economic downturn or not.” 
 
    “I know,” Daan said. He poured himself another drink and sipped it as he watched, the glass shaking in his hand. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    San Francisco was a battle zone. A battered Ford Excursion raced towards the pier. 
 
    “What are we doing on the Embarcadero?” Sanchez asked, worry on his black-bearded face. “It’s not a trap like last time, right? I’ve seen five UN vans since we left the restaurant.” 
 
    “Relax,” Joosten said. His hands were on the wheel of the SUV, his long gray hair shaggy, blowing in the wind of the open window. “We’re going to Pier 35. You really ought to be keeping track of the message boards. Hell, I’m old. You’re supposed to be more up on this crap than I am.” 
 
    “Why’d I have to come, anyway?” 
 
    “We’ve got a bunch of stuff to load into the back. Stan and Terry are following us, a couple blocks back, with their pick-up.” 
 
    “You believe this stuff too much,” Sanchez said. Joosten stared at him for a moment. 
 
    “Why are you with us?” 
 
    Sanchez was quiet for a moment. “Stan talked me into it.” 
 
    “If you don’t believe in this, don’t risk your life.” 
 
    “I’m in love with him,” Sanchez said. 
 
    “Duh. Why aren’t you riding with him, then?” 
 
    “He’s not as committed to the relationship as I am,” Sanchez said, his eyes starting to tear up. “Why are you here? You’re too old to be running around with guns now.” 
 
    “I did just fine this morning,” Joosten said. “I haven’t given back enough. This country is worth fighting for.” 
 
    “This country has treated people like us badly,” Sanchez said. 
 
    “No, actually they haven’t. The Islamists who have been helping these globalist UN jerks like to throw us off buildings when they get control. Why do so many of us not see that as a problem? If we lose, they’ll be staying in our population, and growing in power. That’s death to people like us.” 
 
    A siren started up behind them. Sanchez turned around to look. “Police car. I thought they were all locked up.” 
 
    Joosten grinned. “Look, he’s chasing down that UN van. See it?” 
 
    “The cop in the passenger seat has his shotgun out,” Sanchez said. “Oh shit!” 
 
    The back door of the UN van opened, a man with an AK-47 aiming at the police cruiser. The Peacekeeper pulled the trigger, shooting the cop in the passenger seat just as he fired the shotgun, both men hit and killed. The vehicles swerved, the van hitting the curb and rolling into a building, the police cruiser slamming into the back of it. 
 
    “Whoa!” Joosten said, slamming on the brakes. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Sanchez yelled. 
 
    “I’m going to help,” he said, picking up his pistol from the center console. He rushed out in a crouch. 
 
    “Stay back,” the officer yelled, holding one arm. “The men in the front aren’t dead.” 
 
    “I’m armed, officer,” Joosten said as he rushed over. Sanchez got out and was heading for the area like nothing happened. Machine gun fire erupted, hitting Sanchez in the face and neck, killing him instantly. 
 
    “Dammit,” the officer said, looking back at Joosten, who had his pistol in a two-handed grip. He fired four times, hitting the UN Peacekeeper with the machine gun. 
 
    “Got the son of a bitch,” Joosten said. 
 
    “Nice,” the officer said. “Better get out of here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Somebody tipped the UN off about the shipment. The vans are converging on the pier.” 
 
    “They going to Pier 35?” 
 
    The officer looked at him, shocked. “You’re in this.” 
 
    “Of course I’m in it,” Joosten said.  
 
    “Good,” the officer said. “Watch it. That guy’s running.” 
 
    Joosten got up, sprinting towards the police cruiser, grabbing the shot gun, and running forward. He fired twice, hitting the fleeing UN Peacekeeper before he could get behind cover. 
 
    “That can’t be all the folks in the van,” Joosten said. 
 
    “They’re cut real thin,” the officer said. “Help me to your vehicle. We need to get down to the pier.” 
 
    Joosten nodded, rushing over, helping him to his feet. The officer was six foot two, dark hair and dark eyes, pockmarked complexion. 
 
    “I’m Officer Barnett,” he said, as they rushed to the SUV, Joosten helping him into the passenger seat.  
 
    “Just a sec,” Joosten said, rushing over to the man he’d shot. He picked up his AK-47, and found two magazines in his pocket. He rushed back to the car with them, getting into the driver’s seat and setting them on Barnett’s lap. “You know how to fire these?” 
 
    “Yep,” Barnett said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Sorry – it’s Joosten.” He drove back onto the Embarcadero, joining the traffic that was getting heavier by the minute. 
 
    “Holy crap, it’s working,” Barnett said. 
 
    “The social media campaign?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Barnett said. “That’s why you’re here, right?” 
 
    “Hell yeah. Think the shipment will really be there?” 
 
    “Ivan’s been right about everything so far,” Barnett said. “Hope the ship is there. I’ve heard that EU Destroyers were seen off the coast.” 
 
    “Really?” Joosten asked, shooting him a worried glance. “If a lot of people get packed into that space and there’s no guns, we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “Tell me about it, man,” Barnett said. 
 
    “You have other officers coming?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, pretty much the entire force has had it with the UN. There’s no elected officials in charge anywhere. The Police Commissioner has been in bed with them the entire time. Hope I get to shoot that son of a bitch.” 
 
    “What happened to your shoulder. Get shot?” 
 
    “No, that damn UN van in front of us stopped too quick, and I had my eyes on my partner for too long. Jammed myself into the steering wheel.” 
 
    “Oh,” Joosten said. “That ought to heal quick, at least.” 
 
    “Hell, chances are good neither of us will survive the night.” 
 
    Joosten glanced at him again, and shook his head in agreement. 
 
    “There’s the pier,” Barnett said. “The ship’s already there. Haul ass.” 
 
    “What, you want me to break the speed limit, officer?” 
 
    Barnett cracked up. “Damn straight.” 
 
    Joosten was already going as fast as he could, given the traffic. The area leading to the dock was clogged with cars, and people were already running away with armfuls of weapons and ammo, stuffing them into their cars and trucks, then going back for more. It was a crazy scene, people running back and forth, an occasional gun shot in the distance, then a blip of rat-a-tat-tat machine gun fire, echoing from between the buildings on Beach and North Point streets. 
 
    “What were you doing out here?” Joosten asked as they parked. 
 
    “Hunting UN vans. Hope the rest of the guys did better than we did, or this party is gonna be a blood bath.” 
 
    “Holy crap, what’s that thing?” Joosten asked, pointing at a large gun with an ammo belt hanging off it. 
 
    “Yes! They’re giving us M60s.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Joosten asked. 
 
    “Machine gun. Hell of a weapon.” 
 
    “Oh,” Joosten said. “I don’t think we can drive further. We need to get out. I got a wagon in the back.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “You need help out?” 
 
    “I already feel better,” Barnett said. “I’m shaking this off. We got some UN Peacekeepers to kill. I haven’t heard enough machine gun fire back there. That tells me that a lot of the UN vans got through.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a loud noise, and part of pier 35 exploded. 
 
    “Dammit,” Barnett shouted. “C’mon.” 
 
    “You want to run towards that?” 
 
    “Yeah, before they destroy what’s left of the weapons,” Barnett said. “Look, it’s an EU Destroyer. It’s going to fire again.” 
 
    They both watched in horror as the big guns of the ship pointed towards the pier again, men on the cargo ship firing machine guns at them. The guns fired, hitting the bridge of the ship, knocking it against the pier hard, as pieces of metal and men flew through the air. 
 
    “Shit,” Barnett said. “Hurry. We’ve only got a couple minutes to grab weapons and hide. The UN vans will be here with reinforcements any second. This is why they weren’t here yet.” 
 
    “Hey, what’s that?” Joosten yelled, pointing at the water southeast of Pier 35. “Coming from Alameda. Is that the US Navy?” 
 
    “Wonder who’s side they’re on?” Barnett asked. Then the navy ship fired off several missiles, all of them hitting the EU ship in a split second, the boat blowing up in three places, thick black smoke coming off it as secondary explosions started. 
 
    “YES!” Joosten yelled. “They’re on our side.” 
 
    “Let’s get a couple of those M60s,” Barnett shouted, breaking into a run as the remaining crew of the cargo ship was tossing crates of weapons to the dock below, some of the boxes breaking open when they hit, others rolling and hitting the men waiting below. The scene was pandemonium. Somebody shouted “UN vans” at the top of his lungs, and suddenly there were a score of M60s pointed down the Embarcadero, firing at the UN vans and Peacekeepers on foot, causing them to flee for cover. The blood of the crowd was up, and nearly a hundred men ran down the street, ducking behind cover as the Peacekeepers fired, then returning much more fire, the M60s blowing right through cars the enemy troops were hiding behind. 
 
    “Let’s go get us some,” Barnett shouted, running as fast as he could now, M60 in both hands, AK-47 on a sling over his shoulder.  
 
    Joosten tried to keep up, then glanced down Bay Street to the right. “Officer, look, more UN vans coming down this street. Let’s nail ‘em.” 
 
    “I see them,” Barnett shouted. They both got into position and opened fire, lead smashing into the front windshields of the vans, Peacekeepers trying to get out and save themselves. Others from the pier saw what was going on and joined in, running down the street, firing M60s, M4s, and other weapons. Somebody tossed a grenade at several vans flying down the street towards them, catching the first two, the last hit by fire from half a dozen guns. 
 
    “Nailed their asses,” Joosten said. “This is almost fun.” 
 
    Barnett looked at him and smiled, then buckled to the ground as he was hit by fire from a window above. 
 
    “NO!!” shouted Joosten, rolling out of the way and aiming the heavy machine gun, firing through the window, others joining in, Peacekeepers falling from the windows.  
 
    Joosten rushed to Barnett’s side. “Where’re you hit?”  
 
    “All over,” Barnett whispered. “Go. Fight well. Show them what we’re made of.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Joosten said, petting his forehead as he lost consciousness. 
 
    “Look, more coming north on Kearney Street,” somebody shouted. 
 
    Joosten kissed Barnett’s forehead, then took his ammo belt and the AK-47 and ran towards Kearney Street, his anger and passion taking him as he rejoined the battle, not stopping until the people had destroyed the enemy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The phone dinged. Jules woke up startled, next to Shelly, their bodies sweaty against each other. 
 
    “What time is it?” Shelly asked as Jules looked at his phone. 
 
    “Nine thirty,” he said. “Text from Ivan. He says big action in San Francisco and Oakland. Enemy resources moving from Folsom to shore up Sacramento and Bay Area. He wants to hit prison in two hours.” 
 
    “Then we’d better get our butts moving,” Shelly said, reaching for her phone. “I’ll send out the text.” 
 
    “Do that,” Jules said. He replied to Ivan, then asked for more details. Ivan called him. 
 
    “Yes, boss?” Jules said. “On speaker.” 
 
    “Thought this would be faster than texting it,” Ivan said. “I trust you found the accommodations suitable.” 
 
    “They’re great,” Jules said. “We coming back here after?” 
 
    “Yes, probably, unless somebody gets followed there. We’ve had a wild evening.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Ben Dover got the social media team up and running. We coordinated a shipment of weapons to Pier 35 in San Francisco, and a similar shipment into Oakland. People were already fighting in both places, but with inferior weapons.” 
 
    “How’d you get ship in there?” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “We hijacked cargo ships. The EU Navy got wise and followed. They attacked Pier 35, almost sunk the cargo ship at the dock. Lots of patriots died, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “But weapons transfer worked?” 
 
    “We had unexpected help,” Ivan said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “US Navy ship from Alameda. Fired missiles, sank the EU Navy cruiser. They’re now guarding the area as our people attack. San Francisco is going to fall in a hurry. We’ve already taken north of I-80 and east of Fillmore Street.” 
 
    “That’s a quarter of the town,” Shelly said. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Yes. You know San Francisco, Milk Maid?” 
 
    “I do,” Shelly said, shooting a smirk at Jules, who shrugged back at her. 
 
     “It’s not quite a quarter, but we got the Financial District and City Hall. Large bunkers under City Hall held enemy offices. We could tell that it was vacated in a hurry. They didn’t expect an attack of this size.” 
 
    “But they did expect an attack?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “They sent a bunch of UN vans and a fair number of Peacekeepers on foot into the pier area, but they’d been fighting a smaller uprising between the Castro and Mission Districts. Their forces were tired and nearly out of ammo, and many had been shot in the earlier battle.” 
 
    “You think Daan’s headquarters were under City Hall?” Jules asked. 
 
    Ivan laughed. “We can’t tell yet. If so, that means he was only about five blocks from where I was.” 
 
    Jules cracked up. “That rich, boss.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, it is,” Ivan said. “But hey, back to business. We started some low-level trouble in Sacramento to draw forces from Folsom. We’re assembling a huge force near Sutter’s Landing along the American River, thanks to Ben Dover’s team again. Last number I saw was forty thousand citizens. We moved a large number of weapons into the area. Our forces should be getting them any minute now. We’ll start a small skirmish with part of the group in Midtown, just to make sure the enemy sends a lot of Peacekeepers there.” 
 
    “You give nasty surprise, no?” 
 
    “You got it,” Ivan said. “We’ve had people watching Highway 50. There are forces already leaving the Folsom area. Since we took San Francisco City Hall and are storming Oakland City Hall as we speak, they’ll see any activity near the State Capitol as an imminent threat. We expect them to send most of their forces from Folsom to help out.” 
 
    “We got anyone inside?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “Yeah, some guards, who’ve been reduced to working in the kitchen and outside the prison since the UN Peacekeepers took over. Those they didn’t kill, of course.” 
 
    “Bastards,” Jules said. 
 
    “Yes,” Ivan said. “Do you anticipate any problems with leaving in the next half hour?” 
 
    “Get responses back from text?” Jules asked Shelly. 
 
    “Yep, all the principals replied, and a whole lot of the off-roader team. Are we bringing all of them?” 
 
    “Might as well,” Ivan said. “Use the M19s to break into the building, on the off-roaders and the battle wagons.” 
 
    “We be assault team at prison too?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Part of it,” Ivan said. “Mr. White and Mr. Black will be there with their commandos.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Jules said. “I admire their work. Anything else?” 
 
    “If you can’t make it there within two hours for any reason, text me right away. Got it?” 
 
    “I got, chief,” Jules said. “Talk soon.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “We’d better get dressed,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said. They could hear people outside rushing about. “You tell what Ivan said in text?” 
 
    “Enough of it to get them going,” Shelly said, as she pulled on her shirt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Saladin woke up to workmen rushing around outside of his chambers. He got up and checked the time, on the way out into Daan’s living space. It was just after midnight. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Saladin asked one of the workers, who was boxing up the bar. 
 
    “Boss said we leave,” the man said in a Belgian accent. “He says tell you to pack stuff.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He didn’t say. In next room. Be back in moment.” 
 
    Saladin paced the room, then ducked into his chambers and put his few personal items into a carry-on suitcase. Daan was back when he rolled it out. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “We’re in the process of losing San Francisco, and Oakland is under a massive attack. It’s spreading into Berkley to the north and Hayward to the south.” 
 
    “Who? Ivan’s people?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “Citizens,” Daan said. 
 
    “You giving up? Because I’m not. I’ll crush the infidel. We’ve got a lot of capability. We’ll have I-8 open again soon.” 
 
    “I’m not giving up,” Daan said, “but I know when it’s time to regroup and re-prioritize.” 
 
    “Where’s all these UN Peacekeepers who were supposed to show up?” 
 
    “There’s three ships on the way, but it’s only sixty thousand men. Not enough given the number of citizens who are in the fight now.” 
 
    “That’s a good number. I could do a lot with that many men. I could control this puny peninsula, for example.” 
 
    Daan chuckled. “You don’t get it. There are more than half a million armed citizens in the Bay Area battle. We’re not landing the UN Peacekeepers here. We’re taking them further north.” 
 
    Saladin laughed. “These folks just have hunting guns, don’t they? You can’t take them on with military weapons and tactics?” 
 
    “Somebody is flooding the area with real weapons. M60s and M4 variants. RPGs. Grenade launchers. Hell, even TOW Missiles.” 
 
    “Ivan?” Saladin asked. 
 
    “Well, if it’s Ivan, he’s got a hell of a lot of rich friends,” Daan said.  
 
    “We’ve got two hundred thousand Islamic Fighters heading south right now. Want me to recall them?” 
 
    “No, I want you to get I-8 and the other roads down there opened up, so the seven hundred thousand fighters in Mexico can come in and help. That’s your task. Think you can handle it?” 
 
    “Yes, Daan, I can handle it,” Saladin said. “What about Capitol Reef? What about General Hogan’s forces?” 
 
    “Later. We can’t write off California. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    Daan picked up a packet of papers and headed for the door. “My people will get you out of here. There’s a chopper coming. You’ll get onto the building next door – roof pickup.” 
 
    “Are you going that way too?” 
 
    “No, I’m getting onto a ship, taking it up to Oregon. Then I’ll be meeting with the EU leadership, so I’ll be out of the country for a while.” 
 
    “You’re going back to Belgium?”  
 
    “Just for the meeting,” Daan said. “The UN wants to pull out of California and still retain EU funding. I’m going there to make sure it doesn’t happen.” 
 
    Saladin laughed. “Then your job is probably more difficult than mine. Good luck to you. Thanks for the hospitality.” 
 
    Daan nodded and rushed out the door. Saladin sat down and pulled his cellphone out. Where are my forces now? He checked his command and control app. They were just past Fresno, heading south on Highway 99. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {14} 
 
    Folsom Blues 
 
   S eth was hunched over his laptop, sitting at the battle wagon’s dinette when Kaitlyn came in. It was late in the evening. 
 
    “Hey, honey,” Seth said, looking up from his screen for a moment, then going right back to it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Acting on a suggestion from the meeting at the saloon,” Seth said, eyes glued to the screen. 
 
    “Am I going to have to keep asking you questions?” 
 
    Seth looked up at her and smiled, then leaned back in his seat. “Sorry.” 
 
    She came over to the dinette. “Move over.” He did, and she slid in next to him. “Okay, what?” 
 
    “We need a historical look at the RFID hits,” he said. “I was working on a program to record the hits every five minutes.” 
 
    “And how are you gonna do that?” 
 
    “It’s a little hinky, actually. I set up a macro on the tablet to run the long-range app on Southern California and send the results in files to my blog server account. Then I’ll create an excel model to display the data and do analysis.” 
 
    “I’m an expert in Excel, you know,” Kaitlyn said. “I can probably help with that part.” 
 
    “That’s right, you’re an accounting major,” Seth said. “That would be cool.” 
 
    “How late are you going to work tonight?” 
 
    “Not much longer,” he said, looking at her. 
 
    “Good. Watching you work is getting to me.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Seth asked, looking into her beautiful face, her dark eyes dilated. 
 
    “Smart men turn me on,” she said, moving closer, kissing him. 
 
    “Quitting time,” Seth said, closing his laptop. She giggled. Then Seth’s phone rang. “Uh oh, it’s Ji-Ho. I’ll put it on speaker.” 
 
    He set the phone on the table, answered the call, and hit the speaker button. 
 
    “Seth? Sorry to call late. It Ji-Ho.” 
 
    “No problem,” Seth said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I remember something Ivan told me about apps,” he said. “There is PC version. Much higher resolution than iOS or Android version. I talked to Ivan, he get permission from General Hogan to give to you. I send link. What email?” 
 
    Seth read it out to him, and a couple seconds later, the mail app on his laptop dinged. He opened it. 
 
    “Got it,” Seth said. “This will be helpful. I can set it up to run on my blog server.” 
 
    “It secure?” Ji-Ho asked. 
 
    “Yep, it’s very secure,” Seth said. 
 
    “Okay, I leave you to it,” Ji-Ho said. “Have fun. See later.” The call ended. 
 
    “Now this won’t be hinky anymore,” Seth said as he uploaded the software package to his blog server. 
 
    “Where is this server?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Outfit in Montana. I contract with them.” 
 
    “Why does this make things less hinky?” 
 
    “I can turn this thing on the remote server and schedule the information compilation,” Seth said. “It will run no matter where we are… actually it’ll keep going even if something happens to me, but I’ll need to give the rest of the team access.” 
 
    “You’re going to be up for a while, aren’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “Mind?” 
 
    “No, do your thing. Wake me up when you get to bed, if you’re still in the mood.” 
 
    “There’s always the morning,” Seth said. 
 
    “True.” She got out of the booth and went into the bedroom, Seth getting back to work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jules was behind the wheel of the battle wagon, the lead vehicle in the caravan, flying west on Highway 50 towards Folsom. Shelly was riding shotgun, Sparky and Dana sitting on the couch. 
 
    “This facility isn’t that easy to get into,” Shelly said, brow furrowed as she looked at the GPS map on her phone. “There’s a couple roads in. There is a lot of dirt, though, to the north. Also looks like an abandoned quarry makes up the south boundary, but it’s mostly inside prison walls.” 
 
    Sparky laughed. “Maybe that’s where they made the big rocks into the little rocks, back in the old days.” 
 
    Dana chuckled and elbowed him. 
 
    “That funny,” Jules said. “What’s to west?” 
 
    “The American River,” Shelly said. “Natural boundary. I think these coaches will have to go up Folsom Prison Road. We should send the off-roaders in from the north.” 
 
    “Are there gun towers?” Sparky asked. “Those off-roaders aren’t armored.” 
 
    “It’s a little hard to tell,” she said. “Wait, yes, there is one, on the southeast corner of the wall, right by the main gate as you drive up on Folsom Prison Road. There’s also one north of that, and one in-between the main part of the prison and that quarry-looking place.” 
 
    “So we pull up and shoot the first tower with M19,” Jules said. “Then continue down, hit the other one.” 
 
    “This is a huge facility,” Shelly said. “Do we know where the state officials are being held? There’s a lot of buildings.” 
 
    “Ivan say east facing cell blocks,” Jules said. 
 
    “Mr. Black and Mr. White are going in first, right?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “They’re going inside first, but we’re needed to poke holes in walls, and take out towers.” 
 
    “This makes me nervous as hell,” Dana said. 
 
    “We aren’t driving inside this dump, are we?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” Jules said. “That just where Saladin want us, no?” 
 
    Sparky chuckled. “Yeah, you’ve got a point. I doubt if that cretin is even around now. Been following the attacks in San Francisco and Oakland, and they’re spreading fast. They’re on the way to losing Palo Alto now, too.” 
 
    “Good, we shut down cash cow,” Jules said. 
 
    “Get off at East Bidwell Street,” Shelly said. “Take that to Wales Drive. Then follow that around and get onto East Natoma. Prison Road is off that street. You’ll make a left.” 
 
    “What then?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “It’s an access road. Don’t see any gates or anything. We’ll take that past a huge parking lot, and then the first tower with the old gate is right there.” 
 
    “There’s sign for Bidwell,” Jules said. “Two miles.” 
 
    “I’d raise the guns as soon as we get on Prison Drive,” Sparky said, looking at his phone. 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Shelly said. “That tower is gonna come up fast. They might have some big guns.” 
 
    “We should go in with our lights off,” Sparky said. “Take out the tower before you cross Ryan Parkway.” 
 
    “Why?” Jules asked. 
 
    “It’ll be tough for them to see us from there, but we should have a clear shot to the tower.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jules said. 
 
    “We should send the off-roaders in a different way,” Sparky said. “So they can come in from the north.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bother,” Shelly said. “There’s no easy way to avoid Prison Road, but it looks like there’s a lot of ways for them to get on the south side of the prison grounds, and to sneak around to the north side as well. That north wall has some buildings that don’t look like cell blocks to me, and we’d have to go through those.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, off-roaders think on fly,” Jules said. “They’re there for diversion like us, to help Mr. White and Mr. Black come in with commando team. They can adjust course fast, unlike us in big rigs.” 
 
    “There’s your turn, honey,” Shelly said. Jules nodded and took it, following Bidwell as it snaked through shopping areas and residential tracts. 
 
    “Nice area,” Jules said. 
 
    “Too hot,” Dana said. “I’ve been here in the summer before. Not great.” 
 
    “Yeah, it can get a little warm here,” Sparky said. “See anybody around?” 
 
    Jules shook his head. “Nope, dead so far.” 
 
    Shelly glanced at Jules. “I’ll tell you when to turn your lights off.” 
 
    “There’s some moon out tonight,” Sparky said. “I think we should shut them down now. Otherwise anybody in that parking lot will see us coming.” 
 
    Jules reached for the headlight switch and turned them off. “No problem, I can drive. Plenty light, no?” 
 
    “I’ll text the others,” Shelly said. 
 
    The rumble of distant artillery floated to them, just as everybody’s phones dinged with a broadcast text. 
 
    “Sutter’s Mill battle?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Sparky said, looking at his phone. “It’s on.” 
 
    “There’s the parking lot,” Shelly said. “Might want to slow down, and raise the weapons.” 
 
    “I do,” Jules said, flipping the switches. The sight came down in front of him. He pushed it to one side as he drove next to the parking lot. There were lights coming from the prison gate, barely in view. “There tower, see?” 
 
    Machine gun fire hit the coach, scratching the bullet-proof glass on the front windshield. 
 
    “Now I got you,” Jules said, pulling the sight over. He let several grenades fly, all of them hitting the tower, reducing it to rubble and stopping the gunfire. 
 
    “Blast the gates and the wall!” Sparky shouted, as he got up and grabbed his M60. 
 
    Shelly pulled the console tray out and manned the forward machine guns. “Look, cretins coming out the gate!” She opened fire, mowing the UN Peacekeepers down as they continued past the main gate, heading for the second tower. Jules fired at that, missing with the first shot but hitting with the second and third, blowing the top of the tower right off the wall. Then he aimed at the wall and started firing at one spot, blowing a hole in short order, then moving down further and doing the same in other spots. By then the other battle wagons were in place, firing their grenade launchers at the walls, breaking it in several spots. The off-roaders rolled in at high speed, spewing grenades and machine gun fire, chasing down several UN vans who were attempting to leave the area. 
 
    “Okay, we go into siege mode here,” Jules said, getting to the far northeast corner of the wall, where the tower had been. He turned on siege mode, the armor plates coming down, covering the windshield and the wheels, as small arms fire pelted them from the east. 
 
    “Enemy fighters over there in that huge warehouse,” Sparky yelled, moving to the passenger-side gun slits and firing at them with his M60. Jules fired with his mini gun, slicing holes in the corrugated metal walls, then firing grenades inside one after the other, men fleeing the building, right into Sparky’s M60, most of them hit before they got under cover. More rushed out, and other coaches opened fire on the men and the buildings. A couple small secondary explosions went off inside the warehouse. 
 
    “Hey, there’s munitions in warehouse,” Jules shouted. “Text others. Let’s hit with salvo of grenades.” He aimed and fired the M19, sending grenade after grenade into the building, two other coaches behind him doing the same. Then there was a massive explosion, hitting the side of the coach, knocking it on the driver’s side and slamming it into the prison wall. Jules felt his head hit the side of the coach, then blacked out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We go,” Mr. White said, glancing at Mr. Black, who nodded back at him. They rushed through the broken main gate, diving for cover as machine gun fire erupted from one of the out buildings. Several off-roaders roared through the gate, firing grenades, blowing that building up as the commando team rushed to the front door of the cell block. 
 
    “Blow door,” Mr. Black said. One of his commandos rushed toward it, staggering as he was hit by gunfire from one of the windows above. Mr. White opened fire, hitting the Peacekeeper as a second commando rushed forward and picked up the plastic explosive. He got the charge set as the rest of the team covered him, then blew it, the door flying off its hinges. They rushed inside, small arms fire coming at them, the team diving for cover and returning fire, knocking out several Peacekeepers who were by the stairs. 
 
    “You know where prisoners are,” Mr. White said. They hurried to the cell block, killing several more Peacekeepers who were guarding the door. 
 
    “Blow door,” Mr. Black said. A commando ran over and placed the charge, and they all got back. The door blew open and they rushed in with guns at the ready. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked a prisoner, an old gentleman with white hair. 
 
    “We here to rescue you,” Mr. Black said.  
 
    “Which side are you on?” asked another, a tall black man. 
 
    “People of California,” Mr. Black said. “Ivan’s men.” 
 
    “Who’s Ivan?” a third asked. 
 
    Mr. White and Mr. Black looked at each other and smiled. 
 
    “You get no news here, eh?” Mr. Black asked. “We resistance, taking California back from UN and Islamists. Come. We leave.” 
 
    There was a massive explosion outside, shaking the building. 
 
    “Uh oh, no like sound of that,” Mr. Black said. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s get prisoners out of cells,” Mr. White said, looking at the group of commandos. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” the tall black man asked. 
 
    “Back to your jobs,” Mr. White said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Jules!” Shelly cried, shaking him, trying to get his seatbelt off. Sparky and Dana climbed over, walking on the wall to the front of the coach. 
 
    “We need to get out of here before the gas tank gets hit with something. 
 
    “It shielded,” Jules said, eyes fluttering open. “All okay?” 
 
    “This thing is built like a frigging tank,” Sparky said. “C’mon, let’s get that door open.” 
 
    “What happen to gunfire?” Jules asked. 
 
    “It was done a few minutes ago,” Sparky said. “Just before you woke up.” 
 
    There was hammering on the door. Sparky climbed over and unlocked it, helping to push it open. Tex stuck his head in. 
 
    “Howdy, Partner. Ever considered getting into the rodeo?” 
 
    Jules snickered. “Funny ha ha. Help us out.” He looked over at Shelly, who was on the verge of tears. “I okay, honey, really. Bump on head. Not bad.” 
 
    Shelly eyed him. “We need to get you looked at right away.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Jules said. 
 
    “She’s right, partner,” Tex said. “C’mon. The commando team already got the prisoners out of here.” 
 
    “How?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Prison buses,” Sparky said. “There were several in the back parking lot.” 
 
    “How many men freed?” 
 
    “About forty,” Tex said, “according to the text I got a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “That’s not very many,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Lots of officials were killed, from the sound of it,” Dana said. “C’mon.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll take you home in our rig,” Tex said. “Let’s get all the guns, though, and the ammo for the mini gun and the M19.” 
 
    They were out of the broken coach with the ammo and guns after a few minutes. Karen was pacing next to her rig, her eyes lighting up when she saw Tex walking over. 
 
    “Nobody got hurt?” she asked, looking at the four passengers walking up. 
 
    “Jules got knocked out for a few minutes,” Tex said. “C’mon, let’s get inside before some sniper takes a pot shot.” 
 
    “Where other coaches?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Already on their way home,” Karen said. “There’s still off-roaders around to escort us, just in case.” 
 
    “That good, let’s go,” Jules said, helping Shelly up. Soon they were on their way, going south on Prison Road. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Garrett and Anna woke up to a loud explosion. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Garrett said, jumping out of bed. “Check the app on your phone.” He looked out the window. A barn was on fire, and another mortar round came down in the pasture, about half way between there and the house. He could see his men running with their weapons towards the west side of the property. Machine gun fire erupted. 
 
    “There’s nobody showing up on the apps,” Anna shouted. “Maybe it’s the UN.” 
 
    “Crap, how many of those jerks are around here?” Garrett yelled as he headed for the door, his long rifle in hand. “Get down in the basement.” 
 
    She nodded and followed him down the stairs. He went out the front door as she went into the basement. Another mortar round fell, closer to the house. 
 
    Sid, Yvonne, and Tyler rolled up in a Jeep, jumping out with weapons. 
 
    “They’re gonna hit the house if we don’t stop them fast,” Yvonne yelled. 
 
    “I see them,” Sid said, running forward as machine gun fire started up from their position. He dropped to the dirt and aimed his M60, spraying lead at the mortar team, killing most of them, one sprinting away, only to be dropped by Yvonne with her sniper rifle. 
 
    “Look at that van,” Tyler said, aiming the M60 at it. He fired, cutting into the side. Suddenly all their phones buzzed. “Holy crap, there’s Islamists with chips in there.” 
 
    “Keep the pressure on,” Garrett yelled, firing his plains rifle as fast as he could load it, the massive .50 cal bullets smashing through the sides of the van. The Islamists were trying to escape out the side, but Sid was waiting in a better position, killing them as they tried to run to the nearby oak trees for cover. After a moment there were no more gunshots. Sam and Erica drove up to the house, Erica rushing into it with Mia. Sam ran over to Garrett and the others. 
 
    “Where’s Mia?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “Anna texted Erica to bring her to the basement,” Sam said. “Looks like you got them. Let’s go see how they hid themselves.” 
 
    “Looks to me like you were right,” Tyler said to Sid. “They’ve figured out how to shield their vehicles.” 
 
    The group moved cautiously towards the van, passing the ruined mortar and the men lying around it. 
 
    “Those are UN Peacekeepers,” Sam said, pointing to the bodies. 
 
    “I’ll check them,” Tyler said, rushing over. There was a single gunshot, startling everybody. Tyler rejoined the group. “One was still breathing.” 
 
    “Should have used a knife,” Garrett said as he led them to the van. 
 
    Sid snuck to the side door and looked inside. “They’re all dead. Look at this. They lined the inside of the van with lead.” 
 
    “The UN Peacekeepers were in the driver and passenger seat, since they don’t have chips,” Yvonne said. “And they brought the Islamists in the back. Why only these few? There might be more around.” 
 
    “My guys are on patrol again,” Garrett said, slipping his phone back in his pocket. “This is kinda peculiar.” 
 
    “It was a test,” Sam said. “We can expect a larger attack now, using this method. We need to have a meeting and figure out what we can do to protect ourselves.” 
 
    “I think I understand why you like the living on the road option,” Sid said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {15} 
 
    Acting Governor 
 
   P eople on the main street of Dodge City hurried about to their jobs in the early morning light, as the leadership converged on the saloon for a meeting. 
 
    “We all know what happened last night,” Garrett said, leaning against the bar, “and we all know that there are nearly two hundred thousand Islamists heading this way.” 
 
    “Yep,” Trevor said. “They’re halfway between Mohave and Highway 395 at the moment. They’ll take that south, probably.” 
 
    Sam looked at his phone. “They might take the far eastern route. Head for I-40, then take Highway 95 south. If I were them I’d be afraid of going through San Bernardino. Lots of patriots there.” 
 
    “Good point,” Trevor said. 
 
    “We need to get on social media and round up a whole lot of citizens, if they’re really sending two hundred thousand fighters our way,” Sid said. 
 
    “Ivan working,” Ji-Ho said. “Just got text message. He knows what go on.” 
 
    “How are we gonna protect ourselves here?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Yeah, this area is big,” Ed said. “Too many square miles to cover.” 
 
    “Maybe we try to find their shielded vehicles and destroy them,” Trevor said. A few people chuckled. 
 
    “How are we gonna do that?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Trevor has something there,” Sid said. “The amount of lead they need to mount a large attack isn’t that easy to come by. If they’re really tooling up to do this, I’ll bet we can find out where they got it.” 
 
    Sam grinned. “And when we find that out, we can find them.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sid said. 
 
    “But how we gonna find that out?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Put Seth on it,” Justin said. 
 
    “Yeah, good idea,” Trevor said. “He’s great on the internet. He can figure it out. It’s not like we have a thousand sources. It’s probably more like ten.” 
 
    “Where is Seth, anyway?” Sam asked. 
 
    “He was up all night working that tracking program,” Kaitlyn said. “I let him sleep.” 
 
    “That’s going to help us too, you know,” Sid said. “When we see these slugs disappear, we’ll know what’s about to happen. Seth’s doing important work.” 
 
    “That’s a great point,” Justin said. 
 
    “You guys talking about me?” Seth asked as he walked in. 
 
    “You’re up already?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “Yeah, once I woke up I couldn’t sleep anymore. I got that program finished last night.” 
 
    “Wow, really?” Kaitlyn asked. 
 
    “What does it do, exactly?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “I’m running the high-res PC version of the RFID app on my server,” Seth said. “It’s going to take a snapshot of the icons in the entire Southern California area every five minutes and save it to a database, so we can see movements and disappearing - reappearing hits.” 
 
    “That will tell us if they’re mounting an attack using shielded vehicles,” Sam said. 
 
    “If we aren’t too late gathering the data,” Seth said. “I can’t get history. I can only compile what’s happened since I turned this thing on.” 
 
    “If we couple that capability with the lead shielding investigation and our social media operation, it will solve most of our problems,” Sid said. 
 
    “What lead shielding investigation?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Funny you should ask,” Sam said. He took a few minutes to explain it to Seth. “Think you can help us with that?” 
 
    Seth smiled. “Yep, that’s right up my alley. When do you want me to start?” 
 
    “As soon as possible,” Garrett said. “Meanwhile we’ve got to figure out a band-aid for this place.” 
 
    “Hey, Clem, you got any ideas?” Sam asked. “You did pretty well at my RV Park.” 
 
    “Not well enough to save the folks,” Clem said, “but yeah, I’ve got some ideas.” 
 
    “Good, then start drawing up some plans,” Sam said, “and I’ll help however I can.” 
 
    “Let me know what supplies needed,” Ji-Ho said. “I get from Ivan. Also getting more battle wagons and more ammo and guns. Already on way.” 
 
    “More battle wagons?” Justin asked. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ji-Ho said, “and off-roaders based on Texas design. Help patrol area and use in attacks.” 
 
    “You guys are gonna make my cavalry obsolete,” Garrett said. 
 
    “No way,” Sam said. “I’d rather see your men with M4s or AKs than those Winchesters, but the cavalry is very effective in this type of terrain. You guys have saved us more than once. I’m impressed.” 
 
    Garrett smiled. “Thank you kindly. Maybe we can get enough ammo from Ivan to switch our guns out. I’d be okay with that. I’ll kinda miss the smoke and the smell, though.” 
 
    Trevor laughed. “Hell, I think the thunder of those cannons is awesome.” 
 
    A few people in the room chuckled. 
 
    “I’m gonna go get busy, if you guys don’t need me here,” Seth said. 
 
    “I’ll stick around and tell you what happened,” Kaitlyn said. Seth kissed her and left the room. 
 
    “We need to protect that kid,” Sam said. “He’s got skills.” 
 
    Kaitlyn smiled proudly. “He does, doesn’t he?”  
 
    “Maybe I should start working some surveillance plans,” Clem said. 
 
    “I think this meeting is about over,” Garrett said. “I’m going to keep the patrols going at a higher level until we get other things in place. Talk to you folks later.” 
 
    Everybody except Willard left the saloon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. White sat in the front of the bus, M60 across his lap, the back a mix of armed commandos and state elected officials. Machine gun fire and explosions could be heard as they approached the State Capitol area. He pulled out his phone and hit a contact. 
 
    “Ivan, others in place?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ivan said. “Seventy-thousand armed citizens are coming in to help the other commando team. The enemy is holding the Capitol grounds between Ninth Street and Thirteenth Street. They’re well-armed, but the commandos are wearing them down.” 
 
    “Still protecting capitol building, right?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re trying not to blow that building up. Are the other three buses still behind you guys?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Mr. White said. “And hoard of off-roaders on way too. We really have seventy thousand civilian fighters?” 
 
    “Yep, and there’s more behind them. Ben Dover is getting really good at this recruiting.” 
 
    “True, plus people smell blood in water, which help him. People had enough. Rampage coming.” 
 
    “Yes, my friend,” Ivan said. “We’re gonna take the top half of the state back. Then the problem will be the south.” 
 
    “True that two-hundred thousand Islamists are on way?” 
 
    “True, and so far we’ve only been able to raise about a hundred thousand there with the social media blitz.” 
 
    “How long was effort?” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “About half the time we spent working the Sacramento area, and that had a smaller population to work with, so I still have hope.” 
 
    “Good,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Off freeway, just passed Sutter’s Fort on L Street.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Ivan said. “I’ll let you go.” 
 
    “Talk later, boss.” Mr. White put the phone back in his pocket. The white-haired man sitting behind him poked him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Sir, do we get to fight?” 
 
    “Are you elected official?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    “I was Speaker of the Assembly,” the man said. “Garrison Hause.” 
 
    “Too important to get shot,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “I’m pissed at these guys,” Speaker Hause said. 
 
    “Then be smart when back in office. Stop bad guys. Don’t help them.” 
 
    He sat for a moment, tears forming in his eyes. “I guess I deserve that.” 
 
    “Yes, do, but not over. Become great man. You can.” 
 
    “Mind if we move around, to talk?” Speaker Hause asked. 
 
    “Be my guest,” Mr. White said. “You free man again. Do your job.” 
 
    He nodded at Mr. White, then turned around. “Members of the legislature, let’s meet. Switch seats and come up here.” 
 
    Half the people on the bus got up and moved forward, the commandos moving to the rear. 
 
    “Thanks,” Speaker Hause said, sitting sideways in the seat so he could look at those behind him. “We need to discuss what we do when we get back on the job. I believe job one is to restore the bureaucracy and re-take control of all state offices. 
 
    The tall black man towards the back of the group laughed out loud. 
 
    “Senator Wilson, do you have something to say?” Hause asked. 
 
    “Are you ready to admit that we need borders, and that we have a right to keep illegal aliens and phony refugees out of our nation? Because if you aren’t ready to admit that and move forward against that policy, we might as well just shoot ourselves.” 
 
    “I think that’s a little extreme,” said a small Hispanic man towards the front. 
 
    “Yeah, I figured you’d say that, Assemblyman Lopez,” Wilson said. 
 
    Mr. White shook his head, his expression one of disgust. “You have everything, deserve nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s right,” Wilson said. “We’ve got a war going on. We’ve got citizens being attacked and killed. The first thing we need to do is capture or kill every damn UN Peacekeeper in the state. That is job one. Then we need to capture or kill every Islamist thug. After that’s done, we can go back to bickering about sanctuary cities and Islamophobic speech. 
 
    “That’s not a very enlightened attitude,” Lopez said. 
 
    “Are you serious?” asked another man, a pasty-looking red-haired man with a face that didn’t fit the color. 
 
    “Yeah, Senator Reilly, the idiot is serious,” Wilson said. 
 
    “Stop the bickering,” Hause said. “It’s not helpful. We aren’t going to target Muslims in this state. I’m all for deporting the UN Peacekeepers. We asked them to come in and they failed. Now we can ask them to leave.” 
 
    Mr. White doubled over laughing. “That rich.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hause asked. 
 
    “UN occupying force, not helpers for time of need,” Mr. White said. “Islamists worse. Kill them like the dogs they are.” 
 
    “There aren’t even many Islamists here,” Hause said. This time both Mr. White and Wilson laughed hard. 
 
    “You want to see size of Islamist problem?” Mr. White asked. He pulled out his phone and fired up the long-range app, then showed him the Islamic fighters on the way south. “You see this?” 
 
    “What is that?” Hause asked, as others got closer to take a look, flooding the aisle in the bus. 
 
    “Each icon is one Islamic fighter. They have RFID chips. You people need to catch up fast. Lot happened while you were locked up.” 
 
    “My God, how many men is that?” Lopez asked. 
 
    “Roughly two hundred thousand,” Mr. White said. 
 
    “What?” Hause asked, his eyes wide. “Where are they going?” 
 
    “They go south to re-open I-8 and other roads by border, so they can help seven hundred thousand Islamic fighters come into California from Mexico.” 
 
    Wilson chuckled. “So now can we get serious?” 
 
    “I’m almost afraid to ask,” Reilly said. “How many UN Peacekeepers are still here?” 
 
    “We not sure,” Mr. White said. “UN Peacekeepers have no RFID, so we can’t see. Less than Islamists. Citizens been doing jobs for you slugs. Retake San Francisco and Oakland already, kill many thousand Peacekeepers. Almost have Sacramento back. Final battle goes on at Capitol.” 
 
    “So, we really have no idea how many UN Peacekeepers are here?” Lopez asked. 
 
    “Boss said EU Navy ships coming with another sixty thousand,” Mr. White said. “Was coming to Bay Area. Now going up north because enemy defeated in Bay Area. We should sink boat.” 
 
    Hause showed an expression of disbelief. “The EU is in on this?” 
 
    “Why is that a surprise?” Wilson asked. “They want a global government with themselves at the top. Why don’t you get that?” 
 
    “Who else is against us?” Hause asked. 
 
    “Saladin and the Caliphate,” Mr. White said. “Funny. EU think they subjugate people together and live happily ever after. Islamists bide time, take over everything, impose sharia, kill infidel in mass numbers. EU very foolish.” 
 
    “What’s still left?” Hause asked. 
 
    “What mean?” Mr. White asked. 
 
    “National guard? Police organizations?” 
 
    “Disbanded or killed, mostly,” Mr. White said. “Some can be brought back. Citizens probably win before you get them back, but should try. That my advice. Call up National guard, and get police departments and CHP back to work. Give them real weapons, not pea-shooters. Understand?” 
 
    “Where did you get that phone?” Reilly asked. 
 
    “Normal phone with special apps from General Hogan’s team. Ivan have one for each of you. You get when we arrive. Oh, and by the way, look.” He moved the app to Washington DC and the Mid-Atlantic, showing a sea of icons. 
 
    “My God,” Wilson said. “You liberals have killed us all.” 
 
    “Stop,” Mr. White said. “You understand, so stop bickering and start work. Past arguments not matter. Survival. Liberty. All that matter now. Lay blame and argue later if must, but not today.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Lopez said. “I’m ashamed. We all should be. We need to redeem ourselves. We need to work for the people.” 
 
    “Now you think correctly,” Mr. White said. “Get ready. We close to hot zone. We pull on side street, building is set up. Phone banks, weapons, your new cellphones, also documentation to get you up to speed, since you in stir so long.” 
 
    “We can thank Ivan for all of this?” Hause asked. 
 
    “Ivan and others,” Mr. White said. “Many patriots still out there. Give us fighting chance.” 
 
    The buses made a right turn on 17th Street and pulled to a stop next to a large building. Mr. White stood up. “Come, hurry, run into parking structure, we enter building from there, under cover.” 
 
    The buses emptied out, the elected officials and commandos rushing into the building as the gunfire continued, just two blocks away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The base next to the quarry was busy, with off-roader teams reloading their ammo and topping off their gas tanks from a fuel truck Ivan had sent there. Jules, Tex, Sparky, and Ted sat in folding chairs under the corrugated metal stall between two battle wagons. Jules had a bandage around his forehead, which the doctor had put on half an hour ago. 
 
    “Hot today,” Tex said, wiping sweat off his forehead. “Wish we could have a few beers.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be nice,” Ted said. 
 
    “Probably could have one or two,” Jules said. “Ivan text. Sacramento fell. Legislature back in place… what left of, anyway.” 
 
    “How many survived?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “One third, give or take,” Jules said. “Some maybe escaped, will join later. Many died in prison or during capture.” 
 
    “Well, I hope they’ve learned something,” Tex said. “We ought to have a part time legislature here, like we’ve got in Texas. Keeps them under control a little better.” 
 
    “What’s our next objective?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Still waiting for Ivan,” Jules said. “May be able to leave north half of state soon. Big trouble brewing in south. Ji-Ho and Sam need us.” 
 
    “What’s left up here to liberate?” Sparky asked. 
 
    “Bay area under our control from San Jose to Santa Rosa. Sacramento now. Boss say boatload of UN Peacekeepers on way to Oregon. US Navy chasing now.” 
 
    “How many Peacekeepers they talking about, partner?” 
 
    “Sixty thousand,” Jules said. “Much smaller problem than Islamists now.” 
 
    “I’ve been watching the Islamists move south,” Ted said. “The first group is almost to Yucca Valley.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Sparky said, pulling out his phone. He looked silently for a moment, his teeth grinding. “It’s pretty obvious what they’re doing.” 
 
    “What’s that, partner?” Tex asked. 
 
    “They can take Highway 62 to Highway 95. That leads right down to the part of I-8 that’s closest to the border.” 
 
    “Wait, they’re that close?” Ted asked. “Do we need to airlift forces over to stop them?” 
 
    Sparky shook his head no, not looking up from his phone. “They’re really spread out. The furthest south I see them now is Landers, but it’s a small number so far. Some of them are still as far north as Bakersfield. Some of them haven’t moved for several hours. Almost looks like they’re digging in, waiting for something.” 
 
    “Is it still a couple hundred thousand?” Tex asked. Sparky shook his head yes. 
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Ted said. 
 
    “You not kidding,” Jules said. “Look at numbers of Islamists over border, though. Changing last time I looked.” 
 
    “When was the last time you looked?” Sparky asked, as he moved the view south of the border. 
 
    “Before doctor get here,” Jules said. “Three hours.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Sparky said. 
 
    “What you see?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Looks like about half of them are moving southeast,” Sparky said, looking over at Tex. 
 
    “Crap,” Tex said, pulling his phone out to look. 
 
    “Governor Nelson see them,” Jules said, “got apps before us. They ready, trust me.” 
 
    “Hope you’re right,” Tex said. 
 
    “Hey, Jules, you might want to watch this,” Shelly said from the door of Tex’s coach. 
 
    “What?” Jules asked, getting up. 
 
    “Press conference starting in a few minutes,” Karen said, standing next to Shelly. “California legislature.” 
 
    The four men got up and went into the coach, finding seats with their women. The camera was already on in the room, pointing at a podium with the California State Seal on the front. 
 
    “Wonder who’s speaking?” Ted asked. 
 
    “They haven’t said,” Haley whispered to him. 
 
    “It’s the Speaker,” Sparky said, watching Hause take the podium. Eight other members of the legislature came on the stage and stood behind him, a mixture of both parties. 
 
    “Hello, fellow Californians,” Hause began. “We have been in Folsom Prison since before Martial Law was declared, and are deeply sorry for the actions of the UN Peacekeepers and others who have been illegally oppressing California citizens during our confinement.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, on the verge of tears, composing himself to go on. 
 
    “I am currently the acting governor of our great state, because the Governor, the Lieutenant Governor, and the President Pro Tem of the Senate were all killed by the enemy. The job now falls to the Speaker of the Assembly. I ask for your support as we bring California back under the control of the people.” 
 
    “A lot of this is his fault,” Ted said. 
 
    “Give him a chance, honey,” Haley said. 
 
    “Our first actions will be to bring the criminal UN and the Islamist Army to justice. I am ordering that all California Law Enforcement Officers return to their jobs for further instructions, and I am activating the National Guard as well. This will not be enough to beat the enemy, but we have a robust citizenry who have already taken up the fight, and are, in fact, responsible for our rescue. We will work together with them to bring the state back under control, and to defeat the enemy on all fronts.” 
 
    Is this going to be too little, too late?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “The citizens must join,” Jules said, his brow furrowed. “They must trust. It might not be easy, but we already in fight.” 
 
    “This is a good development,” Sparky said. “At least I hope it is.” 
 
    “Look, he’s done already,” Karen said, watching the men leave the stage. 
 
    “Do you want to watch the talking heads?” Dana asked. “I think I’ll go outside.” 
 
    “They partly responsible for problem,” Jules said, standing. “I go call Ivan.” 
 
    He left the coach, Shelly following him. They both froze as the gate of the compound opened. 
 
    “What’s that?” Shelly asked. Their battle wagon rolled through the gate. 
 
    “They fix!” Jules said. “We got home back!” They watched as the massive rig was driven in, making a K-turn and backing into an empty space at the north end of the row. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {16} 
 
    Northern Recruitment 
 
   J onathan sat in his Bend, Oregon apartment, next to his girlfriend Courtney. He was a well-built young man in his late twenties, wearing a t-shirt and board shorts, with tattoos on his arms and a shaved head. She was small and blonde, both ears covered with rings, tattoos on her upper arms and neck, with a hint of more beneath her ragged sweatshirt. 
 
    “Let’s go someplace,” Courtney said. “I’m bored.” 
 
    “In a while,” Jonathan said. “I want to see if they say more about those EU Navy ships.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, her eyes intense below her nearly invisible blonde eyebrows. “Looking to get arrested again?” 
 
    He looked at her and chuckled. “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “Well count me out, and don’t expect me to use my savings bailing you out again.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You like what you see going on in California? I don’t. Those EU ships are bringing over UN Peacekeepers.” 
 
    “They aren’t bothering us here.” 
 
    “As long as we keep our mouths shut and let them continue to castrate our society,” Jonathan said. His phone rang. “Jared.” He hit the speaker button. “Hey, dude, what’s up?” 
 
    “You see the reports of the globalist invasion?” he asked in a thin voice. People in the background chuckled. 
 
    “Who’s with you?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “I’m gonna get something to eat,” Courtney said, getting off the couch and going into the dingy kitchen section of the room. She moved dirty dishes around the sink, clanking them as loud as possible, Jonathan shooting her a disgusted look. 
 
    “Well?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Cory, Noah, and Devin,” he said. “Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jonathan said. “You know we’re being watched, right?” 
 
    “Of course. Screw them. You see what I’m talking about?” 
 
    “I heard that there were some EU Navy ships planning to come up the river to Portland Harbor. They ought to get on well there.” 
 
    Jared snickered. “They’re being chased by the US Navy.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Jonathan said, shooting a glance at Courtney as she sat down with a yogurt, rolling her eyes at the phone. 
 
    “No, really, man,” Jared said. “Did you see those videos of San Francisco and Oakland? The patriots won.” 
 
    “Funny, the news hasn’t said anything about it,” Jonathan said sarcastically. That brought another eye roll from Courtney. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s funny all right. The videos go up on YouTube, then come down, then get re-posted. I’ve got copies of all of them on my blog. Go take a look, man. It’s awesome.” 
 
    “What are you hearing about the ships?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “I heard they were heading to San Francisco with sixty-thousand UN Peacekeepers, to replace forces that Ivan the Butcher has been taking out.” 
 
    Jonathan glanced at Courtney as she grabbed the remote and turned on MTV. “We need somebody like that here, or the whole damn state is gonna end up like Portland.” 
 
    “They laid Portland out in grids and have checkpoints set up, just like they tried in California,” Jared said. “They won’t call it martial law, of course. At least they’re being manned by the Portland PD instead of the UN.” 
 
    “Until now,” Jonathan said. Courtney raised the volume way up on the TV. Jonathan ripped the remote out of her hands, shut the TV off, and tossed the remote onto the battered chair by the opposite wall. 
 
    “Hey, dammit, I was watching that,” she said. 
 
    “Leave,” Jonathan said. “I’ve had enough.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, stomping into the bedroom. 
 
    “Trouble in paradise?” Jared asked. 
 
    “She left the room. Mission accomplished.” 
 
    “When are you gonna kick her to the curb?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jonathan said. “Back to the ships. You believe they’re bringing the UN Peacekeepers here?” 
 
    “To administer Portland’s martial law? Doubtful. There are plenty of fascists running Portland already, and there are plenty of their lackeys to keep a compliant population under control.” 
 
    “What, then?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “I think they’re getting chased in here, like I was saying. It’ll be interesting to see if the US Navy follows them in.” 
 
    Jonathan’s phone dinged with an email receipt. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I just sent you a link to the recruitment page from California.” 
 
    “Recruitment page?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jared said. “Ben Dover. Remember him?” 
 
    Jonathan snickered. “Love the name. That guy’s killer. What about him? They recruiting for California? We’ve got just as bad problems here.” 
 
    “Things here aren’t as bad as they are in Cali,” Jared said. “Not yet, anyway. We don’t have UN thugs pushing the population around. You see that video with the women? Talking about the UN rape operations?” 
 
    “Was that for real? The media says it’s fake.” 
 
    Jared laughed. “It’s real, trust me. That’s why I’m bothered by a boatload of UN punks showing up here.” 
 
    “Does Ben Dover say something about it?” 
 
    “He warned of them looking for a safe haven from the US Navy,” Jared said. “If they can’t go elsewhere, they might set up shop here–and I suspect they’ll be going to the places where there are still patriots in control.” 
 
    “Like here,” Jonathan said, his heart pounding all of a sudden. “What do you suggest we do?” 
 
    “Ben Dover’s site can help us. There’s an easy procedure to set up affiliates for recruitment in other states. I say you and I and our buds set up a central Oregon affiliate.” 
 
    “Why would we want to do that?” Jonathan asked. “We’ve still got control here.” 
 
    “I think we ought to organize a proper welcome for our friendly UN Peacekeepers.” 
 
    “If we go there, we’re liable to get shot or thrown into prison.” 
 
    “Don’t be a wuss, Jonathan. With our low population, sixty thousand UN Peacekeepers could get martial law going in Central and Eastern Oregon. You know that.” 
 
    “Our local law enforcement might have something to say about that.” 
 
    “You know what they did in California. They sidelined the local authorities. Want that to happen here?” 
 
    Jonathan sighed. “No. You know I don’t. What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Use the link. I’m setting up an affiliate page right now. There will be a link on Ben Dover’s page in about five minutes.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do, exactly?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Spread the link around to all of the message boards you know about. We’re doing the same thing. Flood the internet with it. I’ll have one of my articles on the top explaining what’s going on with the EU Navy ships and the UN. I’ll also link the videos of the women in California and battle video from San Francisco, Oakland, and Sacramento.” 
 
    “Sacramento has been liberated?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Almost,” Jared said. “Understand?” 
 
    “When do we expect the EU Navy ships to show up?” 
 
    “Late tonight or early tomorrow morning. The snowflakes are planning a massive welcoming demonstration for tomorrow morning at ten. State sanctioned, of course.” There were chuckles in the background. 
 
    “How are we gonna get up there in time?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “It’s only three and a half hours,” Jared said. “I say we get on the road no later than six tomorrow morning. We ought to have a huge crowd rolling towards there by then.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to get enough people from this part of the state,” Jonathan said. “We’ll have to recruit a lot of the sane people in Portland.” 
 
    “I understand,” Jared said. “You have some inroads in that community. Use them.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll get started right away,” Jonathan said. “Talk to you later.” 
 
    “Later, dude,” Jared said. The call ended, and Jonathan rushed to the kitchen table to fire up his laptop. He stared for a moment at the closed door of his bedroom, then logged on, getting to Ben Dover’s recruitment site in seconds. The Oregon link was already up, so he clicked on it, then chuckled at the cheesy graphics that Jared placed on the front page. The links to the videos were there. He clicked on the video of California women’s testimony and watched it in silence, his eyes tearing up, his fists balled tight. He wiped his eyes when it was over, then looked at that closed bedroom door. 
 
    “Hey, Courtney, get your ass out here. You have to see this.” 
 
    After a moment the door opened slowly, and she came out, brushing her long blonde hair away from her face. “What now?” 
 
    “Sit,” he said, getting out of the way. He clicked the link for the video, and watched as Courtney’s eyes got wider and wider. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Robbie sat at his laptop in the dinette of the battle wagon, watching the high-res long-range app. He was making notes on a pad of paper. Morgan, Dana, and Karen came in, still chatting. 
 
    “Hey, honey, they put out some beer at the building over there, if you’re interested,” Morgan said. He looked up at her for a moment and smiled, then looked back down at his laptop. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Dana asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “I’m using this new high-res app,” he said, looking up at them again. “There’s some movement we ought to be keeping track of.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Morgan said, walking to the dinette. “What?” 
 
    “See this?” he asked, pointing to a thin line of icons heading west on Interstate 80. “They’re trying to hide their numbers. See how they’re all spread out?” 
 
    “I thought the Islamists were all heading south,” Karen asked, walking over to look.  
 
    Dana followed her reluctantly, fear creeping over her face. “I thought we were gonna get a break for a while.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re coming here?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “No,” Robbie said. “If they were coming for us, they would’ve gotten on Highway 49 in Auburn. See?” He pointed at the screen. 
 
    “Not all of them have passed Auburn,” she said. 
 
    “True, but it’s not a huge group. I see just under a hundred.” 
 
    “Where’d they come from?” Karen asked. 
 
    “Nevada,” Robbie said. “The tail end was still on that part of the road when I noticed. They’re moving fast.” 
 
    “They’re going to Sacramento,” Dana said after looking at the map for a moment. “Maybe they’re going to attack the Capitol again. They’ve got to be pissed about losing it.” 
 
    “That’s not enough people for an assault on the Capitol,” Robbie said, “it’s still crawling with our people.” 
 
    “What, then?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Robbie said, “but the fact that they’re trying to hide themselves tells me they have an operation going. Maybe a kidnapping, or a hit on a small strategic target.” 
 
    “Zoom in on Sacramento,” Morgan said. Robbie nodded and did that. “Look. Three hits. Right there. See them?” Robbie zoomed in. 
 
    “Crap,” Karen said, looking closely at the screen. “See what those hits are near?” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Robbie said. “The State CHP headquarters. They’re going to hit that. I’ll bet what’s left of the leadership is there right now, because of the orders from Governor Hause.” 
 
    “He’s the speaker,” Dana said. 
 
    “Until we elect a new governor, he’s the governor,” Robbie said, pulling his phone out. “Jules needs to see this.” He texted Jules and asked him to come over. 
 
    “I’ll send a message to Tex too,” Karen said. 
 
    “They were together with Sparky, so they’ll all be here in a sec,” Dana said. 
 
    Robbie got off the dinette bench and turned the laptop so it was pointing out into the salon. “Now we can all see it.” He sat back down on the other side of the dinette and grabbed the mouse, zooming out to show the stream of fighters coming in. 
 
    “We here,” Jules said, climbing up the steps, Tex and Sparky following him. “What happen?” 
 
    “There’s a stream of Islamists coming southwest on I-80,” Robbie said, “and a few hits near the CHP headquarters.” 
 
    Jules, Sparky, and Tex shot each other a glance.  
 
    “Dammit,” Sparky said. “The CHP is just starting to get back together. The leadership is probably all there right now.” 
 
    “I call Ivan,” Jules said. “We might need to show up.” He walked out of the coach with the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Glad I didn’t drink much of that beer,” Tex said. 
 
    “Seriously,” Karen said. 
 
    Jules rushed back inside. “Ivan said go. Get ready.” 
 
    “We’ve only got five battle wagons left,” Sparky said. 
 
    “We take off-roaders. Let’s go. Chop chop.” 
 
    The team was at the gate within minutes, Robbie and Morgan second in the line of coaches, the off-roaders all around them. Tex was in the lead. 
 
    “Wish we had more battle wagons,” Morgan said. “A hundred Islamists is a lot.” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot of firepower,” Robbie said as he drove forward. “It’ll be enough.” 
 
    Their phones dinged with a text message. Morgan brought it up. “There’s sixty CHP officers at the headquarters, and they’ve all got M60s and M4s. They’re setting up an ambush.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Robbie said as he drove. “We might not beat them there, you know.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be there before the battle starts,” Morgan said. “Assuming they won’t start the attack until the entire force gets there. Some of them are still as far back as Colfax.” 
 
    “Good,” Robbie said as they blasted west on Highway 50. It was late afternoon. More people were out than they were used to, now that the enemy had lost control of the area. 
 
    “The first of them just made the transition to Highway 160,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Does it still look like the CHP headquarters is the target?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Morgan said. “That’s the way to get there, unless they want to run through a bunch of surface streets in Sacramento.” 
 
    They rode silently for a few minutes, both worried about the battle to come. 
 
    “Look, there’s Rancho Cordoba already,” Robbie said. “We’re making good time. Where should I get off?” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. He glanced at her, staring at her screen. 
 
    “I think they’re setting up mortars or something,” Morgan said. “The first group stopped before the bridge. They’re on the far side of the American River.” 
 
    “Text the others, in case nobody noticed,” Robbie said.  
 
    Morgan nodded and did that, getting returns right away. “They see it. Jules plans to send off-roaders into that area.” 
 
    “Where should I get off Highway 50?” 
 
    “Still working on that,” Morgan said, her fingers pinching out on the screen to zoom in. “This sucks. Any way we go, it’s a slog through surface streets. I suggest getting off on Sixteenth Street. That would put us in position to fire on enemy vehicles as they come over the bridge.” 
 
    “Give me some warning when we get close, okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” Morgan said. “The second group just crossed the bridge.” 
 
    “Is the first one still across the river?” 
 
    “Yep, at the closest point from which to lob shells,” Morgan said. “Second group just got on Vine street.” 
 
    “Where will that put them?” 
 
    “If they stay on it, northeast of the CHP building,” she said. “Here comes a third group.” 
 
    “On Vine?” 
 
    “Just getting onto the bridge,” she said. 
 
    “Oh. Our street is only two and a half miles away now.” 
 
    “Great, we’ll be there at a good time. These slugs have no idea what kind of hornets’ nest they’re about to hit.” She grinned at him. 
 
    “I’m worried about those mortars,” Robbie said. 
 
    “The third group is on Richard’s Boulevard. That’ll give them a force to the south of the CHP building.” 
 
    “Where are the original hits?” 
 
    “Same place they’ve been,” Morgan said. “Looks like an apartment building off Seventh Street, right across from the CHP headquarters.” 
 
    “Lovely. They’ve probably got weapons stored there, all ready to go.” 
 
    “They haven’t been there long,” Morgan said. “We would’ve seen them before.”  
 
    “True, they probably didn’t expect the legislature to re-start the CHP.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “Another two groups heading over the bridge.” 
 
    “There’s our off-ramp,” Robbie said, watching off-roaders and Tex’s coach taking it. “Guess they figured out the way too. Maybe we ought to get on Seventh Street instead. That would put us to the west. Might come in handy.” 
 
    “We can get to the bridge before the rest of the enemy force shows up,” Morgan said. “I think we ought to take this exit, because we can limit the attack by taking out the stragglers coming over the bridge.” 
 
    “How many stragglers are we talking about?” 
 
    “A third of the force,” Morgan said. “Maybe straggler isn’t the best word.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m convinced,” he said, smiling at her as he took the off-ramp. 
 
    “The last of them are right by the Haggin Oaks golf course,” Morgan said. “This is gonna be close.” 
 
    They flew down the street above the speed limit, past residential neighborhoods and commercial areas.  
 
    “It’s pretty in here,” Robbie said. 
 
    “You’ll know we’re getting close when it gets more industrial,” Morgan said, eyes glued to the screen. 
 
    “Here it comes,” Robbie said, pointing to a factory building, then noticing the tunnel coming up, under the railroad tracks. “Crap, I hope that tunnel is tall enough.” 
 
    “It is,” Morgan said, “barely.” 
 
    Robbie held his breath as they rolled into it, but they passed through without any contact, coming out into a full-on industrial area. “Okay, where are the bad guys on this side of the river now?” 
 
    “Surrounding the CHP Headquarters on all four sides,” Morgan said. “Gonna be hard for them to use the mortars and not hit their own fighters.” 
 
    “Look, off-roaders and Jeeps going over the bridge.” 
 
    “Good,” Morgan said. “Tex just made a left onto Richards. See him?” 
 
    “Yep. He’s turning right into that Diesel Service Center parking lot.” 
 
    “We should go there too,” Morgan said. “Nothing will get past that bridge if we plant ourselves there.” 
 
    Robbie nodded and made the left, then a quick right. The next three battle wagons kept going, one moving over to Vine Street, the other two continuing on Richards. A horde of off-roaders followed, going up several of the surrounding streets. 
 
    There was a loud blast on the bridge, a truck exploding from Tex’s M19. 
 
    “It’s on,” Robbie shouted as they pulled up, seeing another pickup truck with men in the back racing over the bridge. He opened fire with his mini gun, hitting the truck, knocking it right off the road. There were explosions to the north. 
 
    “Off roaders,” Morgan said. “The Islamists on the road just turned before they got to the bridge.” She laughed while she watched. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re taking the on-ramp off the freeway. One of them just crashed head-on into a semi-truck. That’s gotta hurt.” 
 
    “Any others still coming over the river?” Robbie asked. 
 
    “Nope,” she said. 
 
    “Good, then let’s go that way.” He pointed down Vine street, which they could reach by crossing the parking lot of the tire dealership next door. 
 
    Morgan’s fingers typed on her phone. A ding followed. “Go, they’re okay with it,” she said. “Tex will stay here and guard the back door.” 
 
    Robbie nodded and backed up the big coach, turning it and crossing an access road onto the tire dealer parking lot to the northwest, then making a right turn onto Vine street. There was still gunfire across the river, and then a mortar round flew, hitting their side of the bank. 
 
    “Dammit,” Morgan said. “Get those guys!” 
 
    “Are they getting help from the enemy fighters who didn’t make it across the bridge?” 
 
    “You guessed it,” Morgan said. “Make a right turn on Tenth Street. That will put you in position to fire on the enemy over there. I’d go into siege mode, though.” 
 
    Robbie nodded, making the turn and driving past the last block before the river. He flipped the switches for siege mode, firing several grenades at the mortar team before the shields were all the way up, two of them hitting home. 
 
    “Nice shooting,” Morgan said as she pulled the console out and looked at the front and rear machine gun target reticle. “I think I can hit them from here.” 
 
    “Do it, but don’t hit our off-roaders.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she said, opening fire, sweeping it back and forth, taking out most of the mortar team. Machine gun fire hit the back of the coach, so she switched to the rear machine guns, nailing a truck that was roaring towards them. 
 
    Robbie laughed, looking through is sight. “They didn’t expect that.” 
 
    “Look, more men running up with mortars,” Morgan yelled. “Try to hit their ammo with a grenade.” 
 
    Robbie nodded, firing several grenades, one of them hitting the first ammo box on the left, blowing it up, men running away on fire. 
 
    “They’ve got willie pete,” Morgan said, firing at more enemy fighters who were rushing the back of the vehicle. Then there was thunder coming from M60s to the west. 
 
    “The CHP officers are on the roof!” Robbie shouted. 
 
    “Get those guys bringing up that new mortar,” Morgan shouted. “I have to stay on our rear.” 
 
    “Got it,” Robbie said, firing more grenades, then hitting them with several blips from the mini gun. As soon as that mortar team was dead, another took its place. Then several off-roaders roared over the rolling hills, firing as they went, taking the next mortar team out and then going north to hit the trucks where the rest of the mortar teams were, blowing up their vehicles and chasing down the survivors. 
 
    “Yes,” Morgan said, taking a quick glimpse of them, then getting back to the rear sight and firing as yet another truckload of Islamists roared forward. 
 
    “Hey, honey, hit them with a grenade. Maybe we can bust their truck in the road and cut off their access. We’re getting more action than we can handle.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Robbie said, swinging the M19 in that direction and firing, the cab exploding. He hit it again, the gas tank going up as Islamists in the back tried to escape, Morgan peppering them with machine gun fire. 
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    Roads and Passes 
 
   T he battle near the CHP Headquarters in Sacramento continued to rage. Robbie and Morgan were in their battle wagon, in the middle of a huge firefight. 
 
    “Dammit, I’m getting an overheat warning on the rear machine guns,” Morgan said. 
 
    Robbie looked at her. “Hold off on the rear guns for a moment. I’ll watch with the mini gun, you keep an eye across the river and use the front machine guns.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay, the enemy quit rushing us in the back,” Morgan said. “Maybe it’s gonna slow down now.” 
 
    There was still a high volume of fire coming from the CHP building, but it was almost all M60 fire from officers, judging by how rapid the rate was. That tapered off after a couple of minutes. Robbie didn’t see any more enemy trucks coming at them from Tenth Street, and the north bank of the American River was covered with cruising off-roaders. 
 
    “I think we won,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Robbie said, scanning with his gun sight. “No movement.” 
 
    “Checking the apps,” Morgan said, looking at her phone. “Lots of hits. Can’t tell if their alive or dead.” 
 
    “What about the road in? Any more coming?” 
 
    “There’s three truck loads heading northeast as fast as they can go,” she said, looking over at him. “Trying to escape.” 
 
    “Maybe we should chase them,” Robbie said. 
 
    “We should send a message to Ben Dover’s site,” Morgan said. “Warn people they’re coming. Maybe the citizens along the road can take them out. There’s some showing up, from what I’m seeing on the message board.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve been on that site, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Morgan said. 
 
    “The enemy can monitor that too, you know.” 
 
    “There are private encrypted message boards you can use,” Morgan said. “Just came on line this morning. You should check it out.” 
 
    “I will,” he said as she typed on her phone. 
 
    “Sent a message to Jules about that. Suggested that we send messages to Auburn and other towns along I-80.” 
 
    Robbie laughed. “He’ll ask you to do it.” 
 
    “I’m good with that.” Her phone dinged with a reply. She read it and laughed. 
 
    “I knew it,” Robbie said, watching her type messages on her phone. “Let’s get with the others and see what to do next.” He shut down siege mode and fired up the engine, then turned left, heading towards the CHP building. Other battle wagons and a lot of off-roaders were already there. As he pulled up, Tex parked next to him. The CHP Brass was just coming out of the building. Jules, Ted, Sparky, and Tex walked up to meet them, shaking hands. Robbie and Morgan followed, joined by Justin and Katie. 
 
    “I can’t thank you guys enough,” said a tall man in a CHP officer’s uniform, fifty-something with a dark complexion and bushy grey eyebrows. “I’m Kent Sherman, acting head of the CHP.” 
 
    “Hello, I’m Jules.” He introduced the others, and Sherman introduced the CHP brass. 
 
    “You guys have the apps, no?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yes, and we saw the problem coming. The three that were across the street weren’t visible to us until this morning. I’m wondering how the hell they got there.” 
 
    “Did you kill them, partner?” Tex asked. 
 
    Sherman nodded yes. “We killed them before their friends got here. There were three Islamists and two of those UN creeps. We found them using that high-resolution PC version of the long-range app.” 
 
    “We need to search that building,” Ted said. “Something’s not right. You can’t make RFID chips disappear and re-appear.” 
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” Robbie said. “Something doesn’t smell right.” 
 
    Sherman glanced at him, then saw Morgan standing there, recognizing her from the video. He bowed at her. “It’s an honor to be in your presence.” Morgan looked at him, not sure he was talking to her. He smiled. “Sorry. That video testimony really got to me. The whole state is proud of you and the others for what you did. It took courage.” 
 
    Morgan smiled, face turning red. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Let’s get over there and check this out,” Ted said. 
 
    “Maybe we ought to handle that,” Sherman said. “Might be dangerous. There might be stragglers alive.” 
 
    “Ted, Sparky, and Tex are former Special Forces,” Jules said. “I former Merc. We can handle. If you have such men, send with us.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Sherman said. “We have a couple.” He pulled out his radio. “Teter and Goldberg, get down here. We need folks with Special Forces Training.” 
 
    “Roger that,” scratched a voice over the radio speaker. The two men showed up after less than a minute, both carrying M4s. Teter was a six-foot black man with a bald head and huge arms. Goldberg was just as tall, but thinner, with hawkish eyes and salt and pepper hair. 
 
    “We going into that apartment building?” Goldberg asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we need to figure out how they snuck in there without touching off the apps,” Ted said. The men introduced themselves, checked their weapons, and took off towards the apartment building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Clem rode shotgun with Sid in his old Jeep, Yvonne in the back with her rifle. 
 
    “Good idea to find the tracks,” Clem said. “That’ll help us focus our surveillance.” 
 
    “We also need to look for other likely places that they haven’t used yet,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “Yes,” Sid said. They cruised up the loose dirt rising above the pasture behind Garrett’s ranch house. 
 
    “It’s a shame those bastards damaged the barn,” Clem said. “Hope he didn’t lose much livestock.” 
 
    “He lost two milk cows,” Sid said. “Bastards.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Clem said. “There’s the tracks there. See them, behind where the mortars were set up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sid said, “but we need to get out and walk it a bit. There were k-turns and stuff here. I want to find where that thins out to one set of tracks.” 
 
    He pulled the Jeep over, and the three of them got out, walking towards the hills. 
 
    “I’m losing it,” Clem said, searching the ground in front of them as they walked. 
 
    “There it is,” Sid said, pointing ahead of them about twenty yards. “See. It looks like the vehicles came through that pass there, about three hundred yards out.” He pointed. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” Clem said, shaking his head. “Injuns,”  
 
    Sid flashed him a sheepish grin. “Be nice.” 
 
    “I’m in awe,” Clem said, “and that’s the truth.” 
 
    “Let’s drive through the pass,” Yvonne said. 
 
    They went back to their Jeep and drove slowly, Sid’s eyes straining out the windshield. 
 
    “This pass is narrow,” Yvonne said. “Maybe we ought to bring some dynamite over here and blow it.” 
 
    “We’d have to get permission from Garrett,” Clem said. “This pass could be useful for grazing. Look at that pasture land over there. He might not want to cut that off.” 
 
    They got through the skinny pass and drove down off the hillside, still on un-grated dirt, rocks hitting the bottom of the Jeep as Sid sped up. 
 
    “Look, we’re getting to a fire road,” Sid said, nodding ahead. 
 
    “See it,” Clem said. “Wonder where that goes? Hope we can still see the tracks.” 
 
    “We will, if it’s not packed too tight,” Sid said. He slowed as they approached it, both sides of the road marked by a loose mound of dirt from the bulldozers that created it. He stopped and jumped out of the Jeep to take a closer look, the others following him. 
 
    “Coming from the right side,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “Yep, good tracks too,” Sid said. He turned and looked back towards where they came. “Look, you can see the pass from here.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Clem said as he looked. “I see more horse tracks than tire tracks on the road.” 
 
    “That’s no problem,” Sid said. “Get in. Let’s follow this. We’ll be able to see where they came in.” They drove over the hump of dirt on the side of the fire road. 
 
    “Wonder if Garrett made these roads?” Clem asked. 
 
    “They’re at least a few years old,” Sid said. “Don’t remember when I first heard of this place.” 
 
    “It’s been at least five years,” Yvonne said. “Maybe longer.” 
 
    Sid sped up. 
 
    “Can you see going this fast?” Clem asked. 
 
    “We’ll see if they got off the road,” Sid said. “The mound on the side of the road will be crushed. Impossible to miss.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Clem said. 
 
    “This road goes pretty far,” Yvonne said, squinting from the back into the sunny landscape. 
 
    “There’s trees up ahead about five hundred yards,” Sid said. “Wonder if there’s a creek there?” 
 
    “Looks like it,” Clem said. “Maybe there’s fish.” 
 
    Yvonne laughed. “Still a fisherman, eh?” 
 
    “Always a fisherman,” Clem said, turning his head back to grin at her. “Seems like a waste of time now, though.” 
 
    “Nothing left the road up to that next ridge,” Sid said after they crossed the five hundred yards of flat land. “I’m gonna get out and look.” He stopped on the road and jumped out, rushing in front of the Jeep and kneeling. The others stayed in the Jeep. He stood, looking around, then got back into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Still there?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but this incline has taken some water runoff, so it’s slightly rutted and packed a little better. The tracks are still there, but they might not be in a week.” 
 
    “Too shallow?” Clem asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Sid said, putting the Jeep back into gear. They climbed the grade, the road going between clumps of boulders at the summit, then coming down, steeper than the other side. 
 
    “I’ll bet somebody had to dynamite boulders out of the way to build this stretch,” Clem said. 
 
    “Probably,” Sid said as he dropped the Jeep into a lower gear. “This drive wasn’t much fun at night, I’ll bet.” 
 
    “We must be close to the boundary of the property,” Yvonne said. “There’s barb wire ahead, to the left.” 
 
    “Garrett might own the land on either side,” Clem said. “I heard him say that they bought up several places over the years to give them what they have now.” 
 
    “I’d love to have this much land,” Sid said. 
 
    “Land ties you down,” Yvonne said.  
 
    Sid shot her a grin. “That’s what my dad used to say.” 
 
    “Look, the dirt on the left side of the road is crushed ahead,” Clem said. 
 
    “Good eye,” Sid said, slowing as they approached it. “There it is. Somebody took down part of the fence. See it?” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Clem said. “We gonna keep following the tracks?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Sid said, turning the Jeep in that direction. “Tracks are pretty visible here.” 
 
    “Yeah, even a paleface like me can see them,” Clem said, his shoulders shaking as he chuckled. Yvonne rolled her eyes. 
 
    Sid slowed as he drove through the broken part of the fence. “Tracks are still strong.” 
 
    “What’s that, shining by the side of the road?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “Good question,” Sid said, stopping the Jeep. He got out and trotted over to the reflection, coming back with a can in his hand. “Red Bull.” He tossed the can into the back, behind Yvonne. 
 
    “I can’t drink that stuff,” Clem said. “I get the shakes bad.” 
 
    “That drink is for the young,” Yvonne said. 
 
    Sid kept driving, the tracks still deep enough to see. The terrain was starting to descend slightly, as a small ridge rose out on the right side. They rounded it, and ran into an asphalt road. 
 
    “There we go,” Clem said.  
 
    “Stay in the Jeep,” Sid said to Clem as he got out, getting down on his hands and knees to look at the tracks near the road, and the asphalt. He got back behind the wheel. “They came in from the right-hand side.” 
 
    “You can tell that?” Clem asked. 
 
    “Yep,” he said as they started driving. “This is a private road. It’s not maintained very well. Look at the weeds coming up here and there.” 
 
    “Yeah, and the edges of the road are breaking up too,” Clem said. 
 
    They rode on the rough asphalt for about four miles, no structures in sight, and then the asphalt ended, the road turning to dirt. Sid stopped and got out, kneeling again. 
 
    “Tracks?” Clem asked from his seat. 
 
    “Still here,” Sid said. “Nowhere else they could’ve gone, from what I can tell.” 
 
    “They must have looked at some good satellite photos to figure out their way in,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking,” Sid said as he got back behind the wheel. They went another several miles when his phone rang. He fished it out of his pocket, slowing down for a moment. “Ed.” He put it on speaker. 
 
    “Hey, Ed, what’s up?” 
 
    “You guys okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sid said. “Believe it or not, we’re still following the way the enemy came in last night. It was quite a trek.” 
 
    “Okay, then I won’t bother you,” Ed said. “I worry more in my old age, and I can’t afford to lose any more friends.” 
 
    “Got you,” Sid said. “We’re fine and we’re armed. It’ll take a while to get back, I suspect, unless this hits a highway that we can use to come back in the front way.” 
 
    “Clem with you guys?” 
 
    “Yeah, and Yvonne,” he said. “Clem was hoping to find a good place to put some surveillance equipment.” 
 
    “Oh, that makes sense. I’ll let you go.” 
 
    “Thanks for checking, Ed. See you later.” 
 
    Sid ended the call, then looked over at Clem. “You didn’t tell anybody you were coming with us?” 
 
    “Sam and Garrett,” Clem said. “Those two are probably wearing out their women.” He and Sid laughed. 
 
    “Oh, brother,” Yvonne said. “Minds in the gutter, as usual. Sam and Erica are probably spending quality time with Mia while we have a break.” 
 
    “I know, honey,” Sid said. “We’re just joking around.” 
 
    “How long does this road go, anyway?” Clem asked. 
 
    “There’s the highway up ahead,” Yvonne said. 
 
    Sid smiled. “Your eyes are so much better than mine.” 
 
    “Only for distance. I can’t track like you. Never could, even when I was young.” 
 
    “That’s ten percent eyesight and ninety percent experience,” Sid said. “Do you guys recognize that road?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Clem said. “Unless there’s a good fishing stream around here, I probably never bothered to come out.” 
 
    Sid slowed down as they reached the road, getting out again to look at the ground. He turned towards the Jeep. “Left turn. This looks familiar to me. I’ve been on this road before.” 
 
    “We need to find a sign,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “I know,” Sid said as he walked back over. He drove onto the road and sped up. After about five minutes they found a road going off to the right, with a street sign. 
 
    “Honey Springs Road,” Clem said, squinting to read it. “Hell, I’ve been on this road a lot of times, just never this far back.” 
 
    “Damn,” Sid said. “This leads back to Highway 94, but it’s a long way. We’ll get home faster going back the way we came. Kinda makes sense, though.” 
 
    “Makes sense?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “That the enemy would go this way. The junction with Highway 94 is close to Otay Lakes Road.” 
 
    “Wow, that is a long way,” Clem said. 
 
    “I get it,” Yvonne said. “It’s a long way northwest of Dulzura. They stood a good chance of sneaking in without being seen by townspeople.” 
 
    “Yep,” Sid said. “Shall we go home?” 
 
    “Might as well,” Clem said. 
 
    Sid turned the Jeep around and they headed back up the highway towards the dirt road. 
 
    “Have any ideas on surveillance?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    Clem looked back at her and smiled. “Yeah, a couple ideas.” 
 
    “Let’s hear them,” Sid said. 
 
    “Step one is to put some small motion sensor cameras in the area by the break in the fence. The kind with radio transmitters.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sid said. “What else?” 
 
    “Repair the fence, and put some of those landmines on the far side.” 
 
    “Far side?” Yvonne asked. “Why bother to repair the fence? Wouldn’t it be better to leave the break in the fence there, and use that to funnel the enemy over the mines?” 
 
    Clem laughed. “We’d have cattle going through there.” 
 
    “Oh shit, you’re right,” Yvonne said. “Kaboom. Hamburger!” 
 
    Sid chuckled. “I can see putting one there, but we ought to look along that fence for other good places they might try.” 
 
    “I agree,” Clem said. “Those motion sensor cameras are cheap. We could buy about forty and stick them all over the place around there.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Sid said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jonathan was at his laptop, working the message board for Central Oregon on Ben Dover’s site. 
 
    “Hey, babe, should I cook a pizza?” Courtney asked. 
 
    “I guess it is dinner time,” Jonathan said, looking at her. She’d cleaned the kitchen and been very interested and helpful, after watching the video testimony of the California women.  
 
      “How’s the recruitment going?” she asked, sitting next to him, her arm going on his shoulder. He turned and kissed her, then looked back at the screen. 
 
    “I haven’t checked for a while. Been discussing it on the message board that Jared set up here. Lots of people seem interested. Let’s see if they put their money where their mouths are.” He clicked on the metrics link, and his eyes got wide. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “What?” Courtney asked, leaning in closer to the screen. “Does that say eighty thousand?” 
 
    “Yeah, and look at it ticking up. At this rate, it’ll be over a hundred thousand in the next ten minutes.” 
 
    Courtney shook her head. “Wow.” 
 
    “I’ve got to call Jared,” he said, picking up his phone. He hit the contact and put it on speaker when it clicked. 
 
    “Hey, Jonathan, how goes it?” 
 
    “Are you watching the metrics page?” 
 
    “Not for a while. We had six hundred people last time I checked.” 
 
    Jonathan chuckled. “Look at it now.” 
 
    There was silence on the line for a moment, and then a few expletives. Jonathan and Courtney laughed. 
 
    “No way,” Jared said. “I expected a decent turnout. This is insane.” 
 
    “Guess people are more pissed off than we thought,” Jonathan said. 
 
    “I’m cutting it by area code.”  
 
    “Good idea,” Jonathan said. 
 
    “It’s mostly 970 and 503. Crap, that’s Portland. Who did you contact out there?” 
 
    Jonathan chuckled. “All those death metal bands that I do sound for. Most of them promised to put links on their fan websites.” 
 
    “It’s gone viral,” Courtney said. “Wonder if we’ll get anywhere near this many folks?” 
 
    “That’s the real question,” Jared said. “Maybe we ought to leave earlier so we can help them organize.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to get out of here before the authorities figure out who’s doing this,” Jonathan said. Courtney shot him a worried glance. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that, dude. The way this site is set up, all the info on the posters is encrypted. They aren’t gonna find out.” 
 
    “They might mess with some of the bands, though, since the info is on their websites.” 
 
    “Good point,” Jared said. “You’d better call them.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Jonathan said. “What time do you want to leave?” 
 
    “Get some shuteye, and let’s leave at midnight,” Jared said. 
 
    “Okay with you, honey?” Jonathan asked, looking at Courtney. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, still looking worried. 
 
    “Okay, Jared, I’ll talk with you later.” Jonathan ended the call, and then tried to call one of the bands. He listened to the rings. “No answer.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Courtney said when he set his phone down. 
 
    “Don’t get too upset yet,” he said, turning to his laptop. He clicked on the link to the first band’s website. “Shit, it’s gone. Got a 404 error.” 
 
    “You just called their phone,” Courtney said. “If the police have that phone, they now have your number.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch. Throw some stuff in a bag. We’re leaving for Portland now.” He shut down his laptop. 
 
    Courtney nodded and got up, running into the bedroom for their clothes. “Call Jared.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jonathan said, hitting the contact. It rang twice, and Jared picked up. 
 
    “Leave now.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Can’t raise the first band, and their website is gone. Now they have my number because I tried to call.” 
 
    “Slow down,” Jared said. 
 
    “No, we’re leaving now. If they know who I am, they’ll figure out about you and the rest of our buds soon enough. Warn them and let’s blow this joint.” 
 
    “Crap,” Jared said. “You’re right. Are you taking guns?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    To be continued… 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Cast Of Characters 
 
      
 
    Note: some of these characters are not in the first book. They will show up later in the story.  
 
      
 
    Dulzura RV Park Group – Mostly retired people, but mixed. Full-timers. 
 
    John – Older man, drinking problem, but fighting it. Brave and strong. 
 
    Sarah – John’s wife. Doesn’t his like drinking, but loyal anyway. Good heart. 
 
    Clem – Old widower. Shrewd with sense of humor, and technically savvy. 
 
      
 
    Sid – Indian, capable, good man in fight, loyal, cunning. 
 
      
 
    Yvonne – Sid’s wife. Resourceful and brave. Younger than him by ten years 
 
      
 
    Harry – Older man, heavy, doesn’t move well, good negotiator and strategist. 
 
      
 
    Nancy – Harry’s wife, retired school teacher. Smart but has problems with stress. 
 
      
 
    Sam – Owner of RV Park. Middle aged, strong, wily, cautious. Former Navy Seal with some PTSD issues, which he has mostly under control. Good in a fight, knows modern military tactics and weapons systems. 
 
      
 
    Connie – Wife of Sam. Thinks one step ahead. Keeps park running. Deeply in love with Sam. 
 
      
 
    CHP Officer Ryan – Older officer. Brave, sense of humor, borderline redneck, good in fight, but has temper. 
 
      
 
    CHP Officer Patrick – Just past rookie status. Extremely good with guns. A little green. A little hapless. Good in fight. Brave to a fault. 
 
      
 
    Jack, aka One Eye – Barona Indian, friend of Sid’s who helps at the battle of Fernbrook. 
 
      
 
    Hank – police officer in the town of Julian. Older man, gray hair, feisty. Joins group after they destroy the enemy checkpoint in his town. Works with Jason. 
 
      
 
    Jason – police officer in town of Julian. Younger, fast with a gun, smart as a whip. Aggressive. Joins group after they destroy the enemy checkpoint in his town. Works with Hank. 
 
      
 
    Kaitlyn aka Still Pool – young woman in Barona Tribe. Curvy, pretty face, strong personality. Goes after what she wants, loyal and passionate, smart. 
 
      
 
    Megan aka Sage Flower – young woman in Barona Tribe. Tiny, delicate beauty, feisty, loud, aggressive, brave, smart. Wicked sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    Zac aka Sandy Creek -  young Indian warrior. Brave and handsome, cunning. 
 
      
 
    James aka Crossbow – young Indian warrior, expert with weapons, especially crossbows. Brave, funny sense of humor, loved by the tribe. 
 
      
 
    Ryan aka Touchdown – young Indian warrior, brave, fast, CIF MVP in High School, great in a fight.  
 
      
 
    Tyler aka Quiet Fox – young Indian Warrior, smart, thinks a couple levels deep, quiet, reserved, observes and thinks before acting, usually makes right choice. Future Chief. 
 
      
 
    Nurse Grace – Emergency room nurse, taking care of Sam and Connie at the hospital in La Quinta. Pretty middle-aged woman, tough as nails and smart as a whip.  
 
      
 
    Kenny – warrior with the Barona Tribe. 
 
      
 
    Bradley – warrior with the Barona Tribe. 
 
      
 
    Silver Wolf – overall chief of the Barona Tribe. Older man, medium build, looks younger than his years. Total tech nut, very talented and inventive. 
 
      
 
    Kerry aka Yellow Bird – young warrior. Fast, too emotional. Unpredictable. 
 
      
 
    Shane aka Red Snake – warrior, a little older, family man but also great fighter. 
 
      
 
    Will aka Swimming Bear – warrior, early thirties, negotiator, helps Silver Wolf with technology. 
 
      
 
    Mia – wife of Tyler. Strong, beautiful, smart. Delicate features, hair-trigger emotions. 
 
      
 
    Riley – wife of Ryan. Very small, below five feet tall. Beautiful face. Has Ryan wrapped around her finger. 
 
      
 
    Abby – wife of James – heavy set larger woman with an infectious smile and a gentle, kind way about her. Beautiful face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Redondo Condo group – Thirty-something 
 
      
 
    Robbie – Thirty-something son of Frank and Jane from original series. Brave, thoughtful, writer, shy, cynical 
 
      
 
    Morgan – neighbor of Robbie, love interest. Strong, more outgoing and aggressive than Robbie, pretty, transplant from Utah, good with guns. 
 
      
 
    Gil – Robbie’s best friend from High School. Hispanic. Good with guns, brave, sense of humor, cautious, protective. 
 
      
 
    Steve – Robbie’s friend from college. Smart but not serious, surfer, scrappy, good in fight 
 
      
 
    Justin – Robbie’s friend from high school and college. Sparks with others, temper, suspicious nature but good heart 
 
      
 
    Killer – Pit Bull – from Justin’s family. Strong, protective, dangerous to evil-doers. 
 
      
 
    Colleen – girlfriend of Steve. Beautiful redhead. Flighty, aggressive, but loyal and loving. 
 
      
 
    Katie – Steve’s sister. Strong, rebellious, great in a fight, beautiful. Justin adores her. She brings out his courage. 
 
      
 
    Cody – neighbor who lives across the street from Frank and Jane’s Condo. Friends with them. Tough reserve police officer and early resistance fighter. Large muscular man in his early thirties with a military style haircut, light brown hair, and a goatee. 
 
      
 
    Sparky – Morgan’s boss at the card club. Big, dangerous man with a shady past but a good heart. Protects his employees to a fault. Has underworld connections. Not a good person to mess with. 
 
      
 
    Ivan the Butcher – mob boss. Most people assume he’s from Russia, but he’s actually an American who built his organization in Russia and Europe, before being hounded back home by the EU authorities. Dangerous and unpredictable, but a strategic thinker. Childhood friend of Sparky. 
 
      
 
    Jules – right hand man of Ivan the Butcher. Belgian national, good in a fight, a little crazy but very calculating. 
 
      
 
    Tex – Friend of Sparky and Jules. Crazy with wicked sense of humor, great in a fight, brave to a fault. 
 
      
 
    Ted – Robbie’s boss at the restaurant. Former Navy Seal, tricked into joining the battle by Sparky. Old friends with Ivan the Butcher. 
 
      
 
    Bryan – cook in Ted’s restaurant, acquaintance of Robbie’s. Heavy-set large man, good in a fight, not the brightest but loyal and brave to a fault. 
 
      
 
    Jordan – black man, former Army Ranger. Near genius tactical expert. Brave and cunning, trusts nobody until he’s sure, then as loyal as the day is long. Wicked sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    Dana – beautiful girl who was kidnapped by the UN to use as a sex slave. Rescued by Jules’s team after the battle at Torrance Civic Center. 
 
      
 
    Karen – beautiful redhead, daughter of Gil’s boss. Captured and held at the Torrance Police Station with the other girls. Not sure where she fits in the group. 
 
      
 
    Tisha – wild young woman, former captive. Small, tattooed and pierced, fiery, hard to handle, brave and loyal but prickly. Passionate. 
 
      
 
    Alexis - a brunette with a hauntingly beautiful face and a thin build. Tough and loyal but with a sadness in her that she battles constantly. Valuable member of the team. 
 
      
 
    Brooke - tall, dark haired beauty with a strong build and a defensive demeanor. Lesbian. Protective of her woman. Fierce, loyal fighter. Touchy but with a good heart. Smart. 
 
      
 
    Audrey – Doctor. Lesbian, close to Brooke. A small waif with ginger hair and freckles. 
 
      
 
    Lily – a small blonde, willowy, with a delicate face. Has emotional issues. Bipolar. Suicidal. Barely survived captivity. 
 
      
 
    Shelly – short, perky blonde with a beautiful face and a way with organization. Valuable member of the team.  
 
      
 
    Ashley -  Curly-haired brunette with a dancer’s body and grace, with a quiet demeanor. Not sure she’s up to the fight, but feels it’s her duty. Likes Jordan, because they both have the theater bug. 
 
      
 
    Brianna -  a young-looking girl with an innocent face and curly light brown hair. Not very confident. Frightened by the war. Bryan is pursuing her, and she’s okay with it, but not passionate. 
 
      
 
    Haley - an ice blond with a curvy figure and a lot of self-confidence. Good fighter. 
 
      
 
    Allison - a redhead of medium build. She has a country look to her, innocent but with a touch of mischief. Expert hunter and backpacker, champion level shooter. Ready for anything. Will become a principle in the group over time. 
 
      
 
    South Torrance Group – Ages from 19 to 24. Well-to-do parents. Some recently on their own, some live with parents. Gun hobbyists. Immature but with enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    Seth – defacto leader of group due to calm, easy going nature mixed with charisma. Gets along with everybody in group. Slightly more mature than the others. Has serious girlfriend, centers his life around her, in love. 
 
      
 
    Emma – Seth’s girlfriend. Beautiful, was popular in high school, aggressive, controlling, but nice, loyal. Needs Seth when she gets scared or upset. Doesn’t like Matt or Trevor much. Feeling is mutual. Likes Angel. 
 
      
 
    Trevor – talented, brilliant, great with guns, nutty, good sense of humor. Aggressive with temper. Likes to argue. Younger than the others by a year. Came into group as Seth’s friend, closest to him. 
 
      
 
    Angel – cynical sense of humor, honest and trustworthy. Hispanic. Lives with family, but inching out. Good in fight. Seth’s best friend. Pivotal member of group, head for business and practicality. Slightly more mature than the others.  
 
      
 
    Matt – Angel’s oldest friend. Funny, problems with drinking, emotional, secondary leader who sparks with Seth sometimes, but they are close in ways the others aren’t. Good in fight, image is important to him, womanizer. Has serious girlfriend but cheats on her. 
 
      
 
    Kaylee – Matt’s girlfriend. Nice, talented, good friend of Emma, clueless about Matt’s infidelity, doesn’t like him drinking, getting tired of his childish behavior. Beautiful in an exotic way, Korean. 
 
      
 
    Ji-Ho – Kaylee’s rich uncle, lives in compound on north-west side of Palos Verdes, overlooking ocean. Brave and smart, loyal, understands what it’s like when government gets too much control. Can relate well to younger people, even though his English isn’t great. 
 
      
 
    Gus – combat tactics trainer, met group at gun range. Great organizer and leader. Serious. Destined for greatness if he lives long enough. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Government/Authorities 
 
      
 
    Governor Sable – fourth-term governor of California. Old-style liberal – coming to the conclusion that there really is something wrong with the Administration. Knows how to do the right thing, and usually does after fits and starts. Watch out when he gets angry. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer – Sable’s black secretary. They were lovers years ago, now friends, but Nancy keeps her distance because Sable still loves her. Competent and smart – Sable’s underground advisor. 
 
      
 
    Saladin – evil Islamic leader, trying to move the US towards martial law with terror attacks. Acting in collusion with the President and others. Kills without mercy or regard for innocent bystanders. Pretends to be pious, but only uses his religion to gain power. Human trash. 
 
      
 
    Commissioner Frawley – head of CHP for California. Currently in prison after going against the Governor and the Administration. Strong character, brave, will make difference. 
 
      
 
    Deputy Commissioner Katz – second in command at CHP – also in prison. Hates Jihadists. Dangerous man to his enemies. Near-genius intelligence. 
 
      
 
    Assistant Commissioner Cooley – third in command at CHP, in prison with other two commissioners. Black man. Brave, strong, emotional, smart. Always has your back. Wicked sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    Chief Smith – turncoat chief of CHP – helped capture the commissioners. No stomach for violence. A coward, only in his position because he’s related to Sable. Follows whoever he’s most scared of at any given time. Trusts nobody, in it for himself. 
 
      
 
    President Simpson – ineffective, corrupt leader of the United States. In league with the enemy. 
 
      
 
    Attorney General Blake – Simpson’s right-hand man. Corrupt and evil. 
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