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  Previously, in Bug Out! California Book 3


  As book 3 opened, Ivan the Butcher’s forces destroyed tanks at checkpoints, re-opened the internet, and destroyed the video surveillance system in LA and Orange Counties, then published the locations of all enemy bases in California. Ivan showed mug shots of Saladin and Daan Mertins on a forced TV broadcast, telling the public who they were and what they were doing. He showed a grainy photo of the President with Saladin, Daan Mertins, and Governor Sable on the tarmac in front of Air Force One, then gave proof that Governor Sable was dead, via live video from the morgue.


  Sam and the Dulzura Group attacked a checkpoint in Julian with the help of two local law enforcement officers, who’d been sidelined by the UN as part of martial law enforcement. After they destroyed the checkpoint and killed the UN Peacekeepers there, they found computer files showing detailed enemy data and spread it far and wide on the internet. Connie hacked into their system and deleted state gun registration files being used to indicate who’d had their guns confiscated so far. Afterwards they left Julian to meet friends of Sid’s in the wilderness of Anza Borrego, planning to help with an attack on an enemy supply depot.


  In North Redondo Beach, Steve and Colleen fled Robbie’s condo, going to Colleen’s family cabin in Mountain High. Later that morning, two UN Peacekeepers came. One Peacekeeper took Morgan away for questioning, leaving the other to kill Robbie. He turned the tables and killed the Peacekeeper. Another two Peacekeepers came to pick up their comrade, and Robbie killed them too. He found Morgan’s cellphone with Sparky’s phone number next to it in the kitchen, called Sparky, and told him what happened. They arranged a meeting at Robbie’s work, a restaurant run by Ted. After Robbie arrived, two UN Peacekeepers showed up looking for him. They got rough with Ted, causing Bryan to blast them with a shotgun. Sparky showed up in a stolen UN van. He took everybody to Ivan’s hideout in Marina Del Rey, and they planned the rescue of women being held at the Torrance police station, using a system of tunnels that linked the Torrance Civic Center buildings together.


  Ji-Ho watched as Saladin and UN Peacekeepers broke into his house in Palos Verdes. He detonated the drone in his vault, killing everybody in the house except Saladin, who knew it was a trap and jumped out a high window into the swimming pool below. Saladin rushed around the front of the house, and Ji-Ho detonated a claymore mine as he watched his front yard video feed, wounding the Islamist leader but not killing him. Half of Ji-Ho’s new team fled, believing Saladin would stop at nothing to find them. Gus, Matt, Jamie, and Emma were among those who left. The enemy captured them later that night. Ji-Ho held a video meeting with Ivan the Butcher, and revealed to the others that he was part of Ivan’s resistance force. They all agreed to join the fight. Ji-Ho showed them features of the battle wagon. Enemy fighters found them, thanks to Matt, Emma, and the others they’d captured. A fire fight ensued, with Ji-Ho using his battle wagon to defeat the attackers. The group fled, going to Ji-Ho’s warehouse in Murrieta to pick up Jeeps and off-roaders for the coming mission. They went to Anza Borrego, joining the main forces led by Sam and a Barona Tribe leader named One Eye.


  While at the tribe’s camp, Seth and Angel met Kaitlyn and Megan, and sparks flew right away. The team got into their Jeeps and off-roaders, heading for the enemy depot outside of La Quinta. The battle started, both sides going at each other in heavy action, but the patriots won. Afterwards they went into the enemy base to gather weapons and other supplies. One Eye opened a storage container which was booby trapped. The blast killed him and wounded both Sam and his wife Connie. John and Sarah rushed them to a La Quinta hospital, Sid and Yvonne following them. The rest of the force started back towards the tribe’s camp. John saw enemy vehicles racing towards the battle scene from the waiting room at the hospital, and contacted Ji-Ho, letting him know they’d be followed back to camp.


  The Torrance Civic Center operation started, with attacks happening at City Hall and at the Armstrong Theater, where a high-level meeting was happening. Robbie and the rescue team rushed into the Torrance police station from the tunnels, killing all the UN Peacekeepers and freeing the women. The rescue team took off with the women in UN vans, heading for a safe house in Culver City.


  Chapter 1 – The Fork


  Tex drove the UN van down Washington Boulevard in Culver City. “Hey, Jules, which way?”


  “Go under freeway and turn left into auto dealership. Drive into service bay area in back.”


  “Okay,” he said. “Isn’t Tito’s Tacos right by there?”


  Jules chuckled. “Yes, is. Maybe get some tonight. I call.”


  Sparky watched out the front window, looking for people on the street, hoping they wouldn’t notice the UN Van.


  “Nervous, partner?” Tex asked.


  “Hell yeah,” he said. “This area is dense as hell. What happened to the checkpoints?”


  “Like Jules said, we just cut the head off the snake. The enemy is running around, not knowing what the hell to do.”


  “That won’t last long,” Sparky said under his breath.


  “Maybe that coup in Washington will take the wind out of their sails,” Tex said.


  “Or maybe they’ll get more desperate,” Sparky said softly. “How long are we staying here?”


  “Don’t know,” Tex said. “Jules might know.”


  “Know what?” Jules asked, slipping his phone back in his pocket.


  “How long we’re staying here,” Tex said.


  “Not long, we move up north soon,” Jules said. “Notice no check point. Enemy hunker down. We have on run.”


  “Is this a good time to split?” Tex asked. “Shouldn’t we stick around and finish the job?”


  “Plenty here to take care of,” Jules said. “West LA and Valley crew both grow large. People themselves coming out more and more. Look at South Bay. Last night people come and attack checkpoints while we battle in Torrance.”


  “There’s the freeway,” Sparky said.


  “I see it, partner,” Tex said, driving under it, then turning into the car dealership’s driveway.


  “Pull into open bay,” Jules said. “Ted’s van there next to it.”


  Tex nodded, pulling up far enough for the door to clear. He saw Ted walk over to a button and push it. The door rolled down behind them. Tex shut down the engine.


  “Thank God,” Morgan said. “I was afraid we’d get nailed on the way.”


  “Me too,” Katie said.


  Sparky got out and opened the big sliding door on the side of the van. “Welcome, ladies.”


  Everybody got out of the van.


  “Follow me,” Jules said, getting out of the driver’s seat. He led the group through a door into the office section of the dealership. “Stay away from front windows.”


  “Yeah, seriously,” Tex said. They could hear women’s voices as they walked.


  “This place is bigger than I expected,” Robbie said, looking around, holding Morgan’s hand. “Who owns this?”


  “I do, kid,” Jules said. “I don’t run day to day, but I own.”


  “Nice,” Tex said. “How’d you get into this business?”


  “Used cars to smuggle dope,” he said, grinning. “Now no need. Just sell cars to yuppies in West LA. Make plenty money. Retirement plan.”


  “I should’ve guessed,” Sparky said, shaking his head.


  Ted peeked out of a room, motioning them over. “Hey, guys, any problems?”


  “Nope,” Tex said. “Easy trip down here.”


  “Did you get the new recruit?” Cody asked.


  “Yep,” Robbie said. “Justin.” He nodded towards him.


  “Nice to meet you,” Ted said. “I’m Ted. I’ve seen you at the restaurant before.”


  “Meeting Robbie,” Justin said. “What happens now?”


  “I think we do enough for one day,” Jules said. “Relax. I call for tacos.”


  “Tito’s isn’t open this late,” Sparky said.


  “They open for us tonight,” Jules said. “I just talk to manager. He knows, he keep people over. Need few guys to carry.”


  “No problem,” Tex said. “Love me some tacos.”


  “Hell yes,” Bryan said.


  “I’ll go too,” Sparky said.


  “Okay, you go. Money already taken care of. Get plenty chips and salsa.”


  “Got it, Boss,” Tex said. He went down the hallway towards the door with Bryan and Sparky.


  “What are you going to do with us?” one of the women asked.


  “Let’s talk about that,” Jules said, sitting down in the big room, on a chair facing them. Robbie and Justin leaned against the wall next to their women, with Jordan and Ted against the wall next to them. Ted shot Robbie a nod.


  “We have bad guys on run,” Jules said. “We not done, but tide turned.”


  “Thank God for that,” one of the women said.


  “Here problem,” Jules said. “It not over, and they lash out as we defeat. They know who you are. They’ll go to your residence. Your families are in danger.”


  “We know that,” Dana said. “So what do we do?”


  “I think it’s gonna depend,” Ted said.


  “Depend on what?” Dana asked.


  “Well, first of all, it depends on your age,” Ted said. “If you’re under eighteen, raise your hands.”


  Four hands went up.


  “How old?” Jules asked.


  “We’re fifteen,” one of them said, nodding towards the girl next to her.


  “Sixteen,” said another.


  “Seventeen,” said the last of them.


  “We need to get you back with your parents,” Ted said. “Your families will need to disappear into the woodwork until this mess is over.”


  “Yes, we talk after meeting,” Jules said. “Try make contact with families.”


  “What about the rest of us?” Dana asked.


  “We give choice,” Jules said. “We let go, or you join us.”


  The girls murmured amongst themselves. One of them, a tall redhead with a model’s look, raised her hand.


  “Yes?” Jules asked.


  “I’m Karen,” she said. “Thanks so much for what you did. I don’t know if anybody has said that yet.”


  “You welcome,” Jules said. “Much credit go to Robbie and Morgan.”


  “We know,” Dana said. “Thank you both.”


  “We didn’t do anything special,” Morgan said. “I was just trying to survive.”


  “No, you do lot,” Jules said, “but back to subject.”


  “I’ve already decided to join you guys, if you’ll have me,” Dana said.


  “You don’t want to know what it will be like?” Jordan asked. “It’s going to get rough.”


  “Don’t care,” Dana said. “I’d either be dead or a sex slave if not for you guys. You have my respect and my loyalty.”


  “What would we be doing?” Karen asked.


  “We join Ivan in Bay Area,” Jules said. “Get groundswell started like we did here. Attack checkpoints. Kill UN thugs and Islamists. Blow up headquarters. Spy.”


  “You all need to understand how dangerous this will be,” Ted said. “Chances are good that some of you will be killed. Maybe a lot of you.”


  “The alternative is releasing us into an area that is still at least partially controlled by the enemy,” Dana said, “and we’re probably being hunted already, because of what we know. I’m not so sure going that route is any safer than joining you.”


  “You might be right about that,” Jordan said.


  “I’ll stay with you guys until I personally kill twenty-three UN thugs,” Dana said.


  “Twenty-three?” Jordan asked.


  Dana teared up, but her expression was one of determination and strength. “One for every time I was raped.” Karen touched her shoulder, and then hugged her.


  “I’ll join too,” she said. “Didn’t keep count, but it was a similar number. I’ll have a hard time getting over that. If I don’t get some of my own back, it’ll be worse.”


  There were murmurs of agreement, but some of the women sat silently, looking shell-shocked.


  “What if we want to join?” asked one of the fifteen-year-olds.


  “Must talk with parents. Maybe recruit them too,” Jules said. “Not our decision, not minor’s decision.”


  “My parents won’t have much choice, I’ll bet,” the seventeen-year-old said.


  “I suggest that all of you take time to think about this,” Morgan said. “Ivan is on our side at this point, but you’ll be entering a dark world.”


  “She’s right,” Ted said. “We’ve got to do what we’ve got to do, but I won’t candy coat this. You’ll be working with ex-members of the Russian mob and worse. You’ll have to watch yourselves, and you’ll no doubt be subject to the rules of that type of organization.”


  “Rules?” Katie asked.


  “He right, you need understand,” Jules said. “We no play games. You violate trust, you change sides, you talk to enemy, we kill you.”


  Dana chuckled. “Yeah, I get it. Don’t care. You guys have me.”


  “You okay with this?” Katie asked Morgan.


  “I’m with my man,” Morgan said. “He’s decided to join up, and I agree.”


  “Don’t decide tonight,” Justin said. “I’ll join, but if you don’t want to I’ll make sure you get taken to a safe place to ride this out.”


  “You’ve decided?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Justin said. “We have to take back our nation. We’ve seen what life under these thugs would be like. You worse than me, Katie. I’d rather be dead than let these monsters rule over us.”


  “You might get your wish,” Jordan said. “That being said, I agree with Justin. I just met these guys yesterday, and I’m going to pledge myself to them. This can’t stand. Our liberty means something. Our children’s and grandchildren’s liberty means something. If I must give up my life for this, it’s no different than all the men who gave their lives in past wars. The duty has fallen to our generation. How can we deny it?”


  “My God, man, you’re gonna make me cry with that stuff,” Ted said.


  Jules chuckled. “Maybe Ivan make you spokesperson. But okay, we talk again tomorrow. Eat. Relax. Feel safe. Think.”


  Morgan hugged Robbie. “Thanks for saving me.”


  “You’re my life,” Robbie said. “Do you think I could leave you in that place?”


  She just looked at him, then hugged him tighter. “I love you so.”


  “And I love you, honey,” Robbie said. “Always.”


  Sparky, Tex, and Bryan came in with several big bags, the smell of spicy beef and salsa filling the room.


  “Tacos!” Tex said. “Let’s put it on that big table over there.”


  “Yes, do,” Jules said. “I call Ivan. Eat up. See you in while.” He went down the hall into another office.


  ***


  The caravan poked along on the dark dirt road, led by Trevor, coming home from the depot attack. Their friends at the La Quinta Hospital had tipped them off that enemy vehicles were coming to the area.


  Trevor stopped at the fork in the dirt road and got out of the car, Kaylee following. He studied the road to camp as the other vehicles stopped. Some people started to get out of their vehicles.


  “No!” Trevor shouted. “Don’t get out. We don’t need a lot of footprints around here. Let me look. We’ll need to drag the area at the beginning of the fork back to camp to get rid of the tracks. Then we need to make sure we leave good tracks in the other direction, and find an ambush spot. Got it?”


  “Yeah,” Ji-Ho shouted. “He right. Sit tight for minute.”


  Trevor and Kaylee grabbed their phones and turned on the flashlights, then took a careful look at the road.


  “It’s hard packed here,” Kaylee said.


  “Yeah, it is,” Trevor said. “There’s a little bit of track there, by the shoulder. I can fix that and walk back over on the hard pack.”


  “Some of the vehicles should hit the soft shoulder in the new direction,” Kaylee said. “They’ll see that.”


  “Get back in the Jeep and send a text about that while I brush these tracks,” Trevor said.


  She nodded and got behind the wheel of the Jeep. Trevor pulled out a bush and used it like a broom, brushing over the tracks that had strayed outside the hard-packed road, then jumped to the hard pack and got back into the Jeep’s passenger seat.


  “All set?” he asked.


  “Yeah, sent the text to my uncle, and he’s forwarded it to the rest of the group.”


  “Perfect,” Trevor said. “Let’s find a good place to nail these jerks.”


  Kaylee drove forward, the long caravan following.


  “Hope this road is good enough to tow on,” she said.


  “Just had the same thought. Maybe we ought to unhitch some of the off-roaders. The two-seaters at least. One person driving, the other with an M60. That could cause the enemy a lot of trouble.”


  “I’d rather find a ridge with some cover,” Kaylee said.


  “You might get your wish. Look up ahead. About four hundred yards. You can see a ridge climbing.”


  “You’ve got good night vision,” Kaylee said. “That might work. Looks like a good-sized ridge with a full view of the area.”


  They drove for another few minutes, the ridge rising to their left. After a few hundred yards, they could see the back side.


  “Look at that!” Trevor said. “Perfect. I’ll text your uncle and spread the word to park behind this.”


  “Okay,” Kaylee said. “I’ll pull in right past that little mound and check it out.”


  “Go slow. I’ll unhitch the off roader if we need to.”


  “Okay, sweetie,” she said. When she cleared the mound she turned left, the loose dirt of the ground making the Jeep lurch. “Should we stop?”


  “No, just slow down a little,” Trevor said as he finished the text. “There, it’s sent. Pull way up to the end. We’ll need plenty of room for all our vehicles.”


  “Okay,” Kaylee said, glancing at him for a second. “Scared?”


  “Not as scared as I was before the first battle,” Trevor said. They got out and rushed to the tailgate to grab their weapons as the other vehicles rolled up.


  “Gonna get us some more, eh?” Angel said, rushing over with Megan by his side. They both had their guns.


  “Who want to help with mortars?” Ji-Ho asked.


  “I will,” Trevor said.


  “No, you too good with rifle. Somebody else.”


  “I got you covered,” James said. “Won’t be needing my crossbow this time.”


  “Good,” Ji-Ho said.


  “We’ll help too,” Tyler said, walking up with Zac and Ryan.


  “That good enough,” Ji-Ho said. “Let’s set up good welcome.”


  “We’ll spot for you,” Seth said. “Keep your phone handy.”


  “Good,” Ji-Ho said. He led the others to where the mortars and rounds were. They picked them up and headed towards the low part of the ridge. The rest of the force went up onto the higher part of the ridge, carrying their long guns.


  “Good thing we got tipped off,” Kaitlyn said to Seth as they climbed the hill.


  “Seriously,” he said. “Could have been really bad. The hardest part will be keeping them from escaping.”


  “You think so?”


  “Yeah, honey,” he said. “Shoot, sorry.”


  “I told you I like that,” she said softly.


  Clem walked over to Ji-Ho. “You got any more of those RPGs?”


  “Yes, in Jeep Unlimited there,” he said. “You want?”


  “Well, I can fire those from the road. I’m too old to be climbing up the side of mountains.”


  “That good, we could use. Light them up while we sight in these mortars.”


  “Wish we could take a practice shot or two,” James said.


  “They’d just turn around if we did that,” Tyler said.


  “I know. At least if we screw up from here we won’t hit our own folks. That made me nervous last time.”


  “I good with these,” Ji-Ho said as he stopped on a flat spot near the top of the ridge. “This nice place.”


  They started to set up.


  Trevor and Kaylee laid down on the ridge, surrounded by Barona warriors, watching quietly.


  “They’re coming with their lights off, I suspect,” Trevor said. He saw Seth and Kaitlyn about sixty yards to the right of them. Angel and Megan were past them, another twenty yards away. “There’s our friends.”


  “Those women are sticking to Seth and Angel like glue,” Kaylee said. One of the young warriors snickered.


  “What?” she asked.


  “Those guys are in more danger from them than the enemy.”


  “Shut up, man,” another one said. “That’s not nice.”


  “I notice you aren’t with one of them.”


  “I think they’re lovely,” Kaylee said.


  “They are that,” the first warrior said. “I’m Bradley.”


  “Kaylee, and this is Trevor.”


  “I’m Kenny,” the other warrior said. “Good to meet you guys.”


  “Likewise,” Trevor said, smiling at them as he loaded his Winchester.


  “You’re gonna use that old lever gun?” Kenny asked.


  “For backup,” he said. “I’ve got one of the M60s for my main gun, but it’s harder to load.”


  “Harder than the tubular magazine on one of those relics?” Bradley asked.


  “You can top these up,” Trevor said. “No belt to watch out for, either. Better if you’re running around.”


  “You know, that’s a good point,” Bradley said.


  “Hey, think that’s them?” Kaylee asked, squinting through the darkness.


  “Yeah, that’s them,” Trevor said, getting out his phone. He broadcast a text.


  “I see four Jeeps and two of those Humvee-looking things,” Bradley said. “Those have good armor?”


  “Better than a civilian Jeep,” Trevor said. “A mortar round will splatter it. So will an RPG.”


  “Who’s manning those RPGs?” Kenny asked. “Maybe we should’ve brought them up here.”


  “Some old guy that Ji-Ho was with,” Bradley said. “He’s down on the road.”


  “Hope he doesn’t get shot,” Trevor said.


  “I hope none of us get shot,” Kaylee said.


  “Look, they’re stopping at the fork in the road,” Trevor said.


  “One of them has a flashlight,” Kaylee whispered, watching it shine around both sides of the fork.


  “Oh, God, I hope they come this way,” Trevor said. “Maybe we should’ve gotten to camp and set up there.”


  “Dammit,” Kaylee said. “Look. Two of the Jeeps and one of those military things are going towards camp.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Trevor said. “We got anybody armed back at camp?”


  “Yeah, we never leave the elders unprotected,” Bradley said. “Texting them right now. I’ll tell them to put out Claymore mines and be ready to fight.”


  Suddenly there was a pop, and a mortar round fell behind the approaching vehicles, making a bright flash that lit the whole area. Everybody on the ridge opened up, the vehicles stopping in a panic.


  Trevor laughed. “Ji-Ho saw what happened at the fork. Let’s see if those other vehicles keep going.”


  The Gaz Tigr fired its top-mounted machine gun, sending rock chips over the snipers, causing them to move back for a second.


  Another mortar round popped, flying over the vehicles, blowing up behind them as they continued again, looking for cover.


  “Dammit, they’re hard to hit when they can move that fast,” Trevor said.


  Then there was a big explosion, the Gaz Tigr blowing up with a loud rumble.


  “It’s the old guy with the RPG!” Bradley shouted. “Yes!”


  One of the Jeeps was stopped by machine gun fire, it’s tires flattened. Several men piled out, hit by rifle shots before they got more than a few yards. The other Jeep took fire through the windows, killing the driver.


  “Those other vehicles didn’t come back,” Trevor said.


  “We’d better watch out,” Kaylee said. “They might be able to make a right turn past those rocks back there and get behind us.”


  “Shit, you’re right.” Trevor pulled out his phone and texted frantically as the others turned around, looking behind them.


  Chapter 2 – Life Support


  Trevor sent out the text to everybody, warning them to take cover for a possible attack from the back of their position. Then he hit Ji-Ho’s contact and put the phone to his ear.


  “Trevor, got your text,” Ji-Ho said.


  “Turn those mortars around,” Trevor said.


  “Already working that,” Ji-Ho said. “Sent James and Tyler down to make sure all of first group dead.”


  “Smart, we don’t need those guys firing at us. Talk to you soon. I’ll let you know if the enemy comes this way.”


  “What about camp?” Ji-Ho asked.


  “Kenny and Bradley texted the elders,” Trevor said.


  “Who Kenny and Bradley?”


  “Two of the Barona warriors. Good guys.”


  “Okay, we talk soon. Watch self. Protect Kaylee.”


  “Always,” he said.


  “My uncle is moving the mortars?” Kaylee asked.


  “Yep, he was already working on it when I got him on the line.”


  They scrambled up the ridge and went to the other side, the rest of the group doing the same thing.


  “How do we know the men in those first set of vehicles are dead?” Kaylee asked.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Kenny said. “I saw James and Tyler down there checking.”


  “What if they don’t come that way?” Kaylee asked. “What if they double back and come this way again?”


  “Then we scramble for cover, and hope the old man with the RPG can take out the Gaz Tigr before it can hit us,” Trevor said.


  “Comforting thought,” Bradley said.


  “See anything?” Kaylee asked,


  “No,” Trevor said. “This is worrying me.”


  Suddenly there was a pop and a whistle, a mortar round flying over their heads and blowing up near the ruined vehicles below them.


  “Shit!” Kenny shouted. “See where that came from?”


  There was a pop near them, and then a bright flash from the willie pete.


  “Ji-Ho is a genius,” Trevor shouted. “See them? Fire!”


  Everybody on the ridge opened up, firing at the mortar team first. They ran off in a panic, and then Ji-Ho dropped another mortar round. It blew up in the midst of their vehicles.


  “Bullseye!” Trevor shouted. “Hit them again!”


  Ji-Ho’s laughter could be heard above the gunfire as he dropped in another willie pete round, the target area exploding in flames. Several men were on fire, running in a panic.


  “Whoa!” Kenny shouted. “That’s no fun.”


  Bradley fired his AK-47, killing the running men as the others continued to spew lead at the vehicles and the mortar position.


  “I think they’re all dead,” Bradley shouted.


  “Look, there goes James and Tyler again,” Kenny said, pointing as they ran towards the flames. A gunshot rang out, forcing them to the dirt.


  “Let them have it, but don’t hit our guys!” Trevor shouted, pointing his M60 at the enemy.


  James threw something towards the hulk of one vehicle and it blew up, setting off the gasoline. Another burning man tried to flee, falling in the dirt.


  “Geez,” Kaylee said, watching him burn, rolling in agony until Kenny shot him.


  “Hopefully that was it,” Trevor said.


  “It probably was,” Bradley said.


  The group came off the ridge slowly, looking around, guns at the ready. They met near the vehicles.


  “We got problem,” Ji-Ho said. “We kill these guys. More come. Follow tracks to camp.”


  “I know, I was thinking the same thing,” Seth said. “What do we do?”


  “Need to talk,” Ji-Ho said. “In meantime, we use mines.”


  “Claymore mines?” Trevor asked. “I thought we had to be nearby to use those.”


  “No, vehicle mines,” Ji-Ho said. “Had few. Brought. Good thing.”


  “Think we can hear those all the way back at camp?” Clem asked. “If not, they’ll just give us a false sense of security.”


  “That is a problem,” Kenny said. “Sound doesn’t travel well through this terrain.”


  “Better than nothing,” Ji-Ho said.


  “Wait a minute, let’s use our heads here,” Trevor said. “I say we use the mines, but not at the fork. We put them much closer to camp. Close enough that we’ll hear them go off.”


  “That good idea,” Ji-Ho said.


  “What about tracks?” Seth asked. “Maybe we should go down this road a ways and then crank back over to the original road.”


  “Well, we know there’s a way,” Angel said. “The enemy used it.”


  “Yep,” Clem said. “Won’t buy us much, but it may be worth it.”


  “We aren’t staying at camp long anyway, are we?” Kaylee asked.


  “Where would we go?” Megan asked.


  “Yeah, the reservation was destroyed.” Kaitlyn said.


  “Not all of it,” James said. “But it’s probably not safe to go there now.”


  “We need to think about,” Ji-Ho said. “Talk to elders. Talk to Sam too.”


  “Okay, then I say we head back to camp right now,” Trevor said.


  “I agree,” James said.


  Others nodded, some saying yes.


  “Okay, let’s go, but keep your eyes open all the time,” Tyler said.


  ***


  John sat on a waiting room couch, Sarah asleep against him. Sid and Yvonne were both wide awake.


  “It’s been too long,” Yvonne said softly. “Way too long.”


  “Don’t get frightened yet, sweetie,” Sid said.


  “Wonder what’s going on with the others?” John asked. “Wonder if they took out those enemy fighters we saw?”


  “Hope so,” Sid said. “I think 3:00 AM is too late to call.”


  “Yeah, it’s not like we can offer any help from here,” Yvonne said.


  “Hell, John here probably saved our whole group,” Sid said.


  The emergency room door opened, the nurse coming out. Her expression was grim.


  “Oh no,” Yvonne said, her hand going to her mouth. “She’s gone, isn’t she?”


  “Connie’s still alive, but she’s on life support,” the nurse said.


  “Is she going to come out of it?” John asked. Sarah woke up, looking at the nurse, and then John.


  “What happened?” she asked.


  “Connie’s on life support, honey,” John said gently.


  “Oh God,” she said, crying.


  “What happens now?” Sid asked, fighting back tears.


  “We wait until her husband wakes up,” she said. “He’ll have to give the okay to stop life support, if that’s what he decides.”


  “There’s no hope?” Sarah asked.


  “I’m sorry,” the nurse said. “She’s brain dead.”


  “Oh no,” Sid said, breaking down into sobs next to Yvonne, reaching for her.


  The emergency room door opened again. A small mousy girl looked out. “Nurse Grace, you’d better get in here. The husband just woke up.”


  “Is he lucid?”


  “I don’t know,” the young woman said.


  “Okay, coming,” Nurse Grace said. She looked at the others. “I’m so sorry.”


  She disappeared through the door.


  “What’s Sam gonna do?” Sid asked, rocking on the couch, sobs still coming.


  Yvonne stopped crying, but had a numb expression. “I need some air.” She got up and walked to the door, Sid getting up and following her.


  “John, what are we gonna do?” Sarah asked. “This is just going to kill him.”


  “He’s stronger than you think,” John said.


  ***


  Robbie and Morgan were on the floor in the Volvo dealership, leaned up against the wall next to Justin and Katie.


  “Those were good tacos,” Robbie said. “Never been to this place before.”


  “You’ve never been to Tito’s?” Morgan asked. “It’s the bomb. One of my old boyfriends loved to go there.”


  “Well, he had good taste in more ways than one, then, I guess,” Robbie said.


  “Not really,” she said. “He dumped me, and not in a nice way. I was so devastated at the time. Now that seems like nothing to me.” Her eyes teared up.


  “I’m so sorry,” Robbie said, pulling her close. Katie watched, crying too. Justin shot Robbie a helpless glance.


  “Hey, Robbie, got minute?” Jules asked from down the hall.


  “Just a sec,” he said.


  “No, go ahead,” Morgan said. “I’m gonna get like this for a while. It’s okay.”


  “All right,” Robbie said. He got up and went down the hall. Jules ushered him into the office. Tex, Sparky, and Ted were in there.


  “Take seat, kid,” Jules said.


  Robbie nodded and sat in the empty chair.


  “How’s Morgan?” Sparky asked.


  “She’s an emotional wreck,” Robbie said. “I’m worried about her.”


  “She’s strong, but you’ll need to give her time,” Sparky said. “You’ll need patience. This is gonna make your relationship difficult for a while, if you get my drift.”


  “Yeah, I know,” Robbie said. “I’ll support her. I really love her.”


  “I can tell,” Sparky said.


  “You say you have other friends,” Jules said.


  “Yeah, Gil and Steve, but only Gil is around. Steve’s the one who left. He went to Mountain High.”


  “Oh, yes, forgot, much sorry,” Jules said. “How about Gil? You think he interested?”


  “I can call him,” Robbie said.


  “Do now,” Jules said.


  “Sure.” Robbie pulled out his phone and hit Gil’s contact. It rang several times, and then Gil picked up.


  “Robbie, where are you? I’ve been scared to death that they got you.”


  “Hi, Gil,” Robbie said. “I’m at a safe house. Where are you? What’s been going on?”


  “I’ve been hiding out at my grandparent’s house in Lomita,” he said.


  “What happened to your job?”


  “Two UN thugs showed up. Killed my boss. I was in the yard out back at the time, and hid when I heard the gunshots.”


  “Oh shit. They see you?” Robbie asked.


  “No. I waited till they split. My buddy was inside. They left him in charge. He said they took the boss’s daughter with them.”


  “What about your parents?”


  “When all the ruckus at Torrance City Hall happened, they headed down south. I’m hoping they made it into San Diego County. We’ve got family there.”


  “Why didn’t you go?” Robbie asked.


  “I’m dangerous to be around. They know where I worked,” Gil said. “They’re already looking for me, because I know they took the girl.”


  Robbie laughed. “Think that matters? They’ve been doing this all the time. They took Morgan too.”


  “Oh no. Do they still have her?” Gil asked.


  “No, I was able to get her out, with a lot of help.”


  “What kind of help?” Gil asked. “A social worker or something? The City? I’d like to get the daughter out. I owe my boss that much. He treated me so well towards the end.”


  “What was this girl’s name?” Robbie asked.


  “Karen,” Gil said.


  “She a lanky redhead?”


  “Yeah,” Gil said. “How did you know that?”


  “She was with Morgan. You want to talk to her? She’s just down the hall.”


  “No, she barely knows I’m alive,” Gil said. “Where are you? What’s going on?”


  “I was involved in that ruckus you were talking about.”


  “What!”


  “Yeah,” Robbie said. “Morgan and Katie were being held in the Torrance Police station. They were being used as comfort women.”


  “Katie too? What do you mean comfort women?” he asked, then was silent for a moment. “Oh. Geez. They were raping them. Karen was with them?”


  “Yeah, there were a bunch of girls in there,” Robbie said.


  “Hey, kid, what you think?” Jules asked. “Want to put on speaker?”


  Robbie nodded. “Gil, I’m working for Ivan the Butcher now. We’ve got a pitch for you. I’m putting this on speaker.”


  “What the hell?” Gil said, half of the words coming over the speaker phone.


  “You hear us?” Robbie asked.


  “Yeah, I hear you,” Gil said. “What the hell is going on?”


  Jules chuckled. “Hi Gil. This is Jules. Lieutenant in the army of Ivan the Butcher. Nice to meet you.”


  “I guess,” Gil said. “Robbie, how did you get in with these guys?”


  “Morgan jotted down her boss’s phone number before she left with the UN thug,” Robbie said. “After I killed the UN guy they left with me, I found the number and called.”


  “That was me. Name’s Sparky. Nice to meet you.”


  “Oh, you’re the guy who runs the poker club,” Gil said. “Morgan said good things about you.”


  “Glad to hear that. We got Tex and Ted in here too.”


  “Nice to meet you, partner. I’m Tex.”


  “You probably remember me. I’m Ted. I ran the restaurant that Robbie worked in.”


  “Oh, yeah, I know you,” Gil said. “What’s this all about?”


  “You want kill UN thugs?” Jules asked.


  There was silence on the line for a moment. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Join up and go on missions with us,” Robbie said.


  “We don’t have a better way to go, do we?” Gil asked.


  “Not that I can see, man,” Robbie said.


  “Okay, I’m in,” Gil said. “What now?”


  “We come pick up,” Jules said. “Let’s work out detail.”


  Chapter 3 – The Tent


  Sparky was driving a UN van, Robbie in the passenger seat, Justin in the back.


  “Hate this part of town,” Sparky said. “Freeway access sucks. What’s that street name again?”


  “Oak,” Robbie said. “We could’ve taken the 405 to the Harbor Freeway.”


  “Maybe we should have,” Sparky said. “Jules said there might still be a checkpoint at PCH and Vermont. Didn’t want to risk it.”


  “We’re getting close now, at least,” Justin said. “Make a left on Lomita and a right on Narbonne.”


  “Wish we knew for sure about that checkpoint,” Robbie said. “Be easier to get home that way.”


  “I know, kid, but we’ve got plenty of time.”


  “I haven’t seen any checkpoints since we got off the freeway,” Justin said.


  “Yeah, they’ve pulled back big time,” Robbie said.


  “That’s why Ivan is calling us up to the bay area. We have enough people on the ground to insure that they don’t come back.”


  “But there’s still a checkpoint at Vermont?” Robbie asked.


  “It’ll get hit tonight if it’s still there,” Sparky said.


  “We’ve got weapons in the back,” Robbie said. “Maybe we ought to wait until the attack and join in.”


  Sparky chuckled. “No, Ivan needs us up north. We don’t want to be killed here.”


  “There’s Lomita,” Robbie said. Sparky pulled into the left-turn lane and waited for the light.


  “How is it safe for Gil to hang out at his grandparents’ house?” Justin asked. “Wouldn’t they have looked there?”


  “It’s been a rental for years,” Robbie said. “You know Gil’s family. They have property all over South Bay.”


  “Yeah, the enemy looks for residents, not owners,” Sparky said.


  “Okay, that makes sense,” Justin said.


  The light changed, and they made the left onto Narbonne.


  “Haven’t been around here for a while,” Sparky said. “You can’t have horses here anymore, can you?”


  “Nope, unless you got grandfathered in,” Justin said. “Most of the people who did are dead or in nursing homes by now, I imagine.”


  “You have horses, Sparky?” Robbie asked.


  “Oh, hell no,” he said. “My sister had one when we were kids. At first the stable she was using was in Lomita. It got moved up to PV.”


  “Turn left when you get to PCH,” Justin said. “I think Oak is only a block down. Turn right.”


  “Got it,” Sparky said. “How are your women holding up?”


  “Katie’s gone from shell-shocked to really pissed overnight,” Justin said. “I’m worried about her.”


  “Morgan was quiet this morning,” Robbie said. “Quiet but defiant.”


  “There’s PCH,” Sparky said, making the left.


  “Hey, look at all that smoke down the street!” Justin said.


  “I’ll bet that used to be the checkpoint,” Robbie said.


  Sparky got a nervous expression on his face. “Dammit, now I wish we weren’t in this UN van.”


  “Yeah, what if the guys that took out the checkpoint see us?” Robbie asked.


  “Gil have a car?” Sparky asked.


  Robbie nodded yes. “Kind of a beater, but it runs pretty good.”


  “If we can stash this out of sight, we ought to take it,” Sparky said. He turned right on Oak street. “Okay, how far down?”


  “Gil said to veer left after the mobile home park,” Robbie said. “It’s the first house down the little street.”


  “Got it,” Sparky said. “You told him what we were coming in, right?”


  “Yeah,” Robbie said, pulling out his phone. He hit Gil’s contact and put it to his ear.


  “Robbie, you guys almost here?”


  “Yeah, Gil, we’re on Oak street right now. Is there a place where we can put this van that’s out of sight?”


  “The garage,” Gil said. “Might have to move a few things. Why?”


  “The checkpoint down PCH got hit, from the look of it. We don’t want our guys to attack us because we’re in this van.”


  “Oh, so you want me to drive, then?”


  “Yeah, man. That work?”


  “Sure, no problema,” Gil said. “I’ll get the garage ready. See you in a few.”


  Robbie ended the call. “He’s getting the garage ready for us to pull in.”


  “Perfect,” Sparky said. “I’ve seen a few people checking us out.”


  “There’s the street,” Justin said. “See it?”


  “Yep,” Sparky said, making the left.


  The house was right at the front end of a small tract of custom homes, covered in red-stained wood with a nice front yard behind a picket fence. The garage was against the block wall of the mobile home park. Gil was in the garage moving paint cans and boxes over. He waved them inside.


  “This will work,” Sparky said as he pulled in slowly.


  “Man, am I glad to see you guys,” Gil said as Robbie and Justin piled out of the passenger side. Sparky came out of the driver’s side and walked over.


  “This is Sparky,” Robbie said.


  “Nice to meet you,” Sparky said, shaking his hand.


  “Likewise,” Gil said. “Thanks for this.”


  “Nice house,” Justin said.


  “Yeah, it’s pretty rustic for So Cal,” Gil said. “I tried to talk my folks into letting me live here, but it draws a good rent. More than I can afford.”


  “Looks like you’re doing a renovation,” Sparky said. “Let’s close the garage door before somebody takes notice of the van.”


  “Good idea,” Gil said. He clicked the remote he was carrying. The door came down and they went into the house. “We were between renters when things went nuts. Then our contractor fled the area, so here it sat.”


  “Wow, this is rustic,” Justin said. “All those beams. Very nice.”


  “Yeah, nice fireplace too,” Sparky said. “You got some things to take?”


  “My 30-30 rifle and some clothes. I’ve got some food in the fridge. Want me to throw it into the ice chest? It’ll fit in my trunk.”


  “Don’t worry about the food, we’re outta here soon anyway,” Sparky said. “Where does that side garage door come out? We need to move weapons out of the van.”


  “In the back yard,” Gil said. “I’ll show you.”


  They went to the back hallway and out the door into a private yard.


  “Not large, but it’s got good fences and shrubs,” Sparky said, looking around. “This would make a decent safe house.”


  “Think so?” Gil asked.


  “Yeah, it’s secluded, but you can still see anybody who comes down that street.”


  They went into the garage and picked up the weapons.


  “There’s a small rug we could roll these into,” Gil said. “What the hell is this?” He pointed to a large weapon.


  “That’s an M60 machine gun,” Robbie said. “Those are a blast to shoot.”


  “No pun intended,” Justin said. All of them chuckled.


  “Yeah, the rug is probably a good idea,” Sparky said. “Want to back your car up in front of the garage?”


  “Sure,” Gil said. “We can get away with opening the garage door again, right? For a moment, at least?”


  “Yeah, it would look better if we’re carrying out a rug,” Justin said.


  Sparky nodded in agreement as they went back into the house. Gil went out the front and backed his ancient Ford sedan into the driveway. Then he rushed into the house and wrapped his 30-30 in a big bath towel. “Ready?”


  “Yeah, let’s go,” Sparky said. They went out, Gil locking the front door.


  “Where’s your car?” Justin asked.


  “Left it at work,” he said. “This was my grandpa’s car. We had it stored here for a while.”


  “What year is that?” Sparky asked.


  “It’s a ‘78,” Gil said. “Don’t worry, it runs great.”


  “Okay,” Sparky said.


  They loaded up the trunk, then Gil shut the garage door and got into the driver’s seat. “Ready to go?”


  “Yeah,” Robbie said.


  “Which way?”


  “Let’s avoid that checkpoint,” Sparky said. “Head back to the 405.”


  “Yeah, get on at Crenshaw,” Justin said. “No checkpoints along there.”


  Gil drove them away.


  ***


  It was nearly two-thirty in the morning when the depot strike team arrived back at the big camp. The tribal elders were there to meet them, wide awake even at that hour.


  James ran up to the elders. Tyler, Ryan, Zac, and the others followed, all of them in tears.


  “Go ahead and be with them,” Seth said to Kaitlyn. “I’m going to stay back and let your people have some time.”


  “Yeah, me too,” Angel said. “Go ahead, Megan.”


  They both nodded and ran over to the group.


  “Maybe we ought to sit on the ridge and watch for a while, so the warriors up there can join their people,” Seth said.


  “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Trevor said. “Let’s do that.”


  “I’ll go too,” Kaylee said.


  They walked down the road towards the ridge and climbed up.


  “Who’s that?” one of the three warriors asked.


  “Seth, Angel, Kaylee, and Trevor,” Trevor said.


  “What do you want?”


  “We’re here to relieve you so you can be with your people,” Seth said.


  “Oh,” the warrior said. “Should we?”


  The others nodded, and they started down the ridge.


  “Thanks, man,” the warrior said.


  Seth nodded, then sat down, M60 next to him.


  “We put the mines in a perfect spot,” Angel said. “There’s no way to get around them.”


  “Yeah,” Trevor said. “Where’s your uncle, Kaylee?”


  She smiled. “He wanted to be available when the elders talk about next steps. I’m glad he’s there.”


  “Yeah, me too,” Trevor said. “How are you feeling?”


  “Tired and scared, but good. Happy to have won.”


  “That’s how I feel,” Angel said.


  “You and Megan got to talk a lot on the drive to and from,” Kaylee said.


  “Yeah,” Angel said.


  “You think you’ll get along?”


  “She’s the most interesting woman I’ve ever met,” Angel said, eyes welling with tears.


  “Wow, you’re already in love with her, aren’t you?” Kaylee asked softly.


  “Pretty much,” Angel said. “We’ll see where it goes. She’s definitely a strong-willed woman.”


  “So’s Kaitlyn, but I like it that way,” Seth said. “I don’t know how this is going to go, but I’m hopeful… and excited.”


  “How do they feel about you guys?” Trevor asked.


  “That’s impossible for me to answer,” Angel said. “I don’t know her well enough yet.”


  “She’s pretty interested,” Kaylee said. “She was asking the right questions about you.”


  “You talked to her?” Angel asked.


  “When we had to make a pause for the cause,” Kaylee said. She looked at Trevor. “No jokes.”


  Trevor, Seth, and Angel snickered.


  “I should have known better,” she said, her face breaking into a smile.


  “So, do women talk often when they’re squatting in the bushes?” Trevor quipped.


  “I said no jokes,” Kaylee said as the men laughed. “Oh, never mind.”


  “I’m just teasing you,” Trevor said.


  “You’ll pay.” She shot him a wicked smile.


  “Uh oh,” Angel said. “So what about Kaitlyn? Am I the only one who has to get embarrassed?”


  “I didn’t embarrass you,” Kaylee said, “I just said she asked about you.”


  “Well, what did you say?”


  “I told her you were a serial killer,” Kaylee said. Trevor laughed out loud, then covered his mouth.


  “Hope they didn’t hear that down there.”


  “Don’t worry, Trevor, we’re far enough away,” Seth said. “Let’s just make sure that we keep serious enough to watch, though, okay?”


  “Yeah, you’re right,” Trevor said. “Sorry.”


  Kaylee looked at Angel. “Don’t tell her about this conversation, okay?”


  “Okay,” Angel said.


  “I told her you were hard working, loyal to a fault, responsible, and funny, but easily hurt by women,” Kaylee said. “See, that’s not so bad.”


  “Easily hurt by women?” Angel asked.


  “Melissa,” Kaylee said softly. “Remember how long it took you to get over her.”


  “Oh,” Angel said. “Yeah, that one tore me up. I can see myself falling that hard for Megan. Hope it goes better.”


  “Melissa wasn’t a nice person,” Seth said. “I was so pissed at her.”


  “Let’s not talk about that, okay?” Angel asked.


  “Okay,” Seth said. “Sorry.”


  Trevor scanned the area. “Looks pretty quiet out there. We have an advantage, you know. They don’t know where we are, so they might drive into sight with their headlights on.”


  “Until it gets light, at least,” Seth said.


  “What about Kaitlyn?” Angel asked, looking away from the road for a moment.


  Kaylee laughed softly.


  “What’s so funny?” Seth asked.


  “You better watch out,” she said.


  “Why?”


  “You’d better not tell her about this. Ever. Deal?”


  “Should we pinky-swear?” Seth showed a nervous smile, and she rolled her eyes.


  “When she talked about you her eyes teared up,” Kaylee said. “That’s a lot of emotion. She’s probably going to be a roller-coaster ride. Might turn out to be a little clingy. Probably a little jealous too.”


  Seth smiled. “She told me that.”


  “Do you get along well with her?”


  “So far,” Seth said, “but let’s be real. Time will tell. We’ve only just met.”


  “Probably won’t take long. Trevor and I are in a new relationship, and I have a pretty good idea where that’s going,” Kaylee said. “We haven’t even… you know.”


  “Wow, this is an open conversation,” Trevor said, looking embarrassed.


  “Yeah, you’re right,” she said. “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” Trevor said.


  “Hey, Kaylee. Trevor,” Ji-Ho said from the road below them.


  “Wonder how much of that he heard,” Trevor whispered.


  Kaylee grinned at him. “He practically shoved you into my arms, so who cares?” she whispered. “Yeah, Uncle. What’s up?”


  “Come down,” he said. “All. Get rest. We leave in morning.”


  “What about the ridge?” Seth asked.


  “They have team that slept during day,” Ji-Ho said. “They ten yards behind me.”


  “Yeah,” said the warrior who they relieved earlier. “We got this. Go get some shut eye. You guys have done a lot.”


  “Okay, thanks,” Seth said.


  “How are they taking it?” Kaylee asked Ji-Ho.


  “Sad, but lose less than expected,” Ji-Ho said. “They were prepared for all to be dead. This gift to them.”


  “But One Eye was such an important person,” Angel said.


  “They not think like Western or Asian man,” Ji-Ho said. “He honored and missed. Not tragedy in same way as we think.”


  “Where are we going next?” Seth asked as they walked back to camp.


  “Not say. Nobody know. If surprise attack, nobody talk. Discuss on road out.”


  Trevor chuckled. “There’s a certain wisdom in that.”


  “Barona tribe have good culture. I like. I respect.”


  They could just make out the house, on the road to the left, and the collection of tents in front of them. It was dark. The fire that was going earlier had been put out, but you could still smell it.


  “We won’t get a full night’s sleep, will we?” Kaylee asked.


  “Nope,” Ji-Ho said. “Suck up. You young.”


  “How did the girls take it?” Angel asked. “The meeting? The memorial?”


  “Tears, but proud,” Ji-Ho said. “Good strong women. You treat well. Be men.”


  “See you in the morning,” Kaylee said, dragging Trevor into their tent. Seth looked around, hoping to see Kaitlyn, Angel standing next to him.


  “Looks like we won’t see them until tomorrow,” Angel said. “It’s okay. Better chance to sleep.”


  “You have a point there.” Seth smirked.


  “I didn’t mean it that way,” Angel said.


  “Neither did I. Good night.”


  Seth unzipped his tent and got inside, using his cellphone flashlight to close the door and unzip the sleeping bag. It was too hot to climb in the bag, so he just opened it, spread it on the floor, and got undressed. Suddenly his whole body ached, and sleepiness hit him, first in the forehead, and then washing all over his body. He laid back, looking at the roof of the dome tent as it fluttered peacefully in the wind. He could hear hushed talking and footsteps here and there, receding into the back of his brain as he drifted off.


  “Seth?” a voice whispered.


  His eyes jerked open, heart beating. “In here.”


  He heard the zipper moving on the door, and then smelled her, an intoxicating mixture of sweat and something else. She came inside, knee bumping his leg as she entered and zipped the tent door closed.


  “I’m naked,” Seth whispered. “I’ll put something back on.”


  “Why, it’s pitch black in here,” she whispered. He heard her clothes coming off, and then the warm soft flesh of her back was next to him. “We can’t do anything, but we can lay together, okay? Sleep?”


  “Oh God,” he said as she moved tighter against him. “Yes, it’s fine.”


  “You didn’t come looking for me,” she whispered.


  “I wanted to,” he said. “Angel did too. We thought we should let you grieve.”


  “Megan’s with Angel,” she whispered.


  “Then he’s as happy as I am,” Seth whispered to her. “Can I kiss you? Just once?”


  She sucked in air and turned towards him, the feeling of her soft body against his shooting through him like a lightning bolt. Their lips touched, a gentle kiss, becoming more passionate. She broke it and looked at him in the darkness.


  “Feels like I’d better turn back around,” she whispered.


  “Probably a good idea,” he said, trying to see in the dark as she turned on her side and spooned into him. “Good night, Kaitlyn.”


  “Good night,” she said, pulling his arm over her waist. They were asleep in a few seconds.


  Morning came too fast, light coming through the red nylon, the sound of people floating over the huge group of tents. Seth woke, forgetting for a moment what the warm softness was next to him, opening his eyes to take in her naked back, with the curve of her hips and waist.


  “I feel that,” she whispered, turning towards him. He feasted his eyes on her.


  “Take a picture, why don’t you,” she said softly, eyes on his. “You want me pretty badly.”


  Seth chuckled. “You don’t know the half of it.”


  “Well, that gives you something to look forward to someday,” she said with a coy expression, picking up her shirt and pulling it on. She worked on her pants as Seth got dressed.


  “Hurry up,” she said. “We need to break down this tent.”


  Seth put on his shoes. “We need to break down your tent too, I suspect.”


  She giggled. “I did that last night, silly.”


  Chapter 4 – Volvos


  Gil pulled the ’78 Ford into the empty service stall at the car dealership. Ted hit the button to lower the garage door, and everybody piled out.


  “What about the weapons?” Robbie asked.


  “Let’s get them out,” Sparky said. “Just in case somebody figures out where we are.”


  “I’ll open the trunk,” Gil said, taking the keys out of his pocket. “Miss my key fob.”


  “That car was comfortable, though,” Sparky said. “Miss those old heavy cars. C’mon, let’s go talk to Jules.”


  They carried the guns into the office area, setting them in a cubicle on the back wall, then walking down the hallway to the office. Jules, Ted, Tex, and Jordan were sitting in there sipping coffee.


  “Hey, want some java?” Tex asked.


  “Hell yeah,” Gil said.


  Justin and Robbie nodded yes too. “I’ll help you,” Robbie said.


  Tex and Robbie disappeared down the hall.


  “Grab chairs from next cubicle, and have seat,” Jules said, smiling. “We talk.”


  Gil nodded, looking nervous.


  “I remember you,” Ted said. “You were at the restaurant.”


  “Robbie’s boss, right?”


  “Yep,” Ted said.


  “How’d you get into this?”


  “Ex-special forces,” Ted said. “I knew most of these reprobates from past battles.”


  “Be nice, partner,” Tex said, coming back into the office with the coffees. Robbie followed with more cups. Justin brought in the extra chairs, as they took a seat.


  “Problem on road?” Jules asked.


  “We had to leave the UN van in the garage at the house,” Sparky said.


  “Why?” Ted asked.


  “The checkpoint at PCH and Vermont was on fire,” Sparky said. “I didn’t want some of our own firing at us.”


  Jules chuckled. “I see that. Good. Welcome, Gil. I hear you know how to shoot.”


  “Yeah,” Gil said. “What will we be doing?”


  “We go up north, wipe out checkpoints like here. Take Bay Area out of martial law, then target Sacramento. Much work to do. Dangerous. You game?”


  “Yeah, I’m game,” Gil said. “We have to take back California.”


  “Good, I like to hear,” Jules said.


  “Tell him about the organization,” Sparky said. “We need to make sure he’s okay with what he’s signing up for.”


  “Yes,” Jules said, looking Gil in the eye. “You tell, Tex. My English not as good.”


  “Sure, partner,” Tex said. “Here’s the deal, kid. You’ll become part of the crew. Loyalty is a must. If you ever betray us, you’ll be killed.”


  Gil’s eyes got wide, and he glanced at Justin and Robbie.


  “Look, Gil,” Robbie said. “We’ve joined an organization that was built out of the Russian mob. These guys are tough. They’re also unforgiving. I’m okay with it. Make sure you are.”


  “So, if I quit you’re going to hunt me down?” Gil asked.


  “No, no, that’s not what we’re saying,” Tex said. “It’s just this. If you go to the UN, the Islamists, or the US authorities and rat us out, then you’ll be hunted down and killed.”


  “Oh,” Gil said. “I can live with that. I won’t sell you guys out. No way.”


  “Good, that’s what we want to hear,” Jules said.


  “How many of the women are joining up?” Sparky asked.


  “More than expected,” Ted said. “Over half. The under-aged girls all want to join, but we’ve got to get them back to their parents. That’s a top priority, as far as I’m concerned.”


  “Under-aged girls?” Gil asked, face horrified.


  “Yeah, man,” Justin said. “Sick bastards in the UN were raping them too.”


  “Oh, God,” Gil said. “What about Karen?”


  “Ahh, nice redhead,” Jules said. “She join. You know?”


  “A little bit,” Gil said. “She’s my boss’s daughter.” He choked up, tears coming.


  “You worked for her dad, partner?” Tex asked. “She told us what happened to him. Didn’t mention you though.”


  “She doesn’t know I’m alive,” Gil said. “I’m not planning on making any moves on her. She might not even recognize me. I was just one of the hired help.”


  “Understand,” Tex said.


  “What about the women that don’t want to join?” Sparky asked.


  “We’ll leave them on the Central Coast with enough green to live for a couple months,” Ted said. “They can do what they want after that.”


  “Why not just let them go here?” Gil asked.


  “The UN thugs know where they live,” Tex said. “Their lives ain’t worth a plug nickel here.”


  “Oh,” Gil said. “Makes sense. What about Morgan and Katie?”


  “They’re both gonna join,” Robbie said.


  “And what about Steve and Colleen?” he asked.


  “We don’t know what happened to them,” Robbie said. “Can’t raise them on the phone.”


  “Dammit,” Gil said. “They’re probably dead.”


  “Let’s not think that way,” Justin said. “We don’t know. If they got to Mountain High, they might be okay. They left right after the first set of checkpoint attacks, so the enemy was in a panic. That might have allowed them to slip through, and don’t forget that Steve can be pretty resourceful.”


  “True,” Gil said.


  Cody walked in and eyed Gil. “Hey, man, how’s it going?”


  “Cody,” Gil said, shaking his hand. “I’m good. How are you?”


  “Great,” Cody said.


  “You two know each other?” Tex asked.


  “I saw some of Gil’s handiwork,” Cody said. “He wasted a couple gang-bangers in front of Robbie’s condo with that 30-30 of his. Good to have you with us, man.”


  “Thanks,” Gil said.


  “What are we gonna do next?” Cody asked.


  “Finish working the underage girls problem,” Ted said. “Then get outta dodge. Does Ivan have those vehicles lined up for us?”


  “Yes, we pick up in storage yard, in Santa Clarita Valley,” Jules said. “Spend one night there, then off. Straight up I-5.”


  “Vehicles?” Robbie asked.


  “Motorhomes,” Tex said. “We’re gonna live on the road, partner.”


  Robbie chuckled. “Just like my parents.”


  “You tell them cover story?” Jules asked.


  “Yes, right after I signed up,” Robbie said. “Called them.”


  “Cover story?” Gil asked.


  “Yeah, I’m going into the service,” Robbie said.


  “If you have family, make up cover story and call,” Jules said. “You’ll disappear. They need story if UN thugs investigate. Don’t mention Ivan.”


  “I already called my folks with a story,” Justin said. “Felt weird to lie to them.”


  “It for your good, and family’s good,” Jules said.


  “I know,” Justin said.


  “Okay, I’ll see if I can reach mine,” Gil said. “They’re on the road, making for San Diego County.”


  “That tough trip,” Jules said, eyes showing worry.


  “Yeah, I know,” Gil said. “I’ll call them after this meeting.”


  “We just about done,” Jules said. “We leave tonight if we can handle underage girl situation.”


  “What if we can’t solve it?” Ted asked.


  “Then I leave them with dealership manager, and he finish,” Jules said.


  “You’d leave them with Harry?” Ted asked. “Sure that’s a good idea?”


  “He know I kill if he does bad thing,” Jules said. “Rather deal with it before we leave.”


  “Then let’s get back on it,” Tex said, glancing at Ted. They got up and left the room.


  “I want to go see Morgan,” Robbie said.


  “Yeah, let’s go in the other room for a while,” Justin said.


  “I’ll call my folks and then join you,” Gil said. “Where?”


  “Third door on the right,” Justin said.


  “Okay,” Gil said.


  “Motorhomes, huh,” Justin whispered to Robbie as they walked. “I’m ready for a road trip.”


  “We might have to fight on the way. Motorhomes can be vulnerable.”


  “True, but we’re heavily armed,” Justin said. “It’s gonna be what it’s gonna be, man.”


  Robbie chuckled. “You’re even more gung-ho than I am. Didn’t expect that.”


  “What they did to Katie really pissed me off. You’ve been able to kill some of these creeps since you found out. I haven’t yet.”


  Robbie nodded. “Okay, I guess that makes a certain amount of sense.”


  “Robbie!” Morgan said, rushing to him as he came in the door. Katie rushed over to Justin. Both couples embraced.


  “Is Gil here?” Morgan asked, her arms around Robbie’s waist.


  “Yep,” Robbie said. “He’ll be along in a minute. He’s calling his parents with a cover story.”


  “Oh, yeah,” Morgan said. “Nobody likes to lie to their parents.”


  “No choice,” Robbie said. “It’s for their own good.”


  “I know,” Morgan said. “But still.”


  “Any word on Steve?” Katie asked.


  “I’ve got to call him again,” Robbie said. “You could call him too, you know. You have his number, right?”


  “I have his number, but I don’t have my cellphone.”


  “Here, use mine,” Robbie said, tossing it to her.


  Gil walked into the room, eyeing the women and girls, who eyed him right back. Karen perked up, but she didn’t say anything.


  “Any luck?” Robbie asked.


  Gil shot him a grim look. “No, couldn’t raise them.”


  “Don’t give up hope,” Morgan said. “Good to see you again.”


  “Likewise,” Gil said. “So sorry about what happened to you. You too, Katie.”


  Katie nodded to him, phone to her ear.


  “Who’s she calling?” Gil whispered.


  “She’s trying to raise Steve and Colleen,” Robbie said.


  Karen got up and made her way to Gil. “Hey. You worked for my dad, didn’t you?”


  “I did,” Gil said, looking at her beautiful face and red hair. “So sorry about him. I really liked him a lot.”


  She tried to choke back tears, but was having a hard time. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”


  “I’m sorry,” Gil said, standing there, not sure what to do. She hugged him as she sobbed, then backed up. “Sorry. I don’t know anybody here.”


  “You know me a little,” Gil said.


  “I never gave you the time of day,” she said. “I noticed you looking.”


  “It’s okay,” Gil said. “I was an employee.”


  “You quit, didn’t you?” she asked.


  “Yeah, before this nonsense started up,” Gil said. “I got forced back under martial law.”


  “Why did you leave?” she asked.


  “Let’s not talk about it,” Gil said. “Your dad and I mended fences, and he treated me like gold after I came back. That’s all that matters.”


  “Okay,” she said. “Sorry to pry.”


  “No problem,” he said, sitting down on the floor.


  “Can I sit with you?” she asked.


  “Yes, of course,” Gil said. “You joined up, didn’t you?”


  “Damn straight,” Karen said. “I want revenge. So do a lot of the others. You know Morgan and Katie, don’t you?”


  Gil shook his head yes. “Robbie, Justin, Steve, and I go way back.”


  “Who’s Steve?”


  “Katie’s brother,” Gil said. “She’s trying to call him. Steve and his girlfriend took off right before Morgan got picked up. We were all living in the same condo.”


  “Oh,” Karen said. “I hope they’re okay.”


  “Me too,” Gil said. “You got family?”


  “My mom, but she’s in Texas,” Karen said. “With her second husband. He doesn’t like me.”


  “Oh, sorry,” Gil said.


  “How about you?”


  “I’m worried sick about my parents. They took off for San Diego County after the attack on the Torrance civic center. I haven’t been able to raise them.”


  “Oh no,” Karen said. “I hope they’re okay.”


  “Me too.”


  Katie handed the phone back to Robbie. “Nothing,” she said. “Tried several times.”


  “They might be out of cell range up there,” Robbie said.


  “I hope that’s all it is,” she said.


  “What’s happening next?” Morgan asked.


  Robbie chuckled. “We’re picking up motorhomes in Santa Clarita Valley and taking them up north.”


  “You’re joking,” Morgan said.


  “No,” Robbie said. “I think it’s kinda cool.”


  “Yeah, if the enemy doesn’t make swiss cheese out of them,” Gil quipped.


  “We’ll be okay, or we won’t,” Robbie said.


  “Comforting,” Karen said.


  Suddenly there was gunfire outside. Everybody in the room froze. Tex ran in. “Get your guns! Now!”


  “We’ve been found,” Robbie said, rushing into the hallway. He grabbed the M60, Gil right behind him getting his 30-30, Justin, Morgan, Gil, Katie, and Karen right on their heels. The rest of the women got up and ran out of the room, picking up M-16s and shotguns.


  “I get to kill some of these creeps earlier than I expected,” Dana said, picking up an M-16 and checking the magazine.


  “They teach you guys how to use these?” Robbie asked.


  “Yeah, this morning, while you were off picking up Gil,” Morgan shouted as they ran towards the front of the building.


  Jules rushed over. “Hey, Robbie, Tex, Sparky, on roof. RPGs there. We blast vehicles, then load up and split. Got?”


  “I’m with you, partner,” Tex said, running towards the stairs with his BAR. Cody and Jordan ran over too, with Ted.


  “Some of you guys stay on the ground floor and protect the women,” Sparky yelled as he ran up the stairs with Tex and Robbie.


  The people downstairs were returning fire now, M60 machine guns and M-16 rifles spewing lead into the UN positions surrounding the building on Sepulveda and Washington Boulevard.


  The roof of the building was a parking lot with rows of new Volvos. Jules rushed over to a steel box next to the façade wall and unlocked it, handing out several RPGs.


  “We blow cover, shoot thugs, then we take off in Volvos. Many Volvos. Hit 405 and meet again in Santa Clarita. Understanding?”


  “Yeah, Jules, we got it,” Tex said, picking up an RPG. He pointed it towards the van in the center and fired, the van leaping into the air, Islamists and UN Peacekeepers running for cover as the people downstairs opened up with automatic fire. Robbie picked up an RPG and hit another of the vehicles, Sparky doing the same. Tex brought up his BAR and wailed away at the fleeing enemy fighters.


  “They too stupid to live,” Jules yelled, laughing hard as he fired an RPG into a vehicle trying to do a K-turn. It was hit broadside and rolled into a large group of enemy fighters.


  “Look at that,” Sparky said, pointing to a police vehicle with a battering ram on the front. It was speeding towards the front of the dealership.


  “Stop that,” Jules yelled.


  Tex picked up his RPG and fired, but missed. “It’s moving too fast. I can’t hit it from here. Better go downstairs.”


  “No, stand back,” Jules said, getting into one of the Volvos, just above the front where the battering ram was headed. He backed up, then floored the vehicle, rolling out of the driver’s seat as the car broke through the façade and fell down the front of the building. It landed on the battering ram vehicle just as it was punching through the wall. Both vehicles burst into flames.


  Sparky laughed. “You crazy son of a bitch.”


  “Hey, it work,” Jules shouted, laughing with glee. “Come, drive down ramp. Take weapons. We leave before more come.” He called Ted.


  “Was that you, you crazy old devil?” Ted asked.


  “Yeah. Round up girls. Get them into vehicles. Take Volvos in lot. Keys in. Meet in Santa Clarita.”


  “What about the under aged girls?”


  “Take for now. No choice. Go. We taking vehicles off roof. Meet by gate. Be ready to shoot our way out.”


  They all got into vehicles and started them, rolling down the ramp one after another as the gunfire stopped.


  “Morgan!” Robbie called as he got onto the back lot. She saw him and ran over, getting into the car with her M-16. Gil and Karen joined them, Justin and Katie getting into their own car and following. The rest of the group were in cars now, flying out the driveway and onto the street littered with bodies and broken vehicles.


  “Go down to Sepulveda and make a right, then another right,” Morgan said. “There’s a ramp to the northbound 405 right there.”


  “Got it,” Robbie said, flying onto the street. Some gunfire erupted. Gil pointed his rifle out the window and fired, hitting the man shooting at them, then cocking his 30-30 and hitting another who was next to him.


  “Nice shooting,” Robbie shouted.


  “There were only two of them,” Gil shouted as they careened onto Culver Boulevard and raced up the on-ramp, Justin and Katie following, then Dana and three of the under-aged girls. Sparky, Tex, Jules, Ted, Jordan, and the rest followed them in more new Volvos.


  “Think we’ll get stopped?” Karen asked, breath coming fast, finger still on the trigger of her M-16.


  “It’s gonna be hard for them to do it,” Robbie said.


  “They might have put up a roadblock,” Morgan said.


  “Then we’ll blow through it,” Robbie said. “I tossed one of the RPGs in the back. See it, Gil?”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Maybe I’m sick, but that was kinda fun.”


  “Well get used to it,” Robbie said. “You should have been with us at the Torrance City Hall attack. Holy shit.”


  The line of Volvos flew down the freeway, weaving in and out of the mid-day traffic.


  “What’s going to happen to those girls?” Karen asked.


  “We’ll have to deal with that in Santa Clarita, I guess.” Robbie said.


  “They all wanted to join,” Morgan said. “Maybe they get their wish.”


  “God, I hope not,” Karen said. “They’re so young.”


  “None of us are ready for this,” Morgan said. “We do what we have to do.”


  “We lose anybody?” Gil asked.


  “Not that I saw,” Karen said. “At least downstairs. Lose anybody on the roof?”


  “Nope,” Robbie said. “I couldn’t believe when Jules ran that car off the roof. He’s got balls.”


  “He’s also got to replace some inventory,” Gil said. Everybody in the car cracked up. Karen looked over at him. “I’m glad I’m here.”


  “Me too,” Gil said.


  “Look, there’s Sparky,” Morgan said, pointing at the car next to them. Dana was driving, Sparky in the passenger seat holding an M60. “I think Dana likes him.”


  “Yeah, I picked that up too,” Karen said. “She flirts a lot with Tex, though.”


  Robbie laughed. “Everybody flirts with Tex.”


  “There’s Jules,” Gil said. “He has a huge grin on his face.”


  “Who’s with him?” Robbie asked.


  “About five women,” Morgan said. “No wonder he’s grinning.”


  “Some of the older ones didn’t want to join up,” Karen said. “Wonder how they’re taking this?”


  “Good question,” Robbie said. “We’ll see. Jules isn’t going to kidnap them.”


  “You trust him now, don’t you?” Morgan asked.


  “Yeah,” Robbie said. “I’d trust him with my life. I’ve seen enough of his actions now. He’s a rogue with a good heart. Sparky and Tex too.”


  “Ted is scary,” Karen said.


  Robbie laughed. “I know him better than any of those guys.”


  “I know, he was your boss,” Karen said. “His eyes are so intense.”


  “He’s okay,” Robbie said. “He didn’t want to join up at first. Sparky kinda tricked him into it.”


  “He doesn’t mind it now,” Morgan said. “I can tell that. He’s loving this.”


  “I think he’s scared of himself,” Gil said. “Noticed that in the meeting. Wonder if he gets too crazy in battle?”


  “We’ll see,” Robbie said. The traffic thinned out when they started the climb into the Sepulveda Pass. Morgan studied Robbie’s face as he drove, his eyes darting from the road to the rearview mirror and back again every minute.


  “See anybody back there?” she asked.


  “Nope, but we’re not out of the woods yet.”


  “We won’t be out of the woods until this whole thing is over,” Karen said.


  Chapter 5 – Dark Vengeance


  “She’s gone,” Sam said, his body convulsing with sobs as he came out into the waiting room. The early morning sun was shining through the windows.


  “Oh no,” Yvonne said, rushing to him, hugging him tight. Sid looked on, crying hard. John looked on helplessly, unable to cry, holding Sarah, who was sobbing.


  “Why did it have to be her?” Sid wailed.


  Nurse Grace came in, eyes tearing up. “I have some papers for you to sign. Where would you like her taken?”


  Sam tried to calm himself. “She wanted to be cremated,” he said. “Is there a place nearby?”


  “Yes,” she said. “I know the owner. Small town, you know. You want them to do it and hold her for a while? I know what you’re going through right now.”


  “Thanks,” Sam said, signing the papers. “Let’s take her there, then. I’ll have to come back at a later date and do the memorial. Give me their number and I’ll call them with a credit card.” He broke down again.


  “Understand,” the nurse said, taking the paperwork from him. She wrote out the phone number on a slip of paper and handed it to him.


  They sat down on the waiting room couches, the tears fading away, the harsh reality setting in.


  “We probably shouldn’t stay here too long,” Sid said. “The enemy will figure out where we are.”


  “I know,” Sam said. “We can go any time. What vehicles do we have here?”


  “Our truck,” John said.


  “And our Jeep,” Yvonne said.


  “What happened to the others?” Sam asked.


  “They had to fight more on the way back to camp,” Sid said. “Planned to leave at first light. Too easy for the enemy to follow their tracks.”


  “I want to get back to them as soon as we can,” Sam said. “I want back into the fight.”


  “Shouldn’t you take it easy for a while?” Sarah asked.


  “No.”


  Yvonne shot a worried look at Sid. He nodded, then his phone rang. “James. I’ll put it on speaker.”


  “Hi, Sid,” James said. “Everybody okay?”


  “Connie just died,” Sid said.


  “Oh no,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”


  “Where are you headed?” John asked.


  “Hank and Jason contacted their friends and family in Julian. The people there finished the job you guys started and took out the rest of the UN Peacekeepers and Islamists. Turned the place into an armed camp. Then they chased the enemy out of Banner, Wynola, and Santa Ysabel. Cut off one of their most important supply lines.”


  “That’s good,” John said.


  “Well, yes and no,” James said. “The enemy is getting a force ready to attack them. We’re going there to help.”


  “Out of the frying pan and into the fire,” Yvonne said.


  “What happens after that?” Sarah asked.


  “We don’t know yet,” James said. “The elders want to take back the reservation, of course.”


  “You don’t?” Yvonne asked.


  “There’s nothing I’d like better, but I don’t want us walking into a death trap.”


  “Who’s taking over the leadership?” Sid asked.


  “Tyler,” James said. “He’s the best choice. He’s the smartest, and he’s got a level head on his shoulders.”


  “Glad to hear that,” Sid said. “Had some conversation with him. He’s an old soul.”


  “How long are you guys going to stay in La Quinta?” James asked.


  “We’re leaving in a few minutes,” Sam said. “Nothing more we can do here, and the enemy is gonna get wise.”


  “You’re probably right about that,” James said. “One of the warriors is driving your rig, Sam.”


  “Great, thanks for that,” Sam said. He got up and checked out the window, eyes getting wide. “What do we have in the way of guns?”


  “Oh, crap, what do you see?” John asked.


  “Two UN vans just cruised by,” he said.


  “We’ve got a BAR and an M60. A couple hunting rifles and shotguns, and a few grenades,” Sid said. “They’re stashed in the back of the Jeep.”


  “I’ve got two hunting rifles and one M-16 behind the seat in the truck,” John said. “I don’t have much ammo for any of them, and the hunting rifles are bolt action.”


  “So we can’t stand and fight,” Sam said. “Let’s sneak out of here.”


  “Yeah,” Sid said. “Talk to you later, James. I’ll call you. Take care of yourself.”


  “You too,” James said. The call ended, so Sid picked up his phone.


  “We moved the vehicles in back of the hospital,” John said. “We can go down the hallway by the snack machines.”


  “Let’s go now,” Sam said. “Before we get hit.”


  Yvonne rushed over to the emergency room door and pounded on it. Nurse Grace opened it. “Something wrong?”


  “We’re leaving now,” she said. “We just saw two UN vans cruise down the street. They might come here looking for us.”


  “Dammit,” she said. “Don’t tell me where you’re going. I’ll let everybody know to get ready.”


  “Good luck, and thanks for everything,” Yvonne said.


  “Watch Sam,” she whispered. “He’s got a lot of rage, and it’s gonna come out.”


  “I know,” Yvonne said. She joined the group, already walking towards the back door.


  “You warn Nurse Grace?” Sid asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “I suggest we have the guns where we can get to them in a hurry,” Sam said.


  “Definitely,” John said.


  “Where do you want to ride?” Sarah asked.


  “Are there still blankets in the back of the truck?” Sam asked.


  “Yeah, but you don’t want to ride back there,” John said.


  “Yes, I do, with the M60 or BAR and a shotgun,” Sam said.


  “But you were just injured,” Sarah said.


  “I’m fine, and I’m the best close shooter we’ve got,” Sam said. “I’m still pretty tired, too, so I can doze off back there.”


  “He’s right,” Sid said. “It’s the best choice. I’ll bring over a shotgun and the M60. You’re probably better with the M60 than an old BAR, right?”


  “Yeah,” Sam said.


  “Let’s take 74 to 371 to 79,” Yvonne said, looking at her phone as she climbed into the passenger side of the Jeep. “Long drive, but it’ll get us there.”


  They drove out of the hospital parking lot, the Jeep leading the way.


  “Get us to route 111,” Yvonne said, “that’ll get us to 74.”


  “Got it,” Sid said.


  “You tired?”


  “I’m okay,” he said. “Could use some coffee, though. Maybe we ought to stop at a 7-11 on the way.”


  “Good idea,” Yvonne said. “I’m worried about Sam.”


  “He said he wasn’t injured badly,” Sid said.


  “I’m worried about his head, not his ribs,” Yvonne said. “He’s a bundle of seething anger. I hope he doesn’t take risks he shouldn’t.”


  “He’ll settle down,” Sid said. “Trust me.”


  “I hope so,” Yvonne said. They traveled down the street as the morning traffic started to pick up.


  “There’s a 7-11,” Sid said. “Shall we?”


  “Yes,” Yvonne said. “The others will get the message.”


  Sid pulled in front of the store, John parking next to him.


  “Coffee, huh?” John asked. “Good idea. You want one, Sam?”


  “Nah, I’d rather fall asleep for a while when we get on the road.”


  “Oh, shit, look,” Sarah whispered. “There’s a UN creep in there, trying to intimidate the clerk.”


  Sam sat up, grinning. Sid shot him a sidelong glance. “What are you gonna do?”


  “Make a kill,” he whispered. “Cover me.”


  Sam slipped out of the back of the truck and walked slowly to the storefront, trying to look like a tired commuter. He pushed open the door. It buzzed, the UN Peacekeeper turning towards him, then back at the clerk.


  “Stupid American, you learn your place,” he said in a thick French accent. “I’m not paying for breakfast. I take what I want.”


  “My boss told me not to give you guys free food,” the young clerk said.


  “Call him up,” the UN Peacekeeper said. “Send him down and I’ll kill his ass.”


  Two patrons who were back by the coffee area rushed out the door as Sam got into an aisle and watched.


  “Look, American cowards run at first sign of trouble. Nobody help you, stupid punk.”


  “Pound sand.” The young clerk was showing anger in his eyes. He was a big Hispanic kid with the look of a football lineman.


  “What?” the UN Peacekeeper shouted, stepping back and reaching for his gun. Sam leapt forward, grabbing the man’s head and twisting it violently. His neck cracked and he went limp, Sam letting him drop to the floor as the clerk watched.


  “Holy shit!” the kid said, looking down at the crumpled body on the floor.


  “Good job resisting this jerk,” Sam said. “He have any friends around?”


  “He walked over from their headquarters across the street,” the clerk said. “How’d you learn how to do that?”


  “Special Forces,” Sam said. “How many of these creeps over there?”


  “Used to be about twenty,” the clerk said. “Most of them took off last night and never came back. The night manager told me.”


  Sam looked out the window at the building. “That looks like a real estate office.”


  “Used to be,” the clerk said. “What are you gonna do?”


  “Kill all of them,” Sam said, walking to the door. He turned before he went out. “You armed?”


  “Nope,” he said. “Those cretins disarmed all the locals when they rolled in here last month.”


  “I wouldn’t push these guys too hard until you are,” Sam said. “That guy might have killed you.”


  “What should I do with the body?”


  “You got a dumpster out back?” Sam asked, grinning as he walked out the door. He went to the Jeep. “Give me the grenades and a handgun.”


  “What are you gonna do?” Sid asked.


  “Kill the UN punks in that headquarters over there,” he said.


  “You sure that’s a good idea?” Yvonne asked.


  “Yeah,” Sam said.


  Sid got out the grenades and handed them carefully to Sam, then gave him a .45 auto from the glovebox. “I’m gonna go cover you with the BAR.”


  “Sid, no,” Yvonne said.


  “You cover us from here,” Sid said. A split-second decision, and she nodded yes, fear still in her eyes.


  Sam and Sid rushed across the street, Sam not even slowing down as he entered the office. He backed out quickly as the first grenade went off. There was screaming inside. Sam tossed a second grenade inside and then fired his pistol several times. Sid came up alongside him and opened up with the BAR, blasting through the front windows as Sam tossed the last grenade. Then there was silence, smoke pouring out the broken front windows.


  “Our job here is done,” Sam said with a wicked smile.


  “You enjoyed that too much,” Sid said, eyeing him.


  “Yeah, I did,” he said, “and I’ve only just started. Go get your coffee and let’s blow this burg.”


  They rushed back across the street.


  ***


  It was a crisp, clear morning. Trevor and Kaylee were riding together in the Jeep, pulling the off-roader down the long dirt road. There were a multitude of vehicles in front and behind them.


  “Hope nobody messed with my uncle’s motor home,” Kaylee said.


  “Or mine,” Trevor said. “Although it wouldn’t be anywhere near the loss.”


  “When are they gonna tell us where we’re going, I wonder?”


  “Probably when we stop to get the motorhomes. Want to ride in mine with me?”


  “If I’m not needed to drive something else,” she said. “I hope I can.”


  “I didn’t want to get up this morning,” Trevor said. “I just wanted to lay there with you all day.”


  “You mean you wanted to lay next to me naked all day,” she quipped.


  “Okay, so you found me out.”


  “Thanks for being so patient with me,” Kaylee said. “About going further.”


  “It’ll happen when we’re both ready.”


  “I know, but still,” she said.


  Trevor chuckled. “You think I’m going someplace?”


  “Not sure what you mean.”


  He glanced at her, then looked quickly back at the road. “You’re just teasing me.”


  “Teasing you?” she asked.


  “You know I’m in love with you,” Trevor said. “I’m not going anywhere unless you force me away. You gonna force me away?”


  “Oh, God no,” she said. “I’m in love with you too.”


  “You sure?”


  “Of course I’m sure, silly,” she said. “It’ll happen pretty soon. I promise.”


  “Don’t promise. Like I said, when we’re both in that place we’ll know and then it’ll be natural. Trust me.”


  “It’ll be nice to have someplace to stay,” she said.


  “My motorhome?” Trevor asked. “It’s not much.”


  “I think it’s nice,” she said softly.


  “I heard Megan go into Angel’s tent last night.”


  Kaylee chuckled. “I saw Megan and Kaitlyn taking down their tents last night after Seth and Angel went to bed. Knew what was coming.”


  “Wonder if either of them will last?”


  “Who knows?” Kaylee asked. “I know we’ll last.”


  “How?”


  “Duh,” she said. “We’ve known each other for years. We know what we’re getting.”


  “Do you miss Matt?”


  Kaylee was quiet for a moment.


  “Uh oh,” Trevor said nervously.


  “No, don’t get the wrong idea,” she said. “I was just thinking back on that. It seems a lot different when you’re out of it.”


  “Meaning what?”


  “I was worried about being able to hold onto him. Always had the feeling that he was interested in other women. I never felt secure.”


  Trevor was silent, looking ahead.


  “You know something about that, don’t you?” she asked.


  “I don’t think we should talk about it,” Trevor said. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”


  “So I was right,” she said softly.


  “I won’t ever do that to you,” Trevor said.


  “Oh, honey, I know you won’t,” she said. “I love you in a way I never got close to feeling with Matt. I feel it coming from you too.”


  “Really?” Trevor asked.


  “Yes, really,” she said, looking at him. “Geez.”


  “What?”


  “I wish we could pull over right now,” she said. “I’m so bad.”


  Trevor glanced at her embarrassed face, then looked back at the road.


  “We must be getting close. The group is slowing down ahead.”


  “Thank God,” Kaylee said. “Hope we’re not driving too much further after this.”


  “Me too. Look, we’re here.”


  “I’m surprised we didn’t recognize the area,” Kaylee said.


  “We’re coming from a different direction, and this terrain all looks alike,” Trevor said. “Wonder how we’ll handle this? I can tow the Jeep behind the motorhome, but not the off-roader.”


  “My uncle has probably been working that out already.”


  “Hope so,” Trevor said. “There’s a lot of tribe people who are riding in the back of pickup trucks. I’ll bet they’ll be glad to get into vehicles like these instead. Maybe we won’t be towing anything behind the motor homes.”


  They followed the slow-moving line around the big curved road, skirting by the small hill, and then the two motorhomes came into view.


  “Good, they look fine,” Kaylee said.


  “We’d better check them out for booby traps,” Trevor said. “Remember what happened to One Eye.”


  “You think the enemy knew where these were?”


  “Hope not, but it’s possible.”


  They drove close to Trevor’s Motor Home and parked, getting out to meet Ji-Ho, who was unlocking his rig.


  “You sure nobody booby-trapped your coach?” Trevor asked.


  “I sure,” Ji-Ho said. “Sensors. They alert with smallest movement. No buzz. We fine.” He opened the door of his coach and climbed inside. They heard the big diesel start up, black smoke flowing out of the rear exhaust pipe for a moment.


  “See, it’s fine,” Kaylee said.


  “Guess I should go fire mine up.”


  “I’ll check with uncle about the towing situation.”


  “I left the keys in his Jeep,” Trevor said.


  Kaylee nodded and climbed into Ji-Ho’s rig.


  Trevor gave his motor home a quick once over, then unlocked the door and went inside. It was already heating up in the morning sun. He fired up the engine and the generator, then turned on the air conditioner.


  “Hey, dude,” Angel said, walking to the coach door with Megan. Seth and Kaitlyn followed.


  “Hey,” Trevor said, coming outside. “Nice trip?”


  “I liked it,” Megan said, pulling Angel closer.


  Kaylee rushed over. “My uncle said to let tribal members drive our Jeep. He’s doing the same. I think he just called Tyler over. He’s the new leader.”


  “Really?” Seth said. “He’s a good choice, from what I’ve seen so far.”


  “He is,” Kaitlyn said. “They say where we’re going yet?”


  “Julian,” Kaylee said. “We’re gonna go help them. The two cops that came from there said the enemy is about to attack.”


  “We’re going into another battle already?” Megan asked.


  “Yep,” Kaylee said. “Sorry.”


  Tyler walked over with some of his people. “Is this one of the Jeeps that needs a driver?”


  “Yep,” Kaylee said. “Keys are in it. The other one is over there.”


  “I want to grab my guns,” Trevor said, going to the back.


  “Yeah, do that,” Tyler said.


  “Congrats, man,” Seth said.


  “Yeah, Congrats,” Angel said.


  Tyler smiled. “Thanks. I’m scared to death.”


  “You’ll be fine,” Trevor said, guns in his hands. “It’s all yours. Enjoy.”


  “Think there’s guns in Ji-Ho’s Jeep?” Tyler asked.


  “Yes, but don’t worry,” Ji-Ho said as he walked over. “I leave for now. Got plenty of firepower on rig.”


  “Yeah, I heard about that thing,” Tyler said. “Wow.”


  “Maybe I should take lead,” Ji-Ho said.


  “Or be in the back,” Seth said.


  “Either,” Ji-Ho said, looking at Tyler. “You choose.”


  “Front,” Tyler said. “If you don’t mind.”


  Ji-Ho nodded.


  Hank and Jason walked over with Clem.


  “I can’t thank you guys enough for helping our town,” Hank said. “Really.”


  “You help us, we help you,” Ji-Ho said. “Maybe lay low there for while.”


  “If we can win the battle, it’s a perfect place,” Jason said.


  “When are we leaving?” Seth asked.


  “As soon as you guys are ready,” Tyler said. “You know the others are going to meet us there, right?”


  “I talk to Sam,” Ji-Ho said.


  “Me too,” Clem said, grim look on his face. “Poor Sam. Poor Connie.”


  Ji-Ho nodded silently, fighting back tears.


  “This has been costly, that’s for sure,” Tyler said. “Let’s get out of here.”


  Everybody went to their vehicles.


  “You want me to drive?” Kaylee asked Trevor, after he shut the entry door.


  “I can drive for a while,” Trevor said.


  “Okay.” She got into the passenger seat.


  “Let’s blow this joint,” Trevor said, taking off the parking brake. They rolled away, behind Ji-Ho’s massive rig, the rest of the group following in a long line.


  Chapter 6 – Magic Mountain


  “I’m surprised nobody’s followed us,” Justin said, behind the wheel of a new Volvo. “We’re almost to I-5 already.”


  Katie looked at him, then back at the road ahead. “I’m surprised they’re moving us out of SoCal. If things are really settled there, why’d we get hit?”


  “I didn’t get the impression that the battle is over,” Justin said. “Just that there’s enough patriots there to finish the job.”


  Katie chuckled. “What happened to the cynical cat I used to know?”


  Justin glanced at her. “Still inside me, but it’s time to get behind a cause. Having my girlfriend abducted and raped over and over had an impact.”


  “Oh,” Katie said softly.


  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”


  “No, I’m glad you did,” Katie said. “My mind is trying to push that experience back. I need to remember all of it. Every second of it. I need to keep the fires burning.”


  They rode silently for a while, racing up the final hill of the 405, merging into I-5. They approached the big set of bridges in the Newhall pass.


  “These always make me a little nervous,” Katie said.


  “They’re tall,” Justin said.


  “Not only that,” Katie said, gripping the seat as they went over the tall, thin concrete ribbon.


  “The earthquakes,” Justin said, hands sweating around the wheel. “They fell down in the Sylmar quake and the Northridge quake.”


  “Yep,” Katie said. “Remember that cop who drove over the southbound one and flew off the end?”


  “Yes, I remember,” Justin said. “Sad.”


  They both felt relieved as they hit the solid ground again.


  “Wonder what kind of motorhomes we’re getting?” Katie asked.


  “Knowing these guys, they might be total battlewagons. Remember Stripes?” He chuckled.


  “I hope they’re comfortable, with nice beds and a little privacy,” Katie said.


  “Me too,” he said, looking over at her. “Let’s not rush that, though. I know what you’ve been through.”


  “Don’t get the idea that I’ll push you away because of that,” Katie said. “What happened to me and what we do together are totally different.”


  “I know, but still,” Justin said.


  “But still what?”


  “I’ll be patient,” Justin said. “I’ll support you and love you. Whatever happens between us is okay. That’s all I’m saying.”


  She was silent for a moment.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “I’m angry.”


  “At me?”


  “No,” Katie said. “At these thugs. We were taught that the UN was a benevolent organization. In school.”


  “Yeah, I know,” Justin said. “This isn’t the first time they’ve had their way with the population they pretend to be helping. It’s just the first time they’ve pulled this garbage in a first-world country.”


  “Why are they doing this?”


  “They want us to submit and forget our country,” Justin said. “They want to kill nationalism and patriotism. They think ruling by fear works.” He chuckled.


  “That’s funny?”


  “Well, the way they are going about it is pretty stupid,” Justin said. “They’ve totally misjudged the American character. They forget why we exist.”


  “You’re talking about the settlement of the new world? Escape from the European tyrants?”


  “Yep,” Justin said. “We all learned about that in school, but it wasn’t real to me until this happened. It was something I’d argue against when I didn’t get it. Now I get it.”


  “I hope our society gets back to normal pretty soon,” Katie said.


  Justin’s phone buzzed. “Text message. Here, take a look. My code is 3372.” He handed the phone to her.


  “Instructions,” she said. “Take I-5 to the 126. Then get on Commerce Center Drive and enter the industrial park there. We’ll be guided to the correct spot from the gate.”


  “Cool, that’s not much further. We’re already at Magic Mountain. See it?”


  She looked up from the phone and took in the massive amusement park on the left side of I-5. “I was there not too long ago. With Steve and a few other people.” Tears came to her eyes. “Steve. I hope he’s still alive.”


  “Me too,” Justin said. “I’m glad they left, though. It was their best chance. Too bad Robbie and Morgan didn’t go with them.”


  “If they would’ve, I’d still be in the rape farm,” Katie said.


  “Shoot, that’s probably true,” Justin said. “There’s the ramp.” He took it, rolling onto the much smaller Highway 126.


  “This road reminds me of a record my mom used to play all the time when I was little. America. Ventura Highway.”


  “I remember that song,” Justin said. “My dad had that one too.”


  “There’s Commerce Center Drive already,” Katie said.


  “Oh, yeah,” Justin said, moving quickly into the right lane and getting off. They followed the road as it curved, and passed several industrial buildings. “Hope those aren’t it.”


  “The message said Industrial Park,” Katie said. “That’s it, see? Where those entrance gates are. Take a left on Witherspoon.


  “Oh, I see,” Justin said, slowing to make the turn. “Yeah, this is an industrial park all right. Big one.”


  “There’s Sparky, standing next to his car,” Katie said.


  “Yep,” Justin said, pulling to the side. He rolled down the passenger side window. “Which building?”


  “It’s the huge building at the end,” Sparky said. “Turn right just before it, on Ave Penn. There’s a gate to the left. You can’t miss it.”


  “Great, thanks,” Justin said. “How many people are here?”


  “You guys are the third car,” he said. “Just park in the back. The place is still locked up. Jules has the keys.”


  “Got it,” Justin said. He drove forward.


  “There’s a lot of stuff in here,” Katie said. “Lot of people around too. I’ll bet we wait until nighttime to split.”


  “Yeah, I think you’re right,” Justin said.


  “You see Dana?”


  “Didn’t notice,” Justin said.


  “She was in the passenger seat, watching Sparky.”


  “Oh,” Justin said. “Think she likes him?”


  “No doubt about that.”


  Justin chuckled. “This is crazy. Everybody is pairing up. Falling in love. What is it with that?”


  “It is crazy, isn’t it? Got you to move off the dime. I’ve been working on you for a while.”


  “You were?”


  She chuckled. “You guys are so clueless sometimes. Steve told you, didn’t he?”


  Justin’s face turned red. “Yeah, but I liked you before that.”


  “Then why didn’t you go for it? And don’t tell me it was because of Steve.”


  Justin smiled at her. “I’m bashful around girls. Plus, you’re so beautiful. I always thought you were a little out of my league.”


  “Oh, please,” she said. “I know other girls who were interested in you. Most of them are better looking than I am. There’s your turn. Watch the road.”


  He nodded and turned right. The gate was about a block down. Justin turned in and parked next to another Volvo. He shut off the engine and looked at Katie.


  “Who?”


  “No way,” she said. “You’re mine now. I’m not going to advertise for any of those hussies.”


  Justin laughed. “Hussies?”


  She giggled. “I know, I’m bad.”


  “Here comes Robbie and Gil,” Justin said, watching as they pulled next to them. “Think Gil is gonna move in on Karen?”


  “From what I saw, she’s moving in on him .”


  “Think so?” Justin asked.


  Katie sighed. “Clueless.” She shook her head, smiling at him, then opened her door.


  Justin smirked and got out too. “Wonder if we should leave the keys in this?”


  “Think we might be towing them?” Katie asked.


  “Maybe,” Justin said. “Not everything is towable.”


  “Hey, Justin,” Robbie said. “We made it.”


  “Hi, guys,” Morgan said.


  “Hi,” Katie said.


  “That’s a huge building, dude,” Gil said as he got out. He rushed around and opened Karen’s door for her. Justin and Katie shot each other a glance.


  “Hope we didn’t lose anybody on the road,” Robbie said.


  “I doubt if we did,” Justin said. “We would’ve heard about it already.”


  “You’re probably right,” Morgan said. The three couples gathered by the back of Robbie’s car, watching the driveway. “Wonder how many cars we had? I was focused on getting out of there.”


  “Yeah, that was wild,” Robbie said. “I don’t know how many in total. Four of us drove cars off the roof.”


  “So, a total of five cars left the roof,” Justin said, twinkle in his eye.


  Robbie laughed. Gil snickered.


  “I couldn’t believe he did that,” Morgan said. “Driving a car off the roof like that.”


  “It was even crazier from where I was,” Robbie said. “That sucker rolled out of the car right before it hit the wall. A split second later and he would’ve gone over the side in it.”


  “Yeah, he’s pretty crazy,” Morgan said. “Figured that out the first night.”


  “First night?” Karen asked.


  “At my job,” Morgan said. She told Karen about the incident at the card club.


  “That’s a great story,” Gil said.


  “All true,” she said. “I wonder if that’s why they took me to the police station?”


  “They took you in because you’re beautiful,” Karen said.


  “Yeah, that’s pretty obvious,” Justin said. “Same with Katie. Same with all of you.”


  “I wonder how many other places there are like that?” Morgan asked. “I wonder how many others are going through it right this second?”


  “A lot, I’m afraid,” Robbie said. “Good reason to be in this fight.”


  “I’m surprised some of the girls chose not to get involved,” Gil said.


  “I’m not,” Katie said. “Not everybody has the strength to fight like this. Can’t blame them.”


  “I wonder if any changed their minds after the fracas at the Volvo dealership?” Karen asked.


  “Why did you decide to join, Karen?” Gil asked.


  “They killed my father,” she said, eyes tearing up.


  “That’s a good reason,” Katie said. “I just want revenge for what they did to me.”


  “That’s part of it too, of course,” Karen said. “My mind is already blocking what happened. Have to force myself to remember it. I’m thankful for that.”


  “Well, I won’t let that happen,” Katie said. “I’m remembering it on purpose.”


  “Me too,” Morgan said. “I’ll remember it when I’m killing them.”


  Justin and Robbie glanced at each other.


  “You should let your memories bury themselves,” Gil said. “It’s self-protection. There’s plenty of reasons for joining the fight that aren’t potentially self-destructive.”


  “You didn’t get raped,” Karen spat. Then she covered her mouth with her hand. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry,” Gil said. “What happened to you guys is the main reason I’m joining. I just don’t want this to hurt you long term. My cousin got gang-raped at a party in Lomita years ago. She’s still messed up because of that. It’s tough. You need to heal. It’s not good to keep ripping the scab off. There’s enough reason to fight without doing that to yourselves.”


  “He’s right,” Katie said softly.


  “Look, here comes Jules,” Robbie said.


  Justin chuckled. “Jules and five women.”


  “Interesting,” Morgan said. “Those are the women who didn’t want to join.”


  “All of them?” Robbie asked.


  “No, there’s two more,” Morgan said. “Don’t know where they ended up.”


  “Who took the under aged girls?” Karen asked.


  “Ted,” Robbie said. “He’s like a father. Always looking out for people. Nice to a fault.”


  “Here comes Tex and Cody,” Justin said. “With women in the car, of course.”


  “There’s the other two who weren’t going to join,” Katie said. “Wonder if they got placed with the most persuasive guys?”


  Justin snickered. “You think Jules, Tex, and Cody can sweet-talk them into fighting?”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised, frankly,” Morgan said.


  “Bryan and Jordan are right behind them,” Robbie said. “With more women.”


  “Those women are all joining,” Morgan said. “Tisha is crazy. She was giving the other girls a hard time for not joining.”


  “I told her to shut up,” Katie said. “Didn’t go over well. Watch your back around her.”


  “Which one are you talking about?” Gil asked.


  “Long light brown hair, straight,” Karen said. “Piercing eyes. She’s got too many tattoos and piercings for my taste, but she’s pretty enough. She gets a little emotional, but she can be nice.”


  Gil stared at her for a long moment.


  “Uh oh,” Robbie whispered.


  Karen noticed, face turning red. She took Gil’s arm. “Let’s go wait by the door. It’s in the shade.” They walked away.


  “Holy shit, Gil’s gonna have two women fighting over him,” Justin whispered.


  Robbie laughed, shaking his head.


  “Tisha hasn’t made any moves on him,” Katie said.


  Morgan chuckled. “She hasn’t noticed him looking yet. Is that the kind of girl he usually goes after?”


  “Pretty much,” Robbie said. “Karen would be unusual.”


  “Hey, everybody, time to go inside,” Jules said, walking towards the door of the massive building.


  “Here we go,” Robbie said, taking Morgan’s hand.


  “Hey, there’s Ted,” Justin said, pointing.


  “The young girls aren’t with him anymore,” Morgan said.


  Robbie looked at his car and nodded. “He probably found someplace to leave them for their families to pick up.”


  “Hope so,” Katie said.


  They met at the door as Jules fumbled with the lock.


  “Damn. I tell them fix this. I kick some ass.”


  “Here, partner, let me try it,” Tex said, moving to the door. Jules nodded and let go of the key. Tex wiggled it and turned, the cylinder moving. “That’s got it. Your key isn’t so hot. That’s probably all it is.”


  “Push door open,” Jules said. “We get out of sight.”


  “Yeah, somebody might think we’re running a white slavery outfit with all these beautiful women out here,” Tex said.


  “Oh, please,” Tisha said. “Like to see somebody try to make a slave out of me.”


  They moved into the cool, dark warehouse. Jules hit the lights.


  “Holy crap, look at these things,” Justin said. “Eight. And look at all the Jeeps.”


  “Betcha we’re towing those,” Gil said.


  “These things are expensive,” Robbie said. “These are Prevost. Big diesels. Look at the tag axles.”


  “You like, my friend?” Jules asked.


  “Yeah,” Robbie said. “This cost somebody a few bucks. We pulling the Jeeps?”


  “Yes, all set up. We have to go over systems. Complex. Designed by associate of Ivan’s.”


  “Oh, you mean these aren’t just normal RVs?” Justin asked.


  Jules chuckled. “You’ll see.”


  “Ted, what happened to the young girls?” Robbie asked as he walked up.


  “I was able to get family members for each of them on the phone,” Ted said.


  “Where you drop?” Jules asked.


  “Magic Mountain,” Ted said. “We set up a meeting spot.”


  “That’s convenient,” Morgan said.


  “They didn’t want to leave,” Ted said. “They really wanted to join.”


  “Maybe you should let?” Jules said.


  “No way, man,” Ted said. “C’mon. We couldn’t do something like that. You know how rough this might turn out to be.”


  “Okay,” Jules said. “You right. Like our units?”


  Ted walked closer and looked at them. “Son of a bitch, these are Ji-Ho’s design, aren’t they? That crazy dude showed me his a while back.”


  “Who’s Ji-Ho?” Robbie asked.


  “Crazy millionaire,” Ted said. “Former Korean special forces, then merc.”


  “South Korean, I hope,” Gil said.


  Jules laughed. “Ji-Ho’d probably gut you for comment like that.”


  “Sorry,” Gil said.


  “Hey, joke,” Jules said. “Ji-Ho good man. He fight in La Quinta last night. Destroy huge enemy depot and checkpoint. Screw them good.”


  “Is he handling Southern California while we go up north?” Justin asked.


  “He handle area between San Diego and Imperial County, to stop flow of fighters over border,” Jules said. “Come, I give tour of coaches. They all same, except exterior color.”


  “What should we be doing?” one of the women asked. She was a perky beauty with short blonde hair, about five feet tall.


  “Ah, Shelly,” Jules said. “You want look at units, or want relax? Food in office area to right, also coffee maker.”


  “You can show me later,” Shelly said. “I’ll check out the kitchen.” She walked towards the door, several of the women following her, the rest walking over to where Jules was.


  “She wasn’t going to join,” Katie said.


  “She may change mind,” Jules said. “Hope so. I like.”


  “You were working on them,” Ted said. “Thought so. How about the others?”


  “Time tell, my friend,” Jules said. “How you do, Tex?”


  “All but one, and she’s leaning,” Tex said.


  “I knew it,” Morgan said under her breath.


  Jules shot her a sly grin, and then opened the door on the first motor home. “Come on in.”


  Half of the people who were bunched up outside followed Jules in. The rest stayed by the door, watching and listening.


  “Each sleep six, eight in pinch,” Jules said. “Inside basic stuff. Bedroom in back with small bathroom. Main bathroom in hall. Kitchen, dinette, couch, two swivel chair, plus front seats swivel too.”


  “How much does a rig like this set you back, partner?” Tex asked.


  “Basic rig close to eight hundred grand,” Jules said. “Add two million more for upgrades.”


  “What?” Bryan asked, eyes wide. Cody and Ted snickered.


  “This is gonna be good,” Ted said. “Frigging Ji-Ho.”


  “Okay, first of all, this coach is bullet-proof.”


  “How bullet proof?” Ted asked.


  “Small arms fire up to .50 cal on sides and back. Less on windshield without plate up.”


  “Plate?” Robbie asked.


  “Yes, in siege mode, plate come in front of windshield. Tell people outside to back away from wheels. I show.”


  “We heard you,” Dana said from outside.


  “Good,” Jules said. He sat in the driver’s seat and flipped open a panel. Then he pushed a button called Siege Mode. Electric motors whirred into motion.


  “What the hell?” Karen said from outside, looking at the metal plates coming down around the wheels.


  “Look at that,” Robbie said, watching the metal plate come up in front of the windshield, covering it. A panel with a small LED screen came up from the dash.


  “You gotta be kidding me,” Gil said, looking around. “What’s with the slits in the walls here?”


  “Can shoot rifle out there, or slide closed,” Jules said.


  “So, you’ve got a motorized pill-box,” Jordan said. “Firing rifles out slits in the side won’t help much. They’ll just bring something up that can punch a hole in this.”


  Jules chuckled. “Watch.” He pushed another button on the console. The sound of an electric motor came out of the back end of the coach, and a sight reticle appeared on the dash LED screen, the picture changing to a narrower view. Jules used buttons on the back surface of the steering wheel to move the view of the sight camera around.


  “What’s that you’re controlling?” Sparky asked.


  “Look at roof on back of coach,” Jules said.


  Ted laughed as the others went outside to look. Jordan walked up to Jules, looking over his shoulder, eyes getting wide.


  “That’s not really a mini-gun, is it?”


  Jules turned to him and grinned.


  “Holy crap,” Gil said, standing next to Robbie and Justin. They looked at the mini-gun swinging around on the rear of the roof. “You know what one of those will do?”


  Tex chuckled. “I should’ve guessed.”


  They came back inside.


  “What else does this thing do?” Robbie asked.


  “Forward and rear machine guns,” Ted said. “They have a pretty limited range of motion. They’re designed for shooting at vehicles coming at you from the front or back while this baby is rolling.”


  “Yes,” Jules said. “Also night vision, motion sensors, enhance communications capability. Battle station.”


  “You’ve seen this before, I take it,” Tex asked, walking up to Ted.


  “Ji-Ho took me out in his about eight months ago,” Ted said. “We were someplace where we could play with the mini-gun. Cut an old car nearly in half with that thing. They use ammo kinda quick.”


  “Much ammo on board,” Jules said. “Also other supplies in storage compartments. Mortars, RPGs, grenades, M60s, M-16s, ammo, mines.”


  “Geez,” Tex said. “Why didn’t we use these in SoCal?”


  “Not ready in time,” Jules said. “Ji-Ho has prototype.”


  “This is pretty amazing,” Justin said. “We could roll up to a checkpoint and splatter it all over the place.”


  “That the idea, kid,” Jules said. “Stand back, I put back to normal. We go over loading guns and other stuff later. Now rest, eat, relax. Food in fridge. We cook.”


  “We’re staying in here overnight?” Tex asked.


  “Yes,” Jules said. “We safe here.”


  “If nobody followed that long line of Volvos,” Sparky said.


  Chapter 7 – Coaches


  “Glad we’re riding by ourselves,” Kaitlyn said, glancing at Seth from the driver’s seat. They were leaving the wilderness, heading for Julian.


  “I like this better than the trip to the motorhomes,” Seth said.


  “Why?”


  “Because I can look at you more,” he said.


  “Oh, brother,” she said


  “We’re getting close to the road already.”


  “What is it again?”


  “Route 78,” Seth said. “Not sure if you guys came that way or not.”


  “I think we did. It goes through Scissors Crossing, right?”


  “Yep,” Seth said. “Hope we don’t get followed.


  “Me too. I just want a little time to relax. Maybe a little us time.”


  “We’ve got another battle coming,” Seth said, “but maybe we’ll get a little break after that. At least we’re having time like this.”


  “True. It does help us get to know each other a little bit.”


  “Has so far,” Seth said. “We’ve been together for quite a few hours now.”


  “Not counting sleep time,” Kaitlyn said, shooting him a smirk.


  “Yeah, I was dead to the world during that.”


  “I was awake for a while,” Kaitlyn said. “I watched you sleep.”


  “No, really?”


  “Really,” she said. “You can tell a lot about a person when you watch them sleep.”


  “How? I just laid there with my eyes closed. Hopefully I didn’t snore and drool too much.”


  She giggled. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”


  “So what do you mean?”


  “You were calm, and hardly moved at all, except to snuggle against me tighter. Not much restless time. That’s saying something, given the crapola we’re going through right now.”


  Seth chuckled. “I’ve always been a heavy sleeper, but I’m not always calm. I can get worked up.”


  “Did you watch me?”


  “Only right at the end, when people started moving around. I’ll never forget how your naked back looked.”


  “You didn’t seem to mind my naked front much, either.”


  “Oh, God,” Seth said. “You’re perfect. Exactly my type, from a looks perspective, anyway.”


  “I’m too thick.”


  Seth chuckled. “You women think we just like skinny girls. I don’t.”


  “Are you saying I’m fat?”


  Seth laughed. “I’m not answering that one. It’s a no-win question.”


  “C’mon, I’m not letting you off that easy.”


  “You’re putting me on the spot,” Seth said, “and enjoying it way too much.”


  “Well?”


  “Oh, please. You aren’t fat. You’re curvy, and you have nice hips and a nice chest. If I saw you in a bar I’d be interested in an instant.”


  “In a bar?” she asked.


  “See what I mean?” Seth snickered. “You know what I meant.”


  “No, please enlighten me,” she said, shooting him a wicked glare.


  He sighed. “If I was in a place where you normally look for women and I saw you there, I would’ve gone after you. Maybe I should have said the supermarket instead of a bar. Or a college class. Or a coffee house.”


  She laughed. “This is fun.”


  “For you, maybe.”


  “Oh, you don’t like talking to me?”


  “Is this what the tribe men were talking about?”


  “Now that’s not fair,” Kaitlyn said, glancing at him with a smirk on her face.


  “You’re teasing me, aren’t you?”


  “Kinda, but that’s not the main thing,” she said. “I’m trying to break past the point where you go out of your way to be nice to me.”


  “Oh, that’s what you’re doing, huh?” Seth asked. “Maybe I should do the same thing.”


  “Maybe you should, but you won’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “You have a romantic thing built up around me,” Kaitlyn said. “You’re in full-on pursuit mode.”


  He stared at her in the dark Jeep. She glanced at him too long, hitting a bump in the road hard.


  “Better watch it,” he said.


  “Sorry. You agree, though, don’t you?”


  He took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m infatuated with you. I’ll admit it. It’s not the same as love, but it’s strong, and I want to pursue it. So yeah, I guess I am in pursuit mode. Deal with it.”


  “I got to you a little,” she said. “You’ve got a pretty high threshold. That’s good. We might just work.”


  He laughed. “Okay, Doctor… hey, what is your last name, anyway?”


  “Roybal,” she said. “I like that. Doctor Roybal at your service.”


  “At my service, huh,” Seth said. “Now there’s something I’m interested in.”


  “Don’t be naughty,” she said, shooting him a prim and proper expression. They both laughed.


  “Look, there’s the road up ahead. I see people turning onto it. Right turn.”


  “Thank God,” Kaitlyn said. “You’re still staring at me.”


  “Does it bother you?”


  “It does when I can’t pull over,” she said, making the turn onto highway 78. She sped up to about sixty, following the long caravan, as others got onto the road behind her.


  “And what would you do if you could pull over?”


  “You’re trying to take this conversation in a naughty direction again,” she said.


  “No, it was just a question,” he said. “Do you want kids?”


  “Didn’t we already talk about this?”


  “I didn’t know you as well then,” he said. “That was hours ago.”


  She laughed. “Oh, please. You trying to turn the tables on me so quickly?”


  “I wouldn’t do anything like that. Trust me.”


  “I’ve heard that before.”


  “Answer the question,” Seth said.


  She grinned at him. “Two can play that game.”


  “I’m waiting.”


  “Well, then we need to clarify. Are you talking about kids in general, or your kids?”


  Seth laughed. “You’re tricky. Let’s start with kids in general.”


  “I can take them or leave them. Did a lot of babysitting when I was younger. It was okay, I guess.”


  “That doesn’t sound very promising.”


  “I only answered the first question.”


  “True, you did,” Seth said. “Well?”


  She was silent for a long moment.


  “Not a good sign if it takes that long to come up with an answer,” Seth said, staring at her again. She glanced at him nervously, then looked back at the road.


  “Don’t rush me.”


  “If it’s taking that long, there must be nothing there.”


  She glanced at him again, eyes glassy. “You don’t know that.”


  “Shoot, I’m sorry,” Seth said. “I was just messing with you.”


  “I was trying to find the words to answer it,” she said. “Without tipping my hand too much. It’s not easy.”


  “You aren’t upset?”


  She chuckled. “Hardly. More just scared.”


  “Of what?”


  “Myself,” she said.


  He stared at her again. She glanced away from the road for a moment, eyes still teary, but with a smile on her face.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “I’ll probably regret this.” She took a deep breath. “The thought of carrying your child excites me. A lot. I don’t think I should think about it right now. It’s too early to be having the feelings it’s giving me.”


  “Oh,” Seth said.


  “You aren’t gonna leave me because of that, are you?”


  Seth laughed. “Are you serious?”


  “Good, so it doesn’t bother you?”


  “That’s not it,” Seth said.


  “Then what?”


  “I’m having the same kinds of feelings.”


  ***


  Jules and Ted finished showing everybody how to reload the guns in the coach, and work all the systems. It was a long process, and now it was dark outside. The smell of cooking lasagna filled the giant warehouse. People were slowly making their way to the kitchen area.


  “What’s this warehouse used for, normally?” Robbie asked, walking with Morgan, Ted, and Sparky.


  “Jules told me they built the vehicles here,” Ted said. “Before that, I don’t know. Probably something illegal.”


  Morgan chuckled. “This is a whole hidden world, isn’t it?”


  “I wouldn’t get too comfortable with it,” Sparky said softly. “It’s good that we’re coming together now, but these folks don’t mess around. You don’t want to stick around after the war is over.”


  “Why did you?” Morgan asked.


  “Hell, I’ve been in that world for years,” Sparky said. “Too late for me. I’m hoping to go back to running the card club eventually. I liked that. It was fun. Low stress.”


  “That wasn’t a criminal enterprise, was it?” Robbie asked.


  Ted snickered.


  “Uh oh,” Robbie said. Morgan shot him a glance.


  “So, what was that place really?” Morgan asked.


  “Oh, it was a legit card club, and we treated our customers like gold,” Sparky said, “and our employees, as I’m sure you remember.”


  “Yes, I loved working there,” Morgan said. “There was something else, though?”


  “Lots of money moved through there,” Sparky said. “Cash money.”


  “Money laundering,” Robbie said quietly.


  “You got it, kid,” Sparky said. “For the other parts of the business.”


  “What are those?” Robbie asked.


  “If I were you I’d avoid asking questions like that,” Ted said. “Don’t drag yourself into this too deep. Really.”


  “You aren’t part of this organization, are you?” Robbie asked.


  “No, never have been,” Ted said. “I know these guys from the community.”


  “Community?” Morgan asked.


  “Special forces, mercenaries, CIA, that sort of thing,” Ted said. “I don’t have any interest in Ivan’s business ventures.”


  “And yet you’re here,” Sparky said, grinning.


  “You tricked me,” Ted said. Then he sighed. “Okay, I would have joined anyway. No way was I gonna let this martial law garbage go on in my home.”


  “Thought so,” Sparky said. “I figured Ji-Ho had already been bending your ear.”


  “He had,” Ted said. “I hope he’s careful. He gets a little reckless.”


  “Oh, you mean like Jules?” Robbie asked. They got in line for the food. Jules was on the other side of the table dishing out lasagna.


  “Hey, you make fun?” Jules asked, smiling at Robbie. “What talk about?”


  “He was talking about your ghost ride of the car off the roof,” Ted said. “That was pretty crazy.”


  “It work,” Jules said. “Did it not?”


  “Hell yeah it worked,” Robbie said, holding out a plate. “That took a lot of guts.”


  Jules laughed as he plopped some lasagna onto his plate. “It fun. I’d do again.”


  “You got somebody watching this place?” Ted asked. “I can’t believe nobody followed all those Volvos.”


  “I have two friends on roof of front building,” Jules said. “You know.”


  “Who?” Ted asked.


  “Mister White and Mister Black,” Jules said.


  Sparky laughed. “Oh yeah, those guys. Where’d you dig them up?”


  “Romania,” Jules said. “Ivan know. Go way back. Me too.”


  “How’d they get out of that booth in the theater?” Robbie asked. “That place had to be crawling with UN thugs after they were done.”


  “Trade secret,” Jules said, laughing as he continued to dish out lasagna.


  “I actually feel better that they’re out there,” Ted said.


  “What if somebody comes?” Morgan asked.


  “We shoot our way out,” Jules said. “It be fun. Trust me.”


  “I’ve seen that look in your eye before,” Ted said. “You know something we don’t?”


  “No, just wishful thinking,” Jules said. “We know where enemy base is in Valencia. If they come, first we wipe out here. Then we go clean up rest.”


  “Hell, you’re hoping that will happen,” Ted said, shaking his head.


  “You don’t want to splatter UN thugs?” Jules asked.


  “I’d rather just get out of here,” Ted said. “Get this job over with, and go back to our lives.”


  “You get wish eventually,” Jules said. “Trust me.”


  Everybody had their food, and were sitting around the warehouse in small groups, chatting and eating. The night was wearing on, everybody getting a little tired.


  “All have enough food?” Jules asked.


  “Yeah, it was great,” Robbie said.


  “Yep,” Bryan said.


  “Okay, gather round. Plan who rides with who, also who stays with group, who leaves.”


  “Slow down a little, boss,” Sparky said. “How many of you have made up your minds? No pressure, but we should discuss it.”


  “Let’s just go one by one,” Tex said. “Or this will go on too long. I’m beat. We need to sleep. Most of us only got a few hours last night.”


  “Yeah, he right,” Jules said. “Let’s call this tentative. Can change mind before we hit central coast. Okay? Nice to have idea.”


  “Okay, I’ll go first,” said a brunette with a hauntingly beautiful face and a thin build. “Alexis. I need to leave. I don’t want to leave, but I’m worried about my sister. She’s severely autistic, and our parents are getting too old to take care of her. They adopted us later in life. I’m sorry; you guys are doing the right thing.”


  “We understand,” Sparky said. “No problem at all. Thank you.”


  “Thank you for saving me,” she said. “I’ll never forget that.”


  “Welcome,” Jules said.


  “I’m staying,” Dana said. She glanced at Sparky, and he shot a smile back at her.


  “Thanks, Dana,” Sparky said.


  “I don’t like men,” said a tall, dark haired beauty with a strong build and a defensive demeanor. “Brooke. I know what Ivan does. He runs hookers, among other things. I want to fight the enemy. If his organization gets the idea that I want to be involved in anything else, you won’t like my reaction.”


  Jules chuckled. “You’re a fighter. I like. This have nothing to do with Ivan’s business. You fight with us, then we part company. This good, no?”


  “I don’t want any of you men coming on to me,” Brooke said. “I’ve seen the cute little looks between some of you. Not having it. Everybody get me?”


  “We get it,” Sparky said. “Welcome aboard.”


  “One other thing,” Brooke said. “I want to be with Audrey. Anybody have a problem with that?”


  “What does Audrey think?” Sparky asked.


  She stood up, a beautiful waif with ginger hair and freckles. “I don’t like violence, but I want to be involved. I have medical training.”


  “How much medical training?” Ted asked.


  “I was a year into my residency when the world went nuts,” she said. “I’m not finished yet, but I know a lot. I can patch you guys up in a pinch.”


  “You okay bunking with Brooke?” Sparky asked.


  Audrey sighed. “Are you gonna look down on us?”


  “It’s your business, and your business only,” Sparky said.


  “Any of you men mess with Audrey and I’ll gut you like a fish,” Brooke said.


  Tisha looked at Brooke and rolled her eyes.


  “You got something to say, bitch?” Brooke asked.


  “Luckily for you, no,” Tisha quipped. “Hey, you’re gonna stay and fight. I can respect that, and I’m no danger to your honey there. I like men. I don’t think you’ll be gutting me like a fish, though, regardless.”


  Brooke stared at her, tension growing.


  Jules laughed. “See, I like. You gut enemy, we get along fine. Welcome.”


  Brooke gave him a long stare, a smile creeping across her face. She nodded, then sat down next to Audrey.


  “You know I’m going with you guys,” Tisha said.


  “Yes, I expected,” Jules said. “Welcome. You get good chance to prove self here.”


  Tisha nodded, then shot a glance at Gil, who was watching her. He looked away quickly, and she smiled to herself.


  “I have to leave,” said a mousy blonde with a delicate face. “Lily. I just can’t take this. I’m bi-polar, and I have panic attacks. I barely survived the captivity. Sorry.”


  “You have somebody who can pick you up?” Ted asked.


  “My brother,” she said. “He lives in Modesto. I can stay with him.”


  “Okay, no problem,” Jules said.


  “Thanks for saving us,” Lily said. “If there are other things I could do to help, I would.”


  “Understand,” Sparky said softly.


  “I know I said I wouldn’t join,” Shelly said. “I changed my mind. Is that okay?”


  Jules smiled at her. “That very okay. Glad.”


  “I’ll stay. Ashley.” She had a dancer’s body and grace, with a quiet demeanor. She glanced at Jordan. “Can I stay with him? We have a lot in common. We’re becoming friends.”


  “I’d like that,” Jordan said.


  “What have in common?” Jules asked.


  “Theater,” Jordan said. “We’ve both got the bug.”


  “Oh, yeah, that’s why you were at the Armstrong Theater,” Robbie said.


  “Can I stay, even though I didn’t want to at first? I’m Brianna.” She was a young-looking girl with an innocent face and curly light brown hair.


  “You sure you’re up for this?” Sparky asked, eyeing her.


  “I think so,” she said.


  “You better more than think so, little lady,” Tex said. “This is gonna be dangerous. There’s no shame in leaving.”


  “I’ll help her,” Bryan said.


  Ted chuckled. “Who’s gonna help you?”


  “I do all right,” he said indignantly. “I saved you in the restaurant, remember?”


  “Don’t get mad,” Ted said. “I’m just messing with you. You’ll be fine.”


  Bryan shot Brianna a nervous glance. He turned red, but smiled at her.


  Jules chuckled. “Who left?”


  “Haley,” said an ice blond with a curvy figure and a lot of self-confidence. “Changed my mind. I’m sticking around. Let’s go take out some creeps.”


  “What changed your mind?” Ted asked.


  “Jules,” she said. “He convinced me that the strong need to rise up and defend our society. Hell, I’ve got nothing to lose anyway. No family. No man. You folks are the only friends I’ve got. I’m in.”


  “That good,” Jules said. “Thanks.”


  “Thank you for saving us and killing all those thugs,” she said.


  “Allison,” said a redhead of medium build. She had a country look to her, innocent but with a touch of mischief. “I changed my mind too. Tex convinced me on the way here.”


  “Why didn’t you want to join before?” Sparky asked. “What could this crazy Texan have told you to change your mind?”


  She smiled. “He told me to take my power back. I was afraid. Now I’m pissed. I’m gonna get me some.”


  “That good,” Jules said. “That’s all, no?”


  “That’s all,” Sparky said. “How about vehicles? Who stays in what? How many in each?”


  “There’s twenty-four of us,” Ted said. “Evenly that’s three per RV. Not saying we should do it that way, though.”


  “I suggest some with four, some with two,” Jules said. “Each have different color stripes. You notice?”


  “I did,” Cody said. “Figured there was something to that.”


  “Number one is black. I take. Who want to join? Like four.”


  “Can I come with you?” Shelly asked.


  “I like,” Jules said.


  “Me,” Sparky said.


  “Can I go with you?” Dana asked.


  “No problem,” Sparky said.


  “Okay, number two is red,” Jules said. “Who want?”


  “I’ll take it, with Morgan and whoever else,” Robbie said.


  “Done,” Jules said. “Three is yellow.”


  “I’ll take that one, partner,” Tex said. “Why don’t I take Alexis and Lily? I’ll watch out for them.”


  “You’ll try to convince them,” Ted said.


  “No I won’t, really,” Tex said. “They both had good reasons not to join. I’ll protect them until we get to the central coast.”


  “I good with that,” Jules said. “Four is green.”


  “I’ll take that one,” Ted said. “Who wants to go with me?”


  “Can I go with you, boss?” Bryan asked.


  “Of course, and stop calling me boss. I’m Ted.”


  “Okay, Ted,” Bryan said. “Brianna, you want to come with me?”


  She nodded yes silently.


  “I’ll go in that one,” Haley said. “If you don’t mind.”


  “I don’t mind,” Ted said. “Love to have you.”


  “I decide,” Haley said. “About anything beyond riding with you, that is.”


  “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Ted said.


  “Good,” Haley said. She cracked a smile. “I can be kind of a bitch. Fair warning.”


  “Noted,” Ted said. He felt his face flush. Bryan grinned at him, then looked at Brianna, who was too nervous to make eye contact with him.


  “Five is blue,” Jules said.


  “I’ll take that one,” Gil said. He glanced over at Karen, but before she could answer, Tisha jumped in.


  “I want to go in that one,” she said, staring at Gil with an intensity that made him shiver.


  Karen started to say something, but then stopped herself.


  “Well?” Sparky asked, a smirk on his face.


  Gill nodded yes.


  “Fine,” Karen said. “Can I go in yellow, with Tex?”


  “Of course, little lady,” Tex said.


  “Good,” Karen said, her face red. She shot Gil a smug look, but he was focused on Tisha.


  “Knew it,” Robbie whispered to Morgan. She cracked a smile, but tried to hide it.


  Jules chuckled. Sparky looked at him and laughed. “Interesting dynamic.”


  “Go on,” Karen said.


  “Okay,” Jules said. “Six is purple.”


  “I’ll take it,” Jordan said. “With Ashley, okay?”


  Ashley smiled and nodded yes.


  “Can we join?” Brooke asked. “Audrey and me?”


  “You won’t gut me in my sleep, will you?” Jordan asked.


  “If you concentrate on the dancer instead of Audrey, we’ll get along just fine.”


  Jordan laughed. “Great, glad to be with you. Like show tunes?”


  “I could get used to them, I guess,” Brooke said.


  “Okay, two more, then we hit sack,” Jules said. “Number 7 is maroon.”


  “I’ll take it,” Cody said. “Allison, want to ride with me?”


  “Just us?” Allison asked, looking nervous.


  “Gonna turn out that way,” he said. “No pressure.”


  “No, it’s okay, I’ll go with you,” she said.


  “Great,” Jules said. “One more. Number eight. Gray.”


  “Looks like it’s us,” Justin said. “Katie and me.”


  “Good,” Katie said, pulling him closer.


  “Okay, all settled. Let’s get set up.”


  The group stood, making their ways to the vehicles.


  “How about that Tisha?” Morgan whispered to Robbie.


  “Seriously,” Robbie said. “She’s gonna have her way with Gil big time.”


  “He’s gonna be okay with that?”


  “He wants it,” Robbie said.


  Jules and Sparky watched as people were climbing into the RVs.


  “What you think?” Jules asked.


  “I think there’s gonna be fewer of us,” Sparky said, a grim look on his face, “and it’s gonna start happening earlier than any of us expect.”


  “We do better than you think. Wait and see.”


  “Hope so. A little sweet on Shelly, I see.”


  “She not convinced yet,” Jules said. “I work, though. She my type.”


  Sparky snickered. “Yeah, I’ll bet you will. She did choose to go with you.”


  “Dana convinced. All over you.”


  Sparky sighed. “Yeah, I know. Not sure if I like it yet or not.”


  Chapter 8 – Sunshine Summit


  Sid watched Yvonne driving the Jeep as they raced southbound on Route 79.


  “We’re making good time,” Yvonne said, glancing at Sid.


  “No traffic,” Sid said. “Not that there’s usually any traffic out here.”


  “I’ve had one eye in the rear-view mirror most of the way, after what you and Sam pulled back in La Quinta.”


  “Wonder how far along the other group is?” Sid asked.


  “I suspect we’ll be hearing from them soon,” Yvonne said.


  “I’m worried about Sam,” Sid said.


  “Yeah, I can tell. Wondered when you were gonna bring that up.”


  Sid sighed. “He’s in a rage. Never seen him like this. We’ll have to watch him.”


  “What do you think he’ll do?”


  “Take chances where he shouldn’t,” Sid said. “Kill people for fun. Not care if he gets killed.”


  “He’ll probably settle down,” Yvonne said. “That last thing was right after he lost her.”


  “Connie,” Sid said, feeling the tears again. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”


  “I know, sweetie,” Yvonne said. “We’ve lost others. Remember what happened at the RV Park.”


  “I know,” Sid said. “I never really had time to mourn the others. It’s going to hit me eventually.”


  Yvonne glanced at him, seeing the tears running down his cheeks. “I think it’s hitting you now.”


  “Harry and Nancy. I loved them both. They probably got tortured.”


  “Let’s not think about that,” Yvonne said. “Nothing we can do about it. It’ll just push us to the place Sam is now.”


  “It’s not bad to be pissed at what they did.”


  “I know, but it is bad to get reckless,” Yvonne said. “It’s bad to let hate consume you.”


  Sid was silent for a while, Yvonne glancing at him every so often, not knowing what to say. She hurt, as he did, but her reaction was different. It wasn’t anger. It was fear of loss. Fear of losing humanity and compassion. She knew there’d be more killing. Would it change her and Sid? Would they ever be normal again?


  “How’s our gas?” Sid asked, breaking the silence. Yvonne looked at him.


  “You okay?”


  “I’ll be okay,” he said. “Don’t worry. I’m not going over the edge. I want to kick the invaders out, and I’ll fight hard for that, but I’m not losing myself.”


  Yvonne teared up. “That’s what I was thinking about just now. I’m so glad to hear you say that. It’s what I fear most. Even more than the battles.”


  “Being consumed by hate?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Don’t get me wrong, I hate the enemy,” Sid said. “I’ll kill as many of them as I can, but I won’t let it destroy me.”


  “I understand,” she said. “We do need to gas up. Check around, okay? I see something up ahead. A little town, maybe.”


  “On it,” Sid said, pulling his phone out of his pocket.


  “Coming up fast. Wonder if John needs gas too?”


  “I’ll call him,” Sid said. He was focused on his cellphone screen, moving his fingers around, then pinching it to zoom in.


  “Find something?”


  Sid chuckled. “It’s Sunshine Summit, and it has a small gas station. Not a bustling metropolis, that’s for sure.”


  “Be nice.”


  “I think there’s only one pump, in front of a market,” Sid said.


  “Good, then we can grab some food too,” Yvonne said.


  Sid called John.


  “Hey, Sid, need gas?” John asked. “There’s a place coming up.”


  “That’s what I was calling you about,” Sid said. “Yeah, we need gas. There’s a store there too. Maybe we could grab some food.”


  “Read my mind,” John said. “See you there.”


  “Okay,” Sid said. He ended the call and looked at Yvonne. “You heard.”


  “Yeah,” she said. “You want to drive for a while?”


  “Sure,” Sid said. “I dozed a little bit back in the back country.”


  Yvonne saw the market. “Perfect, on the right side of the road. Easy in, easy out.” She watched John turn into the driveway, and followed him. They took opposite sides of the single pump.


  “Not much to this town,” John said as he pumped his gas. Sid nodded in agreement. Sam sat up in the truck bed.


  “Hey, Sam, get much sleep?” Sid asked.


  “Yeah,” Sam said. “Worked out pretty well.”


  “You want to ride in our Jeep for a while? Get out of the wind?”


  “Thanks, Sid, but I think I’ll stay in the bed. Could run into problems. It’d be easier to handle from back there.”


  “Suit yourself,” Sid said.


  “I’m going into the store,” Yvonne said. “Want to go, Sarah?”


  “Sure,” she said. They walked there together.


  “How’s Sarah taking this?” Sid asked.


  “Hard,” John said. “Yvonne?”


  “Same,” Sid said. “How you holding up, Sam?”


  “I’ll be okay,” he said quickly, not making eye contact.


  “You sure?” John asked.


  “I said I’m fine, man,” Sam said. “I know it hasn’t fully hit me yet. Been through this before.”


  “You have?” John asked.


  “Yeah, but I don’t want to talk about that now. Hear from the others?”


  John and Sid glanced at each other. “Nope,” Sid said. “Maybe one of us should call Clem.”


  “You want to?” John asked.


  “Sure,” Sid said. “After we get back on the road.”


  “Here come the girls,” John said, nodding. “This is a slow pump.”


  “Yeah, looks like it’s from the 60s,” Sid said. “Hope the gas is okay.”


  “Deadsville around here,” Yvonne said as she walked up with Sarah. “I think the clerk was surprised to see us.”


  “There might be enemy activity around here,” Sam said, eyes scanning the area. “This place was a popular spot for off-roaders to fuel up. Been here before.”


  “Really?” Sid asked. “I’m sure I’ve driven past here before, but I’ve never stopped.”


  “The clerk seemed awfully nervous to me,” Sarah said. “She kept glancing towards the back of the store.” Sam froze, focusing on the storefront.


  “Really?” Yvonne asked. “Didn’t notice, but I was in the aisle looking for stuff longer than you were.”


  “You guys should have led with that,” Sam said, hand on the M60.


  “Well, we’re both done fueling,” John said nervously. “Maybe we ought to get out of here before we find out what she was nervous about.”


  “They have video monitors inside the store?” Sam asked.


  “Yeah, they had a camera pointed at the pump, and one pointed at that propane tank over there,” Sarah whispered. “Why?”


  “I’d rather take them on here than on the road,” Sam said. “Drive over by the side of the store. See the bathroom? Good reason for us to be there.”


  “What are you gonna do?” Yvonne asked.


  “Check out the situation,” Sam said. “Maybe the girl was nervous because her boyfriend was there or something. If it’s nothing, we’ll be on our way.”


  “Okay,” John said. “Don’t get rash.”


  “I won’t,” Sam said.


  They got into their vehicles and drove to the parking spots on the left side of the store, near the bathrooms. Sam looked around, then got out of the truck bed with the M60 in his hand. He snuck to the back of the building and peeked around.


  “Dammit,” Sarah said. “I don’t like this.”


  Sam trotted back over, hugging the wall of the store. “There’s a UN van parked in the back. Nobody’s out there. I’m going to duck into the bathroom. You guys get back on the road. When they come out and try to follow you, I’ll blast them.”


  Sid nodded. “You drive for now. I’ll man the rifle.”


  “No, I’ll man the rifle,” Yvonne said. “I’m a better shot than you. I’m getting in the back.”


  John chuckled. “Sarah, you drive, and I’ll get in the back of the truck with the BAR.”


  “Okay,” Sarah said, trembling as she opened the driver’s side door. “Keep your head down.”


  “Don’t worry,” John said.


  The two vehicles backed out of their parking places and headed slowly to the driveway as Sam slipped into the bathroom. He listened at the door, until he heard the van start behind the building. He looked in the mirror over the sink and smiled at himself, then cracked the door. The van cruised by slowly on the same side of the building. He leapt out the door and opened fire, shooting into the back of the van, which swerved and ran into the gas pump curb. One of the UN Peacekeepers appeared with a hand gun, and Sam fired, hitting him in the chest. Then he ran up to the van and looked inside the passenger door. He heard movement and ducked as a pistol round came at him, breaking out the front windshield. Sam stuck the barrel of the M60 in and pulled the trigger, hosing the back compartment with lead. There was a scream. Sam looked inside, seeing a young Islamist holding his stomach, blood everywhere.


  “Don’t shoot!” he cried. Sam smiled and shot him in the head, then checked out the body in the driver’s seat. Half his head and a chunk of his shoulder was gone from the initial shots.


  Sam saw Yvonne and Sarah drive back into the lot. He waved to them, then rushed inside the store.


  “My God, what happened out there?” yelled a young woman, trembling with fear. She was in her early twenties, Hispanic, with a pretty face.


  “Any more UN thugs around here?” Sam asked, eyes darting around.


  “No, it was just two today,” she said, “and that middle-eastern guy.”


  “What were they doing here?”


  She took a deep breath. “They were here to assault me. Again. They aren’t the only ones. There’s two other groups that show up every couple days.”


  Sam lowered his weapon and approached the counter. “What’s your name?” he asked softly.


  “Izzy,” she said. Her eyes glanced around, her lower lip trembling.


  “I’m sorry. They’ve been attacking you for a while, haven’t they?”


  “Several times a week,” she said. “Been going on for almost a month.”


  “Why do you stay here?”


  “They know where my parents live,” she said. “They told me if I didn’t go along, they’d kill them.”


  “You know where their base is?”


  “Warner Springs,” she said. “They’ll probably show up when these two don’t report in.”


  “What do you know about the base?”


  “Not much,” she said. “Overheard a few things. They used to be in Julian. Then Santa Ysabel. They got chased out of both places.”


  Sid walked in, Izzy’s eyes getting wide as he approached.


  “We good?” he asked.


  “Izzy here says there’s a base in Warner Springs,” Sam said. “She overheard them talking about being pushed out of Julian, and then Santa Ysabel.”


  Sid smiled. “Those are the folks we’re gonna fight, aren’t they?”


  “Damn good chance,” Sam said.


  “What are you guys gonna do?” Izzy asked.


  “You need to split,” Sam said. “Before they send a team to look for those dead slugs. Where are your parents?”


  “They’re in Warner Springs too,” she said.


  “You need to convince them to flee,” Sam said softly. “You know that, right?”


  “My dad won’t leave his house,” she said. “It’s all they have left.”


  “He doesn’t know what you’ve been going through, does he?” Sam asked.


  She looked down, shaking her head no. “I’m so ashamed.”


  “This is not your fault,” Sam said. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of. Not one bit.”


  Sid looked at her, compassion on his face as he understood. “We should take her with us.”


  “No,” Izzy said. “Please.”


  “Look, this is your choice, but hear me out, okay?” Sam asked.


  She nodded yes, still trembling.


  “We’ve got a force that’s going to protect Julian and wipe these cretins out. After we do that, you’ll be safe again.”


  “We hope,” Sid said.


  “Yeah, we hope, but the chances are good. You should come with us. We’ll take you to your parent’s house. You convince them to take off for a week or two. This will be over before too long.”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “What about this place?”


  “You have co-workers?” Sid asked.


  “The night person,” she said. “Nobody else that I know of.”


  “Call him,” Sid said. “This job isn’t worth it. If the UN thugs come back, they’ll probably kill you.”


  “What’s going on?” Yvonne asked, walking in. “We need to get the hell out of here.”


  “You’re with them?” Izzy asked.


  “Yeah,” Sam said.


  She thought silently for a moment, then picked up the phone and had a hushed conversation, smiling at the end.


  “Well?” Sid asked.


  “Jorge is coming, and he’s bringing some of his friends with guns,” she said. “He’s the night guy. Got really pissed when I told him what’s been going on.”


  “Pissed is good,” Sam said.


  “You coming with us?” Sid asked. “We’ve got to go.”


  “No, thanks,” she said. “Jorge’s brother will drive me to my folk’s house.”


  “Okay, good luck,” Sam said. “Let’s get out of here.”


  Sid nodded, and they met Yvonne by the door.


  “Gonna tell me what that was all about?” she asked.


  “I’ll tell you in the car. Let’s go.”


  Yvonne nodded, letting Sid into the driver’s seat this time. She took the passenger seat. He drove out to the driveway and turned right onto Route 78, John and Sarah following with Sam in the bed.


  “Well?” Yvonne asked.


  “Those cretins had been using her,” he said. “You know…”


  “No,” Yvonne said. “Pigs. No wonder she looked so sad.”


  “We learned something important. Warner Springs is where the new base is. Wonder if the others know that?”


  “It’s pretty far from Julian,” Yvonne said, looking at her phone.


  “Yeah, but it’s an easy drive. I’m gonna try to get Clem.” He pulled out his phone and hit the contact, then punched the speaker button. It rang twice and clicked.


  “Sid! Where are you guys?” Clem asked.


  “We just had some action. In a little burg called Sunshine Summit, where we were gassing up.”


  “Sunshine Summit? Not much of a town. Been through there a few times. You say you got into more action?”


  “There were some UN thugs having their way with the clerk,” Sid said.


  “What happened?”


  “Sam happened,” Sid said. “We tricked them into following us, and Sam splattered them with his M60 before they even got off the lot.”


  Clem was silent for a moment. “That must have caused a big ruckus. Think anybody noticed?”


  “Everybody is keeping indoors around here,” Sid said. “The UN must be throwing their weight around. Oh, and one of the people in the UN van was an Islamist.”


  “Dead?”


  “All three are dead,” Sid said. “We learned from the girl that there’s a base in Warner Springs.”


  “Oh, shit, really? That’s been the main topic of conversation with people in the caravan. Do you know where, exactly?”


  “Nope,” Sid said. “We’re on our way there now. Maybe we ought to do a little low-level poking around.”


  “Let me chat with the others before you get too far into that,” Clem said.


  “How far are you from Julian?”


  “Almost there,” Clem said. “Ten minutes out.”


  “Good, then chat with them and get back to me,” Sid said. “Honey, how long till we get to Warner Springs?”


  “Not long,” Yvonne said. “Twenty minutes’ tops.”


  “You hear that?” Sid asked.


  “Yeah,” Clem said. “I’ll call rather than wait. Get back to you soon.”


  “Got it,” Sid said. “Thanks.” He ended the call. “I’m slowing down a little. Hit John’s contact, okay?”


  “Will do,” Yvonne said, picking his phone up off the center console. She hit the contact and put the phone on speaker.


  “Sid, what’s up?” John asked.


  “Just got off the phone with Clem. They’re about ten minutes away from Julian. They didn’t know about the base in Warner Springs.”


  John chuckled. “Good. They want us to stake the place out? Look for the location of the base?”


  “Probably,” Sid said. “Clem said he’d talk with them right away and get back with me.” His phone beeped.


  “That them?” John asked.


  “Yeah, let me try to conference them in. Wish Sam was in the cab.”


  “I’ll open the back window and he can put his head in.”


  “Good, do that. Be right back.” Sid made the connection with Clem. “Hold on, I’m patching you into a call John and I are on.”


  “Roger that,” Clem said. Sid completed the connection.


  “Okay, hear us, John?”


  “Yeah, Sid, and I got Sam on, and Sarah.”


  “I hear you both,” Clem said. “I’ve got James, Hank, Jason, and Ji-Ho on the line with me.”


  “Perfect,” Sid said. “You told them what’s up, right?”


  “We hear,” Ji-Ho said. “Very good. At least narrow down to city.”


  “Should we stick around there and find the location?” Sam asked.


  “No,” James said. “Come here first. We’ll put together a team to reconnoiter.”


  “I agree,” Hank said.


  “You sure?” Sam asked. “We have to pass right by anyway.”


  “None of you have had much sleep,” James said. “We need to plan this out carefully. If you guys go in there and fail, we’ll have a hard time accomplishing our mission. They’ll either launch an attack before we’re ready, or flee to another spot. We don’t want to lose the advantage you guys just gave us.”


  “I’m agreeing with them,” Clem said.


  “Me too,” Ji-Ho said. “Come home. Rest and relax a day or two. Then we make up team. Nail them good. Maybe use battle wagon with mini-gun.”


  “Sam, you okay with that?” Sid asked.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Makes sense.”


  “Good, then we’ll talk soon,” James said. “How long till you get to Julian?”


  “Honey?” Sid asked.


  “Forty-five minutes at most,” Yvonne said. “Of course, we do have to run right through the center of Warner Springs and a couple other towns.”


  “They see vehicles?” Ji-Ho asked.


  “They saw them in the video feed from the pumps,” Sarah said. “Saw that when we were in the store. Not a good picture, though. No way did they get license numbers.”


  “Good, then proceed with caution,” James said. “See you soon. We’ll ice up some beer for you.”


  “Yep,” Clem said. “We just pulled into town.”


  “Talk to you later, then,” Sid said. “Anybody got anything else?”


  “I’m good,” Sam said.


  “Okay, talk to you guys soon,” Sid said. He ended the call, then looked over at Yvonne. “You look relieved.”


  “You don’t know the half of it,” she said.


  Chapter 9 – Tisha


  Trevor was at the wheel of his motorhome, Kaylee watching him drive from the passenger seat.


  “We’re only a few miles from city limits,” Kaylee said. “Thank God. I was so sure we were gonna get attacked on the road.”


  “We might have hit them a lot worse than we thought.”


  “Hope so,” Kaylee said. “Hope we get a few days before we have to fight again.”


  “I’d rather get it over with quicker,” Trevor said. “I’ll be on pins and needles the whole time if we have to wait.”


  “Well, there is that, I guess. Think we’re gonna get this rig to ourselves?”


  “Probably not right away,” Trevor said. “We’ll see.”


  Kaylee’s phone dinged. She looked at it. “Looks like a broadcast text from my uncle.”


  “Directions?”


  “Yeah, keep going on 79, then take a road to the right called KQ Ranch Road.”


  Trevor grinned. “I know that place. It’s a big resort. They’ve got RV spaces, lots of tent camping spots, and small cabins. It’s a little ways outside of Julian. It’s also pretty pricey, as I remember.”


  “Hell, my uncle will probably pay for everybody.”


  “That’s a lot of money, and he just lost his house,” Trevor said.


  Kaylee laughed. “That house was nothing to him from a money standpoint. He’s very wealthy. He could probably buy this place if he felt like it.”


  “Oh. I should have realized that, I guess.”


  “Think this place is safe? Defendable?” Kaylee asked.


  Trevor thought for a moment, the memories of camping with his family covering him like a warm blanket.


  “You have good memories from there,” Kaylee said. “I can see it all over your face.”


  “I do. This rig has been there, although by that time I was staying behind to work while the rest of the family went on vacation. When I went, we only had a tent trailer and some pup tents.”


  “But is it defendable?”


  “Yes and no,” Trevor said. “There are some ridges the enemy could use, but the park is in a pretty dense forest. Snipers would have a hard time. They could lob mortar rounds in there, I suppose, but they could do that almost anywhere.”


  “Well, I like the forest more than I like the desert.”


  “Me too,” Trevor said. “Can you tell how far the turn is?”


  “Just a sec.” She brought her phone up and moved her fingers on the screen. “It’s really close. Turn right at the next place you can. It’s after a curve to the left and a curve to the right.”


  “Really pretty back here,” Trevor said. “I could get used to this.”


  “Me too,” Kaylee said. “Where do you want to settle down, after all of this is over? Back in South Bay?”


  “I’ve always kinda wanted to re-locate. Probably depends on where I can get a job. How about you?”


  “Hard to think very far ahead. You know how fast things change. Right now, I’m okay with following you wherever you go.”


  “You think that’ll change?” Trevor asked.


  “No, but I’m not an idiot. We’re just starting. We know each other as friends, but we haven’t been in this kind of relationship for very long.”


  Trevor nodded. “That’s true. We don’t even know if we work yet.”


  “Work?” she asked, looking at him.


  “You know.”


  “Oh,” she said, face turning red. “I’m not too worried about that. It’s all we can do to keep our hands off each other.”


  “True, but still,” Trevor said. “Look, there’s the road.” He made the turn, following the other vehicles, Ji-Ho’s massive rig still in the lead, ahead of them by five vehicles.


  “The trees are getting denser,” Kaylee said.


  “Yeah. I think they’ve expanded this park since last time I was here. I don’t remember spaces down in that valley before.”


  “Maybe it’s a different park,” Kaylee said.


  “I don’t think so. We’ll see.”


  They followed the road. It curved sharply to the right.


  “My uncle is slowing down.”


  “The gate is right up there,” Trevor said. “One thing I forgot about this place. It’s a membership park.”


  “You have to be a member to stay?”


  “No, but you can buy into the place and even leave your rig here full time. There’s a mixture of short term and member spots. My dad was considering the membership deal, but it was a little too expensive, and the weather is a problem.”


  Kaylee watched as Ji-Ho’s rig went through the gate and parked in the check-in lane. “What about the weather?”


  “It snows. Every year. That means you have to be careful about winterizing your rig.”


  “Oh,” she said. “That kinda sucks. Is this place accessible during winter?”


  “Well, they plow the roads, as I remember. Might get stuck here a little while after a good snow, though.”


  “Sounds cozy,” Kaylee said, stretching in her seat. Trevor parked behind Ji-Ho’s rig.


  “Ready?”


  “Sure, let’s get out,” Kaylee said. They left the coach as other vehicles parked around them.


  “Nice place,” Ji-Ho said as he came out of his rig. Clem followed him with James and Tyler.


  James looked around, sucking in a breath. “Wow, smell this air.”


  “It’s nice,” Clem said. “Altitude bothers me sometimes, though.”


  “Hi, uncle,” Kaylee said, hugging him.


  “How Trevor’s rig?”


  She smiled. “Great. I could see myself living in it for a while.”


  “Life on road nice,” Ji-Ho said. “I love it.”


  “Me too,” Trevor said.


  “I cover rental,” Ji-Ho said, “but we need to go in to get space assignments.”


  “Thanks for the cottages,” James said.


  “Yes, thank you,” Tyler said. “We’ll set mine up as a headquarters.”


  Seth and Angel walked over, Kaitlyn and Megan following, chatting happily.


  “Hey, Trevor, how’d the rig work?” Angel asked.


  “Runs like a dream, but it’s only a few years old,” Trevor said.


  “You’re lucky you have that to live in,” Seth said.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you warm in our tent,” Kaitlyn said. Megan snickered.


  “You gonna do that too, Megan?” Angel asked.


  “That’s for me to know and for you to find out,” she said. “C’mon, let’s find out what space we’re in.”


  “There’s less tribal folks with us,” Trevor said, as he watched people approaching.


  “The elders and some of the women took the children to an alternative location we have,” Tyler said. “We’ll join them there after we’re done.”


  “Where is it?” Angel asked.


  “Sorry, not saying,” Tyler said. “If you’re still with us after this, we’ll allow you to go there, but until then we have to keep it secret.”


  James looked at Kaitlyn and Megan. “That means you two need to keep your mouths shut about it, okay?”


  “We know,” Kaitlyn said.


  “No problem,” Seth said.


  “Same here,” Angel said.


  Trevor and Kaylee followed Ji-Ho and Tyler into the office.


  “Good afternoon,” said the woman behind the counter. She was in her late sixties, with an impish smile and hair dyed black, shoulder length. “I’m Anne. You Ji-Ho?”


  “Yes, am,” Ji-Ho said. “Sorry, my English not perfect.”


  “Well neither is mine,” she said. “I’ve marked up a map with the tent spaces and the cabins you rented. You can pick spaces for the RVs. I’ve circled the open ones.”


  “You have a lot of members living here full time?” Trevor asked.


  “Most take off during the winter,” Anne said. “This year has been different, though. More people living here than normal. Probably all the trouble in the cities.”


  “You don’t have problems with the UN throwing their weight around?” Trevor asked.


  “We were just starting too when the townspeople of Julian kicked them out,” Anne said. “Still waiting for the other shoe to drop on that, though. These UN creeps seem to have a pretty good hold on the state government.”


  “Not for long,” Ji-Ho said. He fished out his credit card and handed it to Anne. “I take this space, near top of ridge. Trevor and Kaylee, pick somewhere down below, in nice forest area near pool.”


  “You aren’t expecting trouble, are you?” Anne asked.


  “No, not at all,” Ji-Ho said. “This just stop-over for while. Week, maybe slightly more.”


  Anne looked him up and down for a moment, then smiled. “Okay, no problem.” She ran the credit card as Trevor and Kaylee looked at the map.


  “How about this one?” Trevor asked, pointing to a spot left of the swimming pool.


  “I like it,” Kaylee said.


  Ji-Ho looked. “That perfect. Close to cabins that Tyler and the council are in.”


  “Great,” Anne said as she handed back the credit card and a receipt. Ji-Ho signed her copy and slid it back to her. “Your space is remote, but there are two ways to get there.” She traced it on the map. “Look okay?”


  “Perfect,” Ji-Ho said. He grabbed his cellphone and took a picture of the map, then handed it to Trevor, who did the same. They went outside and Trevor handed the map to Tyler.


  “Just took a picture of it. Pass it around. The spaces and cabins we have are on here.”


  “Perfect, thanks!” Tyler said.


  “Shall we?” Trevor asked.


  “Maybe we ought to go up with my uncle and help him get set up.”


  “Good idea,” Trevor said.


  “Don’t worry about,” Ji-Ho said. “Clem will stay with me. We can do. We both old RV people.”


  “Yeah, we’ll be fine,” Clem said.


  “Okay, great,” Trevor said. He took Kaylee’s hand and they walked to their coach.


  “This is exciting,” Kaylee said. “Wish we didn’t have a battle coming so soon, though.”


  “I know,” Trevor said. “Let’s just make the best of it for now, okay?”


  “Okay,” she said, hugging him before they climbed into the coach.


  Trevor got back behind the wheel and drove. “This is a back-in spot, so you’ll have to watch for me.”


  “No problem, I’ll guide you in. We doing all the hookups?”


  “At least the water and electrical,” he said. “The holding tanks hardly have anything in them. We’ll have to take the long way around from here. Past the swimming pool and the big grass field.”


  “Let’s see your phone,” Kaylee said. He unlocked the screen and handed it to her. “Oh, yeah, I see. This park is huge.”


  “Yes, it is. They did expand it. There were no RV spots up on that ridge where Ji-Ho is parking before.”


  “It’s good that he’s up there. He can watch over everybody.”


  “Yep,” Trevor said. “I’ll bet he’s been here before, and knew about those spots.”


  “There’s the pool, to the right,” Kaylee said. “See those cabins? I’ll bet that’s where Tyler and the others are staying.”


  “Wonder where the tent area is?” Trevor asked.


  “I see it on the map. On this big flat area. It’s to our left, just about now. See it?”


  “Oh, yeah,” Trevor said. “Surprised Seth and Angel didn’t ask to stay in here.”


  “I’m not. They probably want their privacy.”


  Trevor looked at her.


  “Watch the road,” Kaylee said. “You can stare at me later. See where the baseball diamond is? Make a right there, then follow the road past the big open field and make another right.”


  “Got it,” Trevor said. “You’re gonna like this place.” He made the right turn, then took the next right and drove a little past the diagonal space. “Okay, you can guide me in now.”


  Kaylee nodded and went out the door, getting into the space. Trevor backed the coach in with her direction, and shut down the engine. He joined her outside.


  “This is great,” he said, walking over to her.


  She put her arm around his waist while they looked around. “There’s my uncle. They’re pretty high on the ridge. He’s gonna want one of his Jeeps up there, I suspect.


  “Yeah, probably. Let’s get hooked up.”


  Kaylee nodded and they got to work, as others around them were taking their spots and pitching tents.


  ***


  Gil carried weapons into the blue coach, along with the few personal items and pieces of clothing he’d brought from the house in Lomita. Karen was avoiding him now, angry that she didn’t end up riding with him. Tisha hadn’t been spending the after-dinner time with him either. She sat with Brianna and Haley, but Gil noticed her glancing at him often. They locked eyes several times. Something about her made his heart flutter. He came down the steps and saw Robbie and Morgan headed to the red coach.


  “Hey, man, how do you like it?” Robbie asked.


  “This thing is insane,” Gil said. “Can’t wait to give her a test drive.”


  Morgan got a wicked grin on her face. “Gonna test drive anything else?”


  Robbie laughed out loud, then covered his mouth. “Sorry.”


  Gil shook his head. “You two are terrible. And by the way, she isn’t giving me the time of day.”


  “I saw her looking at you, and I saw you looking at her,” Morgan whispered.


  “Of course,” Gil said. “I’m trying to understand why she asked to ride with me, I guess.”


  “She’s your type,” Robbie whispered. “More so than Karen.”


  “I don’t have a type,” Gil said. “You guys are gonna tease me, aren’t you? If Tisha was interested in me, she would’ve talked to me.”


  “She expects you to approach her,” Morgan whispered. “If you want her, you’re going to have to be more aggressive. Known a lot of girls like her.”


  “She’s the one who asked to ride with me,” Gil said.


  Morgan chuckled. “She got herself on deck. You’ll need to do the rest.”


  “So, were you putting yourself on deck when you came to live with me?” Robbie asked.


  Morgan smiled at him. “None of your business.”


  “None of my business?” Robbie asked, grinning.


  “Remember what I told you?” she asked. “We could have been together months ago. You came up with that out of my league nonsense.”


  “I know, I was stupid,” Robbie said. “I’m glad we’re together now.”


  “Let’s go to our coach and make sure everything works,” Morgan said, gleam in her eye.


  “We’re probably leaving soon, you know,” Gil said.


  “We are,” Robbie said. “Ted just told me. We’ve got about half an hour.”


  “Okay, then I’ll get finished,” Gil said. He watched them walk away, then went back in the coach. After a couple minutes, there was a knock on the side. He went to the open door. Tisha was standing there.


  “Hey,” she said, climbing up. “Didn’t want to startle you.”


  “Hi,” Gil said, heart hammering in his chest. “You have anything to carry in?”


  “Just me,” she said. “Can’t wait to get some new clothes, or at least wash these. Sorry I stink.” She studied his face for a moment.


  “I don’t mind,” Gil said.


  “You didn’t come talk to me.”


  “I thought you were busy with the women you were with,” he said.


  “Don’t look down, look at me,” she said. “I don’t even care where on me you look.”


  Gil’s face turned red. “Sorry.”


  She giggled, then came over to him, pulling him close, planting a tender kiss, the passion between them rising in a flash. She moved back and looked him in the eye. “Thought so.”


  Gil stared back at her, eyes wide, not knowing what to say.


  “Oh, I’m gonna have fun with you,” she said. “Let’s push the BS to the side. We don’t have the time. Okay?”


  “Okay, I guess,” Gil said. “What do you mean?”


  “You were checking me out after we first got here. Seen that look before. Usually I’d let you slowly ease into talking to me. We don’t have time for that now. We might be dead within a week. Hell, maybe tonight if we get hit on the way out of here.”


  “You’re something,” Gil said, smiling at her.


  “You gonna deny that you’re interested?”


  Gil felt the passion rising in him, staring at her beautiful face and long straight hair. She looked scared for the split second before he grabbed her and kissed her again, hard, holding her almost too tightly.


  “Oh, God,” she said as they broke the kiss. “I think I had you figured pretty good.”


  “I think you did,” Gil said.


  “What were you doing with the other girl?”


  “I wasn’t with her, she was with me,” Gil said. “Her dad was my boss.”


  “So, you knew her before?”


  Gil chuckled. “No, I was the help. She wouldn’t give me the time of day.”


  “Then why’d you let her hang around you?”


  “She was scared, and I hadn’t seen you yet,” Gil said, bringing her in for another hard kiss. He had her off balance now, her breath coming hard. She noticed his confidence and laughed.


  “Think you’ve got me under control, huh?” she asked.


  “I don’t think anybody can have you under control. That much I can tell already.”


  “We’re gonna have fun,” she said, locking eyes with him again. “When are we leaving?”


  “Half hour, from what I’ve heard.”


  “Okay,” she said, sitting down in the passenger seat and looking at the controls. “Diesel. You’ll have to show me how to drive this.”


  “I will,” Gil said, sitting behind the wheel. “This thing is the bomb.”


  She smiled at him, then looked out the windshield. “By the way, I’m taking the bedroom.”


  “Okay,” Gil said.


  “So are you.”


  Gil smiled at her, heart beating quicker again. “Wish we had more than half an hour.”


  “I don’t think we even have that,” Tisha said. “Look, they’re opening the big door.”


  “Okay, everybody, let’s fire these babies up,” shouted Sparky, clapping his hands to get their attention.


  “Yeeeeehawww!” shouted Tex.


  “He’s crazy,” Tisha said.


  Gil saw Karen following Tex and the two women who were walking to his rig. Then he looked over at Tisha, and a smile washed over his face.


  “Yes, you did make the better choice,” she said. “Or rather I did.”


  The coach engines started, Jules in the black-striped rig leading the way out the door.


  Chapter 10 – Passing Through Gorman


  Yvonne was driving, the shadows getting longer as late afternoon wore on.


  “We should be hearing from the others soon,” Sid said. “They’ve got to be about settled by now.”


  “We’re gonna get some rest before we take off for Warner Springs, I hope.”


  “We’ll have to, sweetie,” Sid said. “I’ll call Clem and see what’s up.”


  “Yeah, do that.”


  Sid pulled out his phone and hit Clem’s contact. It rang a couple times, and Clem picked up.


  “Sid! Where are you guys?”


  “Just a sec, I’m gonna put it on speaker.” Sid pushed the button and held the phone near his face. “Hear me okay?”


  “Yep,” Clem said. “Where are you guys?”


  “Hi, Clem,” Yvonne said.


  “Hi, Yvonne. How’s Sam holding up?”


  “We’re gonna have to watch him like a hawk,” she said.


  “You didn’t tell me where you are.”


  “Just passed Santa Ysabel ten minutes ago,” Sid said. “We’re close to Wynola.”


  “Oh, hell, you guys are almost here,” Clem said. “No problems on the road?”


  “Not since Sam killed those UN thugs north of Warner Springs.” Yvonne said. “How far past Julian is this RV Park you’re in?”


  “Just a few miles,” Clem said. “Nice place. We’ve got Ji-Ho’s rig up on a ridge. Good commanding view of the whole area from up there.”


  “No problems on the road?” Sid asked.


  “Nah,” Clem said. “The elders, women, and children of the tribe went to an alternate location.”


  “Where?” Yvonne asked.


  “They ain’t telling us,” Clem said. “Not that I blame them, of course.”


  “I know where it is,” Sid said.


  “Well don’t tell us,” Clem said. “I want to keep in good with these folks.”


  “Understand,” Sid said.


  “Here’s Wynola,” Yvonne said.


  “Another bustling metropolis,” Sid quipped.


  Yvonne smiled, looking around. “It looks like a cool little town.”


  Clem laughed. “I should get off the phone. There’s a meeting starting in about twenty minutes, and I need to clean up a little. You guys will probably be here about the time it starts.”


  “Okay,” Sid said. “Talk to you soon.” He ended the call.


  “Well, sounds like things are going well,” Yvonne said.


  “I hope the second location is as secure as they think it is,” Sid said.


  “Where is it?”


  “If it’s the place I’m thinking about, it’s outside of Pine Valley,” Sid said. “Don’t tell anybody.”


  “Understand. Pretty close to I-8. Think that’s really safe?”


  “Lots of heavily forested nooks and crannies out there,” Sid said. “What worries me are the state records. They probably know about every plot of land owned by the Barona tribe by now.”


  “Geez,” Yvonne said.


  They rode silently for a few minutes as the road twisted towards Julian.


  “We’re here,” Yvonne said as they entered the town. “Always loved visiting.”


  “Best apple pie I’ve had anywhere,” Sid said.


  “Want to stop?”


  “No, let’s get to the RV Park. I want to attend that meeting. Ought to be starting any minute.”


  “Okay,” Yvonne said. “What street is it again?”


  Sid looked at his phone for a moment. “KQ Ranch Road. Looks like a long way on the map, but it’s only about five miles from here. We’re talking ten minutes.”


  “Give me a little early warning before we get to the road, okay?”


  “Will do, honey,” Sid said. “Pretty around here. Might be a nice place to settle when this mess is over.”


  “You don’t want to go back to Dulzura?”


  “Too many bad memories there,” Sid said. “I would like to retrieve our RV if it wasn’t destroyed.”


  “I know, I miss our home,” Yvonne said. “If we had a few days, I’d go down there and see if we could get it.”


  “That’s an interesting idea,” Sid said, putting the phone up to his face. “Hmmm. Only about an hour to get there. We might be able to find a couple hours for a round trip, but what if it’s destroyed?”


  Yvonne chuckled. “Then we’ve wasted two hours of doing… what?”


  “Depends on when the battle happens, I guess,” Sid said. “They’re gonna need my bow.”


  “Probably. We getting close?”


  “Oh, crap, better focus my phone back on that,” Sid said, moving his fingers on the screen. “Half a mile. It’s a left turn.”


  “I’ll bet John and Sarah would like to get their rig too,” Yvonne said.


  “Hell, Sam’s even got one there,” Sid said. “It’s a small trailer… dammit.” His eyes welled with tears.


  Yvonne looked over at him, fighting back tears herself. “He only needs room for one now.”


  “Might be too hard for him.”


  “Might be,” Yvonne said. “That the turn?”


  “Yep.”


  “Where do I go from there?” Yvonne asked.


  “The road leads right to the place,” Sid said, trying to regain his composure.


  Yvonne made the turn, John and Sarah’s truck following them. They drove the twisty road, then turned into the driveway. Sid pulled all the way forward in the check-in lane, John pulling up tight against him.


  “A little chilly,” Sam said as he climbed out of the truck bed.


  “Elevation,” John said, helping Sarah out of the truck.


  “Might as well go straight to the clubhouse,” Sid said. “The meeting should just be starting.”


  The five of them walked to the clubhouse door. Clem saw them, and raised his hand. He was up towards the front.


  “Sam, so sorry about what happened,” Ji-Ho said as they walked in.


  “Thanks,” Sam said. “How many did we lose?”


  “Only few,” Ji-Ho said. “One Eye was tough.”


  “Such a tragic loss,” Yvonne said.


  “Yes, is,” Ji-Ho said. “I got last cabin for you. Two bedroom. You can all stay. Also have room in rig for another person or two. Clem’s there.”


  “I got my rig too,” Hank said. “Jason and I are both in it, but it’s a bunkhouse model. I’ve got room for a couple more.”


  “Thanks,” Sam said as they got to the front by the stage.


  “Sam,” Clem said, choking back tears. “I don’t have the words.”


  “I know, old friend,” Sam said. “Life has to go on.”


  “You sound better than I expected,” Clem said.


  “I’m tied up in knots inside,” Sam said quietly. “She was everything to me. She’d want me to go on, to fight. That’s what I’m gonna do.”


  They sat down on one of the long benches facing the stage. Tyler, James, Zac, and Ryan were around the podium getting ready. Tyler saw Sam, Yvonne, and Sid. He broke away from the others and walked to the edge of the stage.


  “Sam, so sorry to hear about your wife,” Tyler said. “Glad you guys are here.”


  “Thanks,” Sam said. “So sorry about One Eye. He was a great man.”


  “Yes, he was,” Tyler said.


  “They did a good job picking his replacement,” Sid said. “Congrats.”


  “Thank you,” he said. “I hope I can do as well as One Eye. He’s a hard act to follow.”


  “You’ll do fine,” Yvonne said.


  “Thanks,” he said. “We’ll get started in a moment.” He walked back to the podium.


  “He’ll be good,” Sid said.


  “Yep, that was a great choice,” Clem said. “He dived right in with both feet, too. Impressive young man.”


  “Good Afternoon,” Tyler said into the microphone. He was at the podium, the others gathered behind him.


  There was a smattering of applause. He held up his hands to end it.


  “As you know, the enemy has retreated from Julian. Thanks to Sam, Yvonne, and Sid, we know which city they’re in. It’s Warner Springs, about half an hour’s drive from here.”


  “Do we know the exact location yet?” Seth asked.


  “No, not yet,” Tyler said. “I propose that we send scouts out to look around.”


  “Who?” Ji-Ho asked.


  “We’ll ask for some volunteers. James, Zac, and Ryan have already agreed to be part of the team.”


  “We’ll go,” Kenny said, standing next to Bradley.


  “I’m willing to go,” Trevor said.


  Kaylee looked at him, then up at the stage. “I’m going if he is.”


  “Not a good idea,” Sam said. “I’m gonna go. I suggest that Trevor wait. He’s going to be needed to run the team that follows us.”


  “Follows us?” James asked.


  “If you guys get close enough, you’re likely to be seen,” Sam said. “We need to be ready to hit them right away. So the small team needs to go in and poke around while the rest of us are on the way.”


  Tyler stood silently for a moment, thinking.


  “He’s probably right,” Ryan said softly behind him.


  “Yes,” Tyler said. “Okay, Sam, I agree that’s a good way to handle this.”


  “Who’s in this second team?” Kaitlyn asked.


  “All of us,” Trevor said. “Anybody disagree?”


  “You’re right,” Sam said. “It needs to be everybody who can fire a gun. We need to have a decisive victory.”


  “I take battle wagon,” Ji-Ho said.


  “You mean that huge RV of yours?” Kenny asked.


  Trevor laughed. “That thing has a lot of capability. I agree. We take that, but he’s in back when we go in. We don’t want to tip off the enemy.”


  “Yes, I get you out of jam if needed,” Ji-Ho said.


  “I’m still not getting this,” Kenny said.


  “It’s got a mini-gun mounted on a turret,” Trevor said. “And it’s bullet-proof. It also has machine guns in front and rear, and some other neat tricks.”


  “You’re kidding,” Kenny said.


  “I know about this,” Tyler said. “We rode up with him. I agree with Trevor. We need that vehicle, just in case we run into trouble.”


  “You’re forgetting about some other folks,” Hank said. “The towns people of Julian and Warner Springs. Jason and I know Warner Springs like the back of our hands, and we also know a lot of the people there. We need to be in the first team. We’ll find out where the base is a lot quicker that way. You folks would be stabbing in the dark.”


  Tyler smiled. “You’re right. Thanks for speaking up. I think you two ought to lead the away team, then. You okay with that?”


  “Yep,” Hank said.


  “I’m ready,” Jason said.


  “How many of the townspeople would be interested in joining the second group?” James asked.


  “At least fifty,” Hank said. “Maybe more. Remember who kicked these cretins out of the town in the first place.”


  “They also called for help, though, didn’t they?” Sid asked.


  “Yeah, they did, which tells me there’s more bad guys collecting in Warner Springs to attack them,” Sam said. “You know where the request came from, Hank?”


  “Yeah, my boss,” Hank said. “The Sheriff.”


  “Does he know where the base is?” Tyler asked.


  “No,” Hank said. “Asked him a little while ago. He has some suspicions.”


  “Where?” Sam asked.


  “There’s a place on the north side of town,” Hank said. “It’s an abandoned resort. He thinks they might be there, based on comments from some of the locals. It’s the first place we ought to check, and it’s easy to sneak up to. Lots of cover.”


  “When are we going?” Seth asked.


  “I suggest we time it so the first team arrives in early morning,” Hank said, “when it’s still dark. We hit them with the second team at first light, if the first team can find the location.”


  “Good, that gives us time to sleep,” Megan said.


  “Yes, I suggest everybody hits the sack early tonight,” Tyler said. “We need to be up by about 3:00.”


  “Sounds like a good plan,” Sam said.


  “We be ready,” Ji-Ho said.


  “I’ll talk to the townspeople,” Hank said. “We done here?”


  “Yes,” Tyler said. “Unless there’s any questions.”


  Nobody said anything, so the group disbursed. Sid looked at Clem and Sam.


  “Something on your mind, Sid?” Sam asked.


  “Does that fancy camera at the Dulzura park still work?” he asked. “The one you can turn around?”


  “Haven’t checked for a while,” Sam said. “Why?”


  “If we survive this battle, it’d be nice to go get our rigs. It’s only an hour’s drive from here.”


  Sam got a grim look on his face. “I don’t think I can go back there.”


  “You don’t have to,” Yvonne said. “You mind if we do?”


  “No, as long as you don’t get killed,” Sam said.


  “I might be interested in that,” John said.


  “Honey, no,” Sarah said.


  “Don’t you want our home back?”


  “It’s probably blown apart anyway,” Sarah said.


  “That’s why I was asking about the camera,” Sid said. “Think it can turn around and see our coaches, Clem? You set it up.”


  “If it still works, we can move it in that direction,” Clem said. “That’s a big if, though.”


  “You have a rig too, Clem,” Sid said. “Maybe you’d want to go along.”


  “I might at that,” he said. “Better think this through, though. It might be dangerous. Very dangerous. I’d suggest we forget about the camera and risk the time to go there without trying to look.”


  “Why?” Sid asked.


  “The enemy knows what the IP address of the video feed is. They might notice that somebody manipulated the camera. Might tip them off to set up a trap.”


  “Shit, he’s got a point,” John said.


  “Yes, he does,” Sam said. “Of course, we could get there, set up an ambush ourselves, and then manipulate the camera. Might have a good chance at killing the bastards who nailed our friends.”


  Sid and Yvonne shot each other a nervous look.


  ***


  Tex drove the yellow rig through the darkness, feeling lonesome. Alexis and Lily sat next to each other in the dinette, chatting about what they were going to do when they were let go. Karen sat on the couch alone, sulking since they left, which was more than an hour ago. They were passing Gorman, the big rig handling the grade well considering its weight. Tex couldn’t even feel the Jeep they were towing behind them. He hadn’t seen any of the other rigs for a while. Jules had them leave at ten minute intervals so they wouldn’t look like a giant caravan on the road. That was good and bad. His eyes darted around, dwelling on the rear-view mirrors much more than normal.


  “Mind if I sit up here?” Karen asked softly.


  “I’d love it, little lady,” Tex said. “Was getting a tad lonely.”


  “I don’t really want to talk,” she said. “I just had to get away from Frick and Frack back there. The chattering was getting to me.”


  He smiled, glancing over at her, taking in her beautiful face and thick red hair. “It wouldn’t have worked anyway.”


  She shot a glance at him. “What are you talking about?”


  “You and Gil,” Tex said. “I saw what happened.”


  “Nothing happened,” she said.


  Tex chuckled. “You got aced out by that little hottie. You’re pissed, and you’ve been sulking about it for the whole time we’ve been on the road.”


  “Shut up,” she said. “I said I didn’t want to talk.”


  “Okay,” Tex said. He reached for the radio and turned it on, finding a country-western station. He turned it up and sat back, enjoying the music.


  “Oh, please,” Karen said. “Gonna slop the hogs when we get to camp?”


  “Now that’s not nice,” Tex said, trying not to laugh out loud. He turned it off.


  “You’re messing with me,” she said softly. “Stop it.”


  “I’m not messing with you,” Tex said. “Not really. Not much, anyway.”


  “I don’t think you’re charming,” she said. “I know what a drugstore cowboy is. Do you even like girls?”


  Tex laughed again. “This is gonna be a long drive.”


  “Well then just stop talking and we’ll get along fine,” she said.


  “That will make the drive even longer, so you can forget that.”


  Karen sighed. “Why do you want to talk to me anyway? I’m a bitch.”


  “You’re hot,” Tex said. “I’m just your type, unlike Gil.”


  She laughed. “Oh, really? This ought to be good. Please enlighten me.”


  “Without a strong man, you’re just empty passion with a pretty face,” Tex said.


  “That sounded a little sexist,” she said. “Sounded kinda insulting, too.”


  “To you?”


  “Well, to me, and to Gil too,” she said.


  “Gil’s plenty manly, and Tisha was made for him. He’s gonna curl her toes good, mark my words.”


  “She’s more of a bitch than I am,” Karen said.


  “You don’t get it,” Tex said. “She’s only a bitch outwardly. I talked to her for a while. It’s all show. A façade.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “She tries to come off aloof and tough, but when she finds somebody who works, she commits completely. She mates for life. She’ll follow her man anywhere, and she wants to be under his control.”


  “Listen to yourself,” Karen cracked. “That’s really sexist. It’s brutish and low. It’s a total turnoff.”


  “The truth hurts,” Tex said.


  “The truth hurts,” she mocked. “Maybe I should go back to the couch.”


  “Maybe you should, but you won’t.”


  She started to get up, but then stopped and sat back down.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Frick and Frack are watching this,” she whispered. “I can’t go back there now.”


  Tex chuckled.


  “It’s not funny,” she said, her face turning red.


  “Now that is gorgeous,” Tex said. “I can see your face going off like a beacon, even in the dark. And with that red mane of yours. Wow.”


  She shot him an icy glance. “You’re pretty full of yourself. I should’ve fought for Gil.”


  “You would’ve just killed his spirit,” Tex said. “You know it and I know it.”


  “Bull shit,” she said. “You don’t know Tisha as well as you think you do. She’s a real ball buster. Gil’s gonna have his hands full.”


  “He’s gonna have his hands full all right,” Tex said. “Exactly like both of them want. You won’t be able to get between those two. Nobody will.”


  “So how am I gonna kill his spirit, exactly?”


  “Gil is a great guy, but he’s not dynamic enough for you. You’ll get bored. You’ll either dump him or make his life a living hell by blaming him for your own unhappiness. You’d never commit to him the way Tisha is going to. She’s gonna worship the ground he walks on. Probably already does.”


  “Oh, brother,” she said. “If that’s what I’d do with somebody as strong as Gil, then I’m doomed.”


  Tex chuckled again.


  “Knock that off,” she said.


  “No. I’m driving. Deal with it.”


  She stared at him again for a long moment, then sighed.


  “You see what I’m talking about?” Tex asked.


  “What do you want from me?”


  “I want you, at least until we get bored with each other.”


  She laughed. “Like that’s going to happen.”


  “It might, and it might not,” Tex said. “You’re an interesting combination. I’m smitten. I’m gonna try for you.”


  “Oh, so I’m an interesting combination, huh?”


  “Yep, you’re just my type. You want to be taken hard, but once you’re in it, you want to keep your options open. You’d never commit one hundred percent to anybody. Get bored and you’ll be looking around for a better deal. I’m the same way. That’s why I’ve never been married.”


  “You think you know me, but you don’t know shit,” she said.


  “Have it your way. What’s the longest relationship you’ve ever been in?”


  “None of your business,” she said.


  “C’mon.”


  She sighed. “About two years.”


  “But you were done long before it ended, weren’t you?”


  She sat silently. “Why do you have to push so hard? After what I’ve been through.”


  “Well, you’re right. You’ve been through hell and you didn’t deserve it. I’ll take special pleasure in killing as many of these UN creeps as I can in your honor.”


  “That’s supposed to make me feel better?”


  “No,” Tex said. “Only you can do that, but you can let me help.”


  “So, let me get this straight. You think I’ll have this hot, passionate love affair with you, and then we’ll part ways as soon as one of us gets bored. But I can rely on you? Seems kinda sketchy to me.”


  Tex smiled at her. “I’m starting to break through, but you aren’t really getting it yet.”


  She stared at him blankly for a moment, and then rolled her eyes. “This is pointless. It’s just doubletalk.”


  “No, it’s really not,” Tex said. “I know that your own happiness is the most important thing to you. You’ll run your life to manage that. I’m similar. I’m extremely attracted to you, and I think you’re attracted to me, too. If we get together, we might both choose to be together until the day one of us dies. Or we may choose to part, or to have an on again, off again relationship. I would never try to trap you in a situation you no longer wanted, and I wouldn’t take that from you either. I think you’d understand.”


  She chuckled. “You’re the kind of man my mom warned me about. Talk up a good story, get what you want for as long as you want it, and then get away.”


  “Which is exactly how you are,” Tex said. “We know our own. And don’t make it sound like there’s no commitment there. If we’re together, even temporarily, you’d be on my white list.”


  “Oh, give me a break. White list? What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means I’ll always hold you in high regard. I’ll always come running when you’re in trouble, no matter what. I’ll be a life-long friend, even if we don’t end up being life-long lovers.”


  “That sounds corny as hell. I’m going in the bedroom. Maybe I can sleep.”


  “Go ahead,” Tex said. “Think about it. I got my point across. Your move.”


  Chapter 11 – Eighty Foot Ditch


  “This spot looks pretty level,” Megan said, walking with Kaitlyn, Seth, and Angel. “What do you think?”


  Seth looked down at the ground in front of them, about forty yards from the nearest tent being put up. He set down the small tent he was carrying. “I think it’ll work.”


  “Yeah,” Angel said, setting his tent down. “Water isn’t too far away either, see? And the bathrooms and showers are about fifty yards away. Not so bad.”


  “There’s a lot less people,” Kaitlyn said. “Glad they got the others out of harm’s way.”


  “I hope they’re going someplace safe,” Seth said. He untied the tent and rolled it out. Kaitlyn got down on her hands and knees and helped Seth set it up.


  “How far away should we be?” Angel asked.


  “Fifty yards,” Kaitlyn quipped. “No, just kidding. Ten or fifteen yards, maybe?”


  “Fifteen,” Angel said, a twinkle in his eye.


  Megan giggled and shook her head. They walked to the place and got to work.


  “I could really use a shower,” Seth said.


  “I know, me too, but I don’t have clean clothes to change into,” Kaitlyn said.


  Seth chuckled. “You still have traces of war paint.”


  “Oh, crap, I do? Where?”


  “Left temple,” Seth said. “That war paint was kind of a turn on.”


  She snickered. “You’re just smitten. I could put dung on my head and you’d probably still want me.”


  “Eeeewww,” Megan said. “I’ll go to the showers with you when we’re done setting up. Need to get sleeping bags and pillows too.”


  “Yeah, sounds good,” Seth said. They finished with the tent. Kaitlyn un-zipped the door and crawled inside, smoothing out the floor. “This could use some sweeping out. It was dusty at the last place.”


  Seth climbed in after her. “Alone at last.”


  She chuckled. “Oh, brother. Don’t expect a hot passionate night in this thing. At least not yet.”


  “I know,” Seth said. “You worried?”


  “Scared to death. We need to get our guns out of the Jeep and bring them over here.”


  “I know,” Seth said. “Let’s leave them where they are until we get done with our showers.”


  “We’d better go pretty soon. There’s gonna be a line, I suspect.”


  “Hey, Kaitlyn, quit making out and let’s go get our showers,” Megan yelled from outside the tent.


  Seth laughed. “Go ahead. We’ll meet back here in a little while. I’ll bring the guns.”


  She nodded and climbed out of the tent. “We weren’t making out.”


  Megan laughed. “I know. Let’s go bust the sod off. You’ve still got some war paint.”


  “I know, Seth told me.” They walked to the shower, looking around as the others were setting up around them. “Hope they have towels in there.”


  “Shoot, didn’t think about that,” Megan said. “We’ll find out, I guess. It’ll be nasty if they don’t. Kinda cold here.”


  They were the first to get to the women’s showers, and went inside, picking stalls next to each other.


  Megan undressed and turned on the water. “Good pressure.”


  Kaitlyn’s shower turned on. “Yeah, not bad.”


  “Oh, this feels so good,” Megan said. “Wish we had clean clothes. Shoot, I forgot to check for towels.”


  “They’re right outside,” Kaitlyn said. “I already grabbed one.”


  “I’m gonna sneak out and get one before somebody else shows up.”


  Kaitlyn giggled as she heard Megan’s stall door open. It closed again a few seconds later. “Get one?”


  “Yeah,” Megan said. “It’s cold out there.”


  “So, you gonna do hanky panky with Angel?”


  “Here?” Megan asked. “Tonight? No way. It’ll happen eventually, though. He’s good for me. I want him.”


  “That’s nice,” Kaitlyn said.


  “How about you?”


  “Same,” Kaitlyn said. “He can barely keep his hands off me. Glad he’s such a gentleman.”


  Megan snickered. “White boys.”


  “Yours is almost white.”


  “We sound kinda racist,” Megan said. “I don’t notice that he’s not tribal.”


  “I know, me neither. He have any Indian blood?”


  “I have no idea,” Megan said. “Don’t really want to bring it up. Chances are good he doesn’t know anyway.”


  “I’ve dated outside the tribe, remember? While I was going to school.”


  “I don’t care about the differences,” Megan said. “I like talking to this guy. A lot. He’s like a big kid sometimes, but then he can get so serious. He’s very down-to-earth. He’ll be a good provider.”


  “Good provider?” Kaitlyn asked. “You’re already going there?”


  “Tell me you haven’t thought about that. We’re wired that way, even if we don’t realize it’s happening.”


  “Okay, you’re right,” Kaitlyn said. “Funny, though, I’ve thought less about him being a provider and more about him being a father.”


  Megan laughed. “And you’re talking about me? Damn, girl.”


  “I didn’t say I wanted to be pregnant right this second. The picture of him with our kids pops into my head every once in a while. You haven’t had that?”


  “Maybe once or twice. I’m just about done with my shower.”


  “Me too,” Kaitlyn said. “The liquid soap they have in these dispensers isn’t the greatest.”


  “It’s a whole lot better than nothing.” Megan turned off her water and picked up the towel. Kaitlyn did the same.


  “You hungry?” Kaitlyn asked as she dried off.


  “Yes. I heard one of the park employees talking to that Korean guy.”


  “Ji-Ho,” Kaitlyn said. “You know he’s Kaylee’s uncle, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then better call him by his name,” Kaitlyn said. “Trevor and Kaylee are very close to both Seth and Angel. If we’re with them, they’re gonna be close friends of ours too.”


  “You’re probably right. I like Kaylee.”


  “So do I,” Kaitlyn said. “Damn it, I hate to put these filthy clothes back on.”


  “I know,” Megan said. “We won’t be up for long, at least. Made sure to grab the sleeping bags the guys had, too. They’ve only been slept in once.” She came out of the stall dressed. “Hell, my hair brush is in the car.”


  “So’s mine,” Kaitlyn said. “Oops.” She came out dressed too. “I got any war paint left?”


  Megan gave her face a close look. “Nope, clean as a whistle. Let’s go.”


  They left the shower building and headed back to the tents.


  “The guys must be in the showers,” Megan said when they got back. “Wonder if they left the Jeep keys?” She rushed to her tent and looked inside.


  Kaitlyn climbed into her tent and found them. “Seth did.”


  “Crap, Angel must have his with him.”


  “C’mon,” Kaitlyn said. “You can use my brush.”


  “Okay,” she said. They walked to the Jeep together, seeing Angel and Seth on the way, coming out of the men’s showers.


  “Hey, Seth, I got the keys to the Jeep,” Kaitlyn said.


  “Oh, crap, here’s ours,” Angel said, rushing over to Megan. He handed them to her.


  “Why don’t you just go with me?” Megan asked. “Looks like you need a hair brush too, mister shaggy.”


  Angel cracked up. “Okay.”


  “I’ll go too,” Seth said. The two couples walked to the Jeeps, which were parked in a lot about twenty yards to the right of the showers.


  “That food I smell?” Angel asked.


  “Clubhouse,” Seth said. “I think we’re making another stop. We can grab the sleeping bags on the way back.”


  “Mmmmm, that does smell good,” Kaitlyn said. “Wonder what they have?”


  “I don’t care, as long as it’s food,” Angel said.


  They stopped at the vehicles long enough to brush out their hair, and then headed to the clubhouse. It was full of people, in line for barbequed chicken and ribs, with potato salad, coleslaw, and rolls.


  “Yes!” Seth said, getting into line behind Kaitlyn.


  “You smell good,” Angel said to Megan, snuggling up behind her. She glanced around.


  “Behave,” she whispered.


  He chuckled at her. “For now.”


  “Well, for the record, you smell good too,” she whispered.


  “Hey, no canoodling in here,” Kaylee said as she got into line behind them, Trevor right behind her.


  “Hey, guys,” Trevor said.


  “How’s the rig?” Seth asked.


  “Love it,” Trevor said. “Got room for more, you know.”


  “We’re staying in our tent,” Kaitlyn said.


  “Oh, I see.” Kaylee grinned.


  Kaitlyn giggled. “So sue me.”


  “You guys worried about the battle?” Megan asked.


  “Of course,” Kaylee said. “And this guy has to volunteer for the most dangerous jobs every time.”


  Trevor got a sheepish grin on his face as the others chuckled.


  They got their food and sat at a table near the stage, eating quickly and chatting.


  “Is this battle wagon really all that?” Kaitlyn asked.


  Trevor laughed. “Seth didn’t mention what happened outside of Temecula?”


  “He said his ex-girlfriend and a few other people left, and then you were attacked.”


  “That vehicle saved us,” Seth said. “We locked it down into siege mode and used the mini-gun. Practically cut the UN vans in half.”


  “What’s a mini-gun?” Megan asked.


  “It’s a power-driven machine gun with revolving barrels,” Seth said. “It shoots extremely fast. They use them on helicopters, mostly.”


  Trevor smiled. “Some guy I knew told me about those. Said if you could freeze the bullets from that thing in the air, they’d be less than a foot apart.”


  “Holy shit,” Angel said. “Really? No wonder those things work so good.”


  “That sounds scary,” Kaitlyn said.


  “It is,” Kaylee said, “if you’re on the receiving end.”


  “They have one drawback,” Trevor said. “They use a lot of ammo in a hurry, and we ain’t the US Army. We have a limited supply. That’s one of the reasons I wanted Ji-Ho in the back tomorrow. That big gun will be good for getting us out of a jam, but it can’t win the whole battle for us. We’d run out of ammo.”


  “It’s got the front and rear machine guns,” Angel said.


  “True,” Trevor said, “but those have a limited range of motion. They’re made to blow away vehicles on the road. If we had a good position and could point one end or the other at the enemy, they might do some good.”


  “Look, something’s going on,” Seth said. “Hank and Jason just ran over to Tyler. Up by the stage.”


  “Shit, I think you’re right, dude,” Angel said. “Hank doesn’t look happy. He looks scared.”


  “Oh no, I hope the enemy isn’t on their way here,” Kaylee said softly.


  “Tyler’s going to the podium,” Seth said.


  Trevor turned to look. “Dammit.”


  “You guys hear me?” Tyler asked, tapping the mic.


  “Yeah, what up?” Ji-Ho asked.


  “How many of us aren’t in the room?”


  “I think just about everybody is in here,” Clem said. “Food is a good draw.”


  “Okay, then I’ll go ahead. Hank and Jason just gave me some news. It’s a good news, bad news situation.”


  There were murmurs around the room.


  “Go ahead,” Sid said. Yvonne got closer, putting her arm around his waist.


  “The good news is that we know exactly where the enemy is now,” Tyler said.


  “Hope they’re not on the road here,” Sarah said.


  “No, they aren’t on the road here,” Tyler said. “They’re in the abandoned resort just north of Warner Springs, like the town sheriff suspected.”


  “What’s the bad news?” Sid asked.


  “One of the two men who were scoping out the site got captured by the enemy.”


  “Uh oh,” John said. “How long ago?”


  “Less than half an hour,” Jason said.


  “Does he know where we are?” Sam asked.


  “My boss doesn’t think so,” Hank said. “I can’t say for sure.”


  “So, what do we do?” Trevor asked.


  “My suggestion is that we take off now and hit them,” Tyler said. “We’re only a half hour away.”


  “I agree,” Hank said. “We need to take them out before they move to a new hiding place, or before they move in this direction.”


  “They’re right,” Sam said. “We need to leave now. Hit them before they can react. Turn on that big screen. It’s a new enough TV that I should be able to cast a view from my phone. It’s attached to Wi-Fi. Checked a little earlier.”


  Tyler nodded, and James switched it on. Sam walked up to the screen. He pulled his phone out, moved his fingers on the screen for a moment, and then a Google Earth picture came up.


  “Gather around, folks,” Sam said.


  Everybody in the room moved closer, Tyler and his team getting off the stage to join them. Sam pointed to the area north of town. There was a collection of buildings, then some open land, then some dilapidated tennis courts and a ruined pool.


  “That’s it,” Hank said.


  “Stupid place for them to hide out,” Sam said. “Look at the ridges all around the back end. They’ve only got one way out of there.”


  Ji-Ho chuckled. “This be easy if we get there fast enough. Send in first team to set up mortars. Start pounding them. Meanwhile we bottle up roads using our ground forces and the battle wagon here, on this road. They can’t go out. We fry them up good.”


  “I see more than one way in and out,” Ryan said. “See that road that goes off to the right side?”


  “They can’t go that way, unless they have some serious off-roaders,” Jason said. “It dead-ends into nothing. Move the picture over a little bit.”


  Sam nodded and moved the picture, showing the road coming to an end.


  “We do need to bottle up two places,” Hank said. “Or they’ll get down into those residential areas, and we’ll have to take them out house to house. We don’t want to do that.”


  “We put off-roaders at that spot,” Ji-Ho said. “Put battle wagon and other vehicles on road that merges with Highway 79 here. He pointed. “It work, but we leave now, or they go. Must hurry.”


  “Okay, everybody to your vehicles,” Tyler shouted. “Lock and load!”


  “So much for resting up,” Megan said.


  “Stay focused,” Trevor said. “Let’s go.”


  The clubhouse emptied out in a couple minutes. Engines all over the RV Park started.


  ***


  Jules was at the wheel of the black coach, Sparky in the passenger seat. Shelly and Dana came up from the dinette as the coach got off I-5.


  “We stopping?” Shelly asked, her short blonde hair swaying as she bent down to look out the window.


  “No, we take Highway 58 through Buttonwillow,” Jules said, turning to smile at her.


  “Watch the road,” she said, shooting a sidelong glance at Dana, who grinned back at her. Sparky noticed, and chuckled.


  “Where are we dropping off the snowflakes, anyway?” Dana asked.


  Sparky laughed. “Snowflakes? That’s not nice.”


  “Oh well,” she said, getting close to him. “Move your hands.”


  “My hands?” Sparky asked, looking at them on his lap. “Why?”


  Dana looked him in the eyes. “Just do it.”


  He moved them, and she sat down on his lap. Shelly giggled.


  “Oh,” Sparky said as she settled in. Jules looked over and chuckled. “I like. Hey, Shelly.”


  “Yeah, right,” Shelly said. “Keep your hands on the wheel and your eyes forward.”


  “You never answered my question,” Dana said.


  “We go Paso Robles. Friend’s ranch. We overnight there. Out of sight of road. Leave women with cash.”


  “Women?” Dana asked.


  “What, you want me to say snowflake? No respect.” He tried to keep a straight face, but busted out laughing.


  “European men,” Shelly said, shaking her head. “Everything’s a joke to you guys.”


  “Sound like… how you say… stereotype.”


  Shelly chuckled. “Okay, a little, I guess. I’m still not sitting on your lap.”


  “Maybe when I not driving, no?”


  Shelly rolled her eyes. “No. The American no.”


  “You change mind,” Jules said.


  “Yeah, whatever.”


  “Hey, you see this guy behind us?” Sparky asked.


  “Yes, I watch,” Jules said. “Wait for move.”


  “Shit, there’s somebody on our tail and I’m sitting up here like this?” Dana asked, getting off Sparky’s lap. “Really?”


  Sparky shrugged.


  “Girls get in back,” Jules said. “Get out M60s, in case we need to use gun slits.”


  Shelly and Dana nodded, looking serious.


  “I’ll go help,” Sparky said.


  “No, you stay. Pull out tray in front of seat. Joystick, trigger for guns, and sight for front and back.”


  Sparky nodded. “I remember.” He pulled the tray out, switching on the sight. “Hell, great view. Those are Islamists. See?”


  “I figure,” Jules said. “Heard they help UN in boondocks.”


  “Where do you want us?” Shelly asked, M60 in her hands.


  “Just hang back there,” Jules said. “If we lucky, we won’t need.”


  “This is scary,” Shelly said.


  “You be fine,” Jules said. “Trust.”


  “Guns out in Islamist car,” Sparky said. “Goodbye.” He pushed the button, a loud machine gun noise coming from the back of the coach.


  “Holy shit,” Dana said.


  “It just rolled about five times,” Sparky said.


  “Yes, I see. You get both, or should we go back?”


  “I shot them both,” Sparky said. “Passenger first. They’re toast.”


  “Onward,” Jules said.


  “We aren’t even going to stop?” Shelly asked.


  Jules laughed. “Why? To answer questions from police? No thanks.”


  “I agree,” Sparky said, “but I’m sending a broadcast text to the others. What city did we just pass?”


  Dana walked up to the front. “We just barely made it out of Buttonwillow. I know which cross street we were by. Stupid name. Eighty Foot Ditch.”


  “Good, thanks,” Sparky said. He slid the gunsight back in. “Gonna take your seat back?”


  Jules laughed.


  “No, I think I’ll save that for later,” she said. “Maybe you should leave that tray out, just in case.”


  Sparky sent the text. “Nah, I can see back further with the side mirror.”


  “You think they sent a description of this thing before we wasted them?” Shelly asked.


  “Maybe yes, maybe no,” Jules said. “Don’t worry about.”


  “Nothing bothers you,” Shelly said. “I’m shaking.”


  “Ji-Ho’s crazy battle wagon give edge,” Jules said. “Not impossible to take us, but much difficult.”


  “Yeah, I’d have to agree,” Sparky said. “Maybe he’ll let me keep one when this is over.”


  Dana chuckled, glancing over at Shelly. “Should we put the guns away?”


  “No,” Shelly said quickly.


  “Keep them out,” Jules said. “Makes feel safer, no?”


  “Yes,” Shelly said softly. “Sorry I got scared.”


  “You think I never scared?” Jules asked.


  “You never look scared,” she said.


  “Well I was scared,” Sparky said, “but it was also kinda fun.”


  “That’s a little sick,” Dana said.


  “Sure you don’t want back on my lap?” Sparky asked.


  She shook her head and climbed back on. “There, satisfied?”


  “For the moment,” Sparky said, shooting a smile over to Jules. He laughed as they cruised down the road.


  Chapter 12 – The Battle of Warner Springs


  Ji-Ho drove his motorhome down the darkening Highway 79, Clem in the passenger seat. John and Sarah were sitting on the couch in the salon. Clem’s phone dinged with a text. He looked at it.


  “Tyler?” John asked.


  “Yep,” Clem said.


  “Well?” Ji-Ho asked.


  “The mortar team is on site and setting up now,” Clem said, reading off his phone screen. “The off-roaders are set up at the eastern exit and are deployed in the bushes surrounding that area. James, Ryan, Hank, and Jason are in place to fire at the enemy fighters when they attempt to leave the facility in that direction. They’ve got townspeople from Julian and the rest of the tribe folks with them, spread out wide, covering the entire front area. Sam, Sid, Yvonne, Trevor, and Kaylee are on the ridge behind the facility, ready to hit them from that side with M60s and BARs. Oh, and those two kids and their women are with them too. Seth and Angel with Kaitlyn and Megan.”


  “So it time for us to bottle up main road,” Ji-Ho said. “None too soon. We there.” He made the right turn and followed the curved access road around its first bend, then parked in a place too narrow to get around.


  “What now?” Clem asked.


  “Siege mode,” Ji-Ho said, pushing a button on the dash board. The whir of electric motors started, the plate rising in front of the windshield.


  “Pull out tray in front of passenger seat,” Ji-Ho said. “Control front and rear machine guns, like I show. I’ll run mini-gun.” He pushed another button and the mini-gun’s turret began to rise out of the bedroom ceiling, the sight opening in front of Ji-Ho.


  “What do you want us to do?” Sarah asked.


  “Watch out side windows,” Ji-Ho said. “Get out M60s and M-16s. Shoot through slits if enemy approaches. Be careful not to hit our people from passenger side. They there. Concentrate most on driver’s side.”


  “Got it,” John said, getting the guns out of the cabinet in the hall. “You want me to be ready to re-load the mini-gun too, right?”


  “Yes, but I help,” Ji-Ho said. “We use front machine guns as much as can. Much more ammo for those, and lasts much longer. Hold mini-gun in reserve.”


  There was a pop, and a bright flare lit up the sky around the area.


  “Flare off,” Ji-Ho said. “Whoa, roof lined with gunmen.”


  Gunfire blazed from the building, towards the front of the facility. Then Sam and the others on the ridge opened fire, pinning the enemy down on the roof, several of them getting hit in the first volley. Another mortar fired, hitting the ground right in front of the main building, blowing out the door and windows near it. A third mortar round went off, hitting the top of the building, breaking the roof, UN Peacekeepers screaming.


  “That got them good!” Ji-Ho said. “They start to flee soon.”


  “I half expected these folks to be gone,” John said as he watched out the side windows.


  “Look, here come first catch of day,” Ji-Ho said. “Van coming down driveway. Nail bastards.”


  Clem smiled and used the joystick to aim the front machine guns, then fired, hitting the engine compartment of the van first, then moving up to the windshield, killing the driver and passenger before they knew what hit them. The side door opened and UN Peacekeepers flooded out, most of them cut down by the gun, Clem’s eyes frozen on the reticle screen.


  “Nice,” Ji-Ho said.


  Suddenly the van was hit from behind by a second vehicle.


  “I take,” Ji-Ho said, aiming the mini-gun. He fired, taking off the top of the cab, killing the men inside. Then an RPG hit the truck from the side, blowing it sky high. Two more mortar rounds went off, both hitting the top of the building, the second one falling inside before it blew up, glass blowing out of the second-story windows.


  “Holy smoke,” Clem said.


  “Hey, we got company, coming up Highway 79,” John cried, sticking his M60 out the slit and firing. He hit the front of the first van, the driver’s head exploding inside, the van hitting the shoulder of the road and rolling several times. Sarah opened fire on the second one as it was trying to K-turn and leave. She hit it broadside, but it didn’t stop.


  “I get,” Ji-Ho said, aiming the mini-gun and firing into the back of it, bullets flying through the back of the van and out the front windshield. It exploded on the road as the gas tank ruptured.


  “Wow,” John said.


  “Look, they’re trying the other way,” Clem said. “I don’t think I can aim in that direction with these front guns.”


  “Don’t worry about,” Ji-Ho said. “Others get. No problem.”


  The mortars fired again, hitting the second building as the group in front advanced, guns blazing away. The enemy was in a flat-out panic now, many men breaking ranks and running for their lives in both directions, Sam, Trevor, Kaylee, and the others shooting them before they could get far.


  “Damn, Ji-Ho, who taught Kaylee to shoot?”, Clem asked.


  “Father and me,” Ji-Ho said, watching through his sight screen. “Look at Kaitlyn. She good too.”


  Clem laughed. “Trevor’s moved to his Winchester. Wow, he’s good with that thing. He’s hitting every running person he’s shooting at.”


  Ji-Ho smiled. “Uh oh, look. More vehicles make run. They try to get past us. Get ready.”


  Clem nodded, eyes on the sight. Several shots hit the front plate, the noise flowing into the salon.


  “Were those bullets?” Sarah asked.


  “Yes, bounce off,” Ji-Ho said. “Okay.”


  Clem fired, hitting the first van, stopping it in its tracks. Enemy fighters flooded out in a panic and got cut down by the warriors in front of the building, led by Ryan and James.


  “Whoa, those Indians are firing at a full run, and they’re hitting their targets too,” Clem shouted. “I’m impressed.”


  “Another UN van coming up the highway,” John said. “See it, honey?”


  Sarah smiled and stuck her M60 through the slit, opening fire. John joined her, both of them hitting their target. Several shots hit the coach’s side window.


  “How much can these windows take?” Sarah asked.


  John aimed at the men who were shooting at the side, hitting both of them. “That was just small arms fire. Looked like AK-47s to me.”


  “They break with .50 cal,” Ji-Ho said. “If they break, get down. Big rounds not get through wall below window.”


  Three more mortar rounds went off, destroying the last of the buildings. Then a Gaz Tigr roared out of the back, heading towards the east.


  “Crap, somebody better get that thing,” Clem said. “Way out of my range.”


  “RPG get,” Ji-Ho said. “Look, Jeep taking off after. One of mine.”


  He and Clem watched as the Jeep followed the big Tigr, and then a rocket flashed out of the Jeep, from above the windshield, hitting the rear of the Tigr, stopping it.


  “I got clean shot,” Ji-Ho said, firing the mini gun, blasting through the rear window and into the engine compartment. Three enemy fighters leapt out of the vehicle.


  “Those are Islamists,” Clem said. “Oops, were Islamists. Somebody in the Jeep just shot all three of them.”


  “Nice,” Ji-Ho said. The gunfire stopped. “It over.”


  “Sam’s climbing off the ridge with the others to check,” Clem said.


  “Yeah, I see people from the front flooding the ruins too,” John said.


  There were several more rifle shots and a couple of blasts from an M60, and then silence.


  “Should we go out?” John asked.


  “No, we should stay here and keep watch,” Clem said.


  “Yes, I agree,” Ji-Ho said. “May have more company.”


  “Wonder why they didn’t split?” John asked.


  “They probably getting ready to,” Ji-Ho said. “All of those vans were packed. I bet we get ammo and guns.”


  “We’d better watch for booby traps,” Clem said, grim look on his face.


  “That’s for sure,” Sarah said.


  After about ten minutes, all of them got a broadcast text message.


  “All clear,” Clem said. “What now?”


  “We guard until others leave,” Ji-Ho said. “Then follow home. It Miller Time.”


  John laughed. “There you go, man.” Sarah rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry, sweetie, I’m done with drinking.”


  “I know,” Sarah said, hugging him. “That’s one benefit from this mess.”


  ***


  “Wow, you’re good with that thing,” Seth said to Kaitlyn as they walked back to their Jeep.


  “You saw me shoot in the first battle,” she said.


  “Yeah, I know,” Seth said. “You had more confidence this time.”


  “I want this to be over, so we can go back to a normal life,” Kaitlyn said.


  “Yep, I hear you there,” Megan said. “Guess I should’ve practiced more.”


  “You did fine,” Angel said.


  “Son, you’re pretty damn good with that Winchester,” Sam said, walking beside Trevor and Kaylee.


  “I’ve practiced a lot,” Trevor said.


  “You’re a natural,” Sam said. “Seen it before. Rare.”


  “That’s what that instructor told him,” Kaylee said. “What was his name again?”


  “Gus,” Trevor said.


  “What kind of an instructor was he?” Sam asked.


  “Combat pistol, but he let us use the combat range with our Winchesters,” Trevor said. “Angel, Seth, Matt, and me.”


  Sam chuckled. “Oh, okay. Heard about that little sub-piece of the prepper gun culture. Popular in this state with its stupid assault rifle laws.”


  “Exactly,” Seth said.


  “You aren’t using your Winchester,” Sid said.


  “I’m not good like Trevor, and I’ve got an M-16 now,” Seth said. “They make up for my lack of talent. I don’t shoot as well as Kaitlyn does with her AK, though.”


  “Oh, please,” Kaitlyn said.


  “I watched you, Kaitlyn,” Sam said. “I was impressed.”


  “Really?” she asked.


  “That’s a good compliment,” Sid said. “He’s a special forces guy, by the way.”


  “Really?” Kaitlyn asked.


  “That was a long time ago,” Sam said. “What happened to Gus?”


  “When he found out Ji-Ho almost killed Saladin, he got spooked and left,” Seth said. “Took several of our friends with him. They didn’t make it.”


  “Oh, I heard about that,” Sid said. “Ji-Ho told us. It was when you left Temecula.”


  “Yep,” Trevor said.


  They got to their vehicles. Tyler walked up with James and Ryan. “Nice work, folks.”


  “Same to you,” Trevor said. “We lose anybody?”


  “Almost lost James,” Ryan said. “Zac and Kenny saved him.”


  “What happened?” Sam asked.


  “Gun jammed,” James said. “That’s why I like my crossbow. Never jams.”


  “Seth, can we go?” Kaitlyn asked. “You can talk to them back at camp. This place gives me the creeps.”


  “I want to check with my uncle first,” Kaylee said, “but you guys go ahead.” Trevor nodded and took her hand.


  “Yeah, let’s get out of here,” Angel said. “I’m ready too.”


  “Okay, folks, see you back at camp,” Tyler said.


  Seth opened the passenger door of the Jeep for Kaitlyn, and waited until she got in. Then he got behind the wheel. They stashed their guns in the back, and he drove back onto Highway 79. When he got up to full speed, he noticed Kaitlyn crying.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked.


  “I killed all those people.”


  “They were the enemy,” Seth said. “It’s not like murder.”


  She looked at him in the darkness, light from the street lamps shining on her tears. “It’s still hard for me. Don’t worry, I’ll settle down.”


  “I’m not worried,” Seth said. “It actually speaks well of you. You’re human and compassionate. We aren’t doing this because we enjoy it.”


  “Some are,” she said softly.


  “Who?”


  “Sam,” she said, “I watched him.”


  “Oh,” Seth said. “I don’t know him very well, but you know his wife was just killed. It’s probably that. Does he scare you?”


  “No, I feel sorry for him,” she said. “So much pain in his eyes.”


  “I’d be beside myself if anything happened to you,” Seth said, feeling his eyes brim with tears.


  “We’ve only just met,” she said.


  “That doesn’t matter,” Seth said. “Not to me. And besides, we’ve done more living together in a few days than a lot of couples have in months.”


  She smiled. “Yes, we have at that, I guess.”


  Seth reached out for her hand and held it as they raced down the road. He kept one eye in the rear-view mirror.


  “You don’t see any bad guys, do you?” she asked.


  “I just see Angel and Megan so far,” Seth said. “I’m expecting more headlights behind them. Wonder what everybody’s waiting for?”


  “Probably high-fiving each other still,” Kaitlyn said.


  “You aren’t the only person who’s shook up. Believe me.”


  “At least it’s a short drive,” she said.


  “Yeah,” Seth said, shooting her a glance. She was staring at him intensely.


  “You’d really be broken up if I got killed?” she asked.


  “Oh, geez, are you kidding me? We’ve talked a lot about us. You know how I feel.”


  “I know, I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m kinda messed up from the battle.”


  “You’ll be fine,” Seth said. “Just relax.”


  “I can’t wait for you to hold me,” she said softly.


  “Me too. Won’t be too long. We’re already passing the junction of Highway 76, see?”


  “I know,” she said. They rode silently until they got to Santa Ysabel.


  “You okay?” Seth asked.


  “Something feels wrong,” she said. “You feel it?”


  “No,” Seth said, “I don’t think so. What are you feeling?”


  “Dread,” she said. “Evil.”


  “Everything looks okay,” Seth said. “Look, here’s Wynola. It’s quiet and peaceful looking.”


  Kaitlyn’s eyes darted around nervously. “I know, my head is telling me that.”


  “You’re probably just coming down from the battle, like you said.”


  “I hope that’s all it is.”


  “You’re making me nervous now,” Seth said.


  “Sorry.”


  “Well, here’s Julian,” Seth said as they rode into the town. “Don’t see any problems.”


  “Me neither. I’m just being silly. Sorry about that.”


  “No, don’t apologize, Kaitlyn. Really.”


  “I just want to curl up next to you in our sleeping bag,” she said, looking over at him, her brow still furrowed. They were past Julian now, on the final leg of the journey. They rode silently for a few minutes.


  “Son of a bitch,” Seth said under his breath as they rounded the final curve.


  “My God, look at the fire,” Kaitlyn said, trembling with fear. “Is that our park?”


  “Yeah, that’s our park. I’m driving past. Text the others.”


  “Okay,” Kaitlyn said, pulling her phone out. She typed on the screen and hit send.


  “You were right,” Seth said softly. “I should’ve listened.”


  “You did listen,” she said, “and you did what a good man always does. You tried to calm me down, and you didn’t make fun.”


  He glanced at her, watching the tears roll down her cheeks.


  “You get any replies?”


  “Just from Megan,” she said. “They’re still behind us. What are we gonna do?”


  “Keep driving for now,” Seth said. “How’s your phone charge?”


  “Low.”


  “There’s a charging cord in the center console compartment. Plug it in. It’s gonna be a long night.”


  She found it and plugged in her phone. “How did they know?”


  “The guy they captured,” Seth said. “Remember? He did know where we were. Get any other replies?”


  She looked, leaning forward so she could leave the charging cord on. “Oh no.”


  “Shit, what?”


  “Kaylee and Trevor,” she said, crying.


  “They aren’t dead, are they?” Seth asked, feeling his heart pounding.


  “No. Kaylee and Trevor went to check on Ji-Ho, remember? There was an attack when they were inside the rig. They fought until they ran out of ammo, and then they took off. Sounds like almost everybody else got killed.” She broke into sobs.


  “Oh, God,” Seth said. His phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and put it on speaker, then set it in his lap. “Yeah.”


  “Dude.” There was crying in the background.


  “Angel,” Seth said, crying himself now. “What should we do?”


  “Keep going and hope we don’t get seen,” Angel said. “Megan’s taking this hard.”


  “So’s Kaitlyn. Hell, so am I.”


  “Me too. What can we do, man?” Angel asked.


  “Calm down and think,” Seth said. “Protecting our women is job one. Got it?”


  “She’s my whole life, dude,” Angel said, sounding on the verge of tears.


  “I know, that’s how I feel about Kaitlyn too. She’s my woman. I love her so much. I’ll die protecting her.”


  “Exactly. What about Trevor and Kaylee? We’re separated now.”


  “Don’t worry about that yet,” Seth said. “Here’s what we do. Follow this road to I-8. We’ll go west to El Cajon. That’s big enough to get lost in. Sound good?”


  “Yeah, sounds good,” Angel said.


  Seth’s phone beeped. “Call coming in. It’s Trevor. Hold on. I’ll patch him in.”


  Seth picked up his phone.


  “Drive,” Kaitlyn said, taking his phone. “I’ll do it.”


  “Thanks,” Seth said. She got the call connected.


  “You both hear us?” Kaitlyn asked.


  “I’m on,” Trevor said, voice wavering.


  “Still here,” Angel said.


  “What happened?” Seth asked.


  “We got hit by about two hundred Islamists. They killed almost everybody.”


  “No,” Megan said.


  “You sure?” Kaitlyn asked.


  “Yeah,” Trevor said. “You guys left about five minutes before they got here.”


  “Did anybody else get away?” Seth asked.


  “Three Jeeps slipped away while the fighting was going on. They went into the wilderness to the east. I think that old Indian guy and his wife was in one of them. He was with Sam earlier. Hopefully they got away. There were a couple other Jeeps following them.”


  “You talking about Sid,” Ji-Ho said from the driver’s seat.


  “What about Tyler, and James?” Kaitlyn asked. “And Ryan and Zac?”


  “They were talking with Sam last I saw,” Trevor said. “They might have been in one of the other Jeeps that took off.”


  “Hank and Jason?” Angel asked.


  “Both dead,” Trevor said.


  “Who’s with you?” Megan asked.


  “Kaylee, Trevor, Ji-Ho, Clem, John, and Sarah,” John said.


  “Don’t say where go on phone,” Ji-Ho said. “We regroup later. Understand?”


  “Shit, they’re listening in, aren’t they?” Megan said. “We said where we’re going before you got on.”


  “Change plan,” Ji-Ho said. “Pull next to each other and say.”


  “Dammit,” Seth said. “Okay, thanks for telling us that. You’re right. I know another place.”


  “We should end call,” Ji-Ho said.


  “You heard that,” Trevor said. “Maybe we should shut down our phones.”


  “Yes, do until out of area,” Ji-Ho said.


  “How bad was it at the RV Park?” Trevor asked.


  “The place was on fire,” Kaitlyn said. “I’m so glad the others weren’t there.”


  “End call now,” Ji-Ho said.


  “Gotta go,” Trevor said. “Good luck. Hope we see you again.”


  “Bye, brother,” Seth said.


  “Take care, man,” Angel said. Trevor hung up.


  “Okay, I’m gonna look for a good dirt road. We’ll go up it until we’re out of sight of the highway and decide what’s next. Got it?”


  “Yeah, dude,” Angel said. “Talk to you soon.”


  The call ended. Kaitlyn put the phone down.


  “You okay?” Seth asked.


  “I went from guilty to pissed off,” she said. “Where are you thinking?”


  “Stay on this road. It curves towards the west. I said I-8 because it’s a bigger road that would be quicker. This way will work too.”


  “We can’t go to El Cajon now, though, can we?” she asked.


  “No,” Seth said. “I think we should try to get into San Diego.”


  “That’s closed off, isn’t it?” Kaitlyn asked.


  “I’ve been reading about it, when we’ve had internet. If we tell them who we are, they might let us in.”


  “But they’re the feds, aren’t they?”


  “Sounds like they’re independent at this point. Kind of a free zone. We’ll talk more about it. We can skirt towards the east and head up north if we can’t get in there.”


  “Where up north?” Kaitlyn asked.


  “My area,” he said. “Ivan the Butcher has it almost locked down. We might be safe there now.”


  “You want out of the fight?”


  “Yes and no,” he said. “If we can get back with Ji-Ho and attach to another group, I’m ready to fight these bastards.”


  “And if we can’t?”


  He looked over at her, searching her eyes. She looked resolute, but it softened into love and loyalty as he watched. He choked up, starting to talk.


  “No,” she said, “I understand. I heard what you said, too.”


  “What?”


  “What you said to Angel,” she said. “If we can’t fight, you’d be happy to take me off somewhere and live happily ever after. Is that about the size of it?”


  He looked back at the road, feeling his face flush.


  “Well?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he said. “I know you’re not quite ready for that yet, but…”


  “Quiet,” she said. “Don’t tell me what I’m ready for. We’ve got a lot of talking to do.”


  Chapter 13 – Lily and Alexis


  Tex was at the wheel of the yellow coach. He’d just gotten a text from Jules about the attack outside of Buttonwillow, as he was just heading there now. Karen had gotten angry with his advances and left for the bedroom. Alexis and Lily were sitting at the dinette, tired of talking. Lily noticed the text sound, and came up to the front. One look at Tex’s face told her it was something scary.


  “Something happened,” she said, sitting down in the passenger seat, her blonde hair shimmering in the dim light.


  “Yep, something happened, but don’t worry about it.”


  “What’s going on?” asked Alexis as she walked to the front. She moved like a model, tall, lanky, and confident, her longish brunette hair swaying as she crouched.


  “He got a text,” Lily said. “Something scary. Look at his face. Look how he’s watching the mirrors.”


  Tex chuckled. “I’ve been watching the mirrors since we left. We’re being hunted. You guys know that.”


  “What happened?” Alexis asked. “No BS.”


  “Jules and Sparky’s rig got attacked from the rear by a vehicle full of Islamists.”


  “Where?” Lily asked.


  “Coming up in a few miles. Just happened, so we’ll probably see the wreckage.”


  “The rear machine guns saved them, I’ll bet,” Alexis said.


  “You got it,” Tex said.


  “What happened to the ice princess?” Alexis asked. “I could hear her crying in the back.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Tex said. “She’ll be all right.”


  “Were you messing with her?” Lily asked.


  Tex chuckled. “I told her I was interested in her.”


  “That’s why she’s crying?” Alexis asked. “Hell, if I were sticking around I’d go after you myself.”


  “Oh, really?” Tex asked, glancing back at her.


  “You’re strong and you’ve got a sense of humor,” Alexis said. “You wouldn’t pick me over Karen, though, would you?”


  Tex chuckled. “No comment.”


  “He likes a challenge,” Lily said. “He likes her , too. You see his face light up when he’s talking about her?”


  “I think she’s a bitch, but to each his own,” Alexis said.


  “Oh, she is a bitch,” Tex said. “Make no mistake about that. It just eggs me on even more.”


  “Well, from what I can tell, she’s more than a little bit interested,” Alexis said.


  “I’ll say,” Lily said. “That other guy is too blue-collar for her. You’re not. You’re rich.”


  Tex laughed. “Now where’d you ever get that idea?”


  “I come from a rich family,” Lily said. “We know our own. What was it? Cattle or oil?”


  “No comment,” Tex said.


  “He hangs around with Jules,” Alexis said. “He’s shady as hell. All the more exciting.”


  Tex snickered. “Gee, I kinda wish you were sticking around now.”


  “I couldn’t get you away from ice princess. You enjoy the hunt too much. You wouldn’t have to hunt me, unless I faked it, and you’d know, wouldn’t you?”


  “Probably,” Tex said. “You are a beautiful woman, though. Both of you are.”


  “That was our undoing,” Lily said, eyes tearing up. “They were harder on me than most of the others.”


  “They couldn’t get enough of your innocence,” Tex said softly. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.”


  “It was more than that,” Lily said. “I’m sorry.” She rushed back to the dinette and buried her face against the wall.


  “I shouldn’t have said anything,” Tex said.


  Alexis glanced back at her, then at Tex. “It wasn’t what you said.”


  “It’s not up to me to say anything. I’ll make apologies to her later.”


  “Let it lie, Tex,” Alexis whispered. “She can’t control her emotions. Those bastards loved it. Now she feels like it’s all her fault. I’m really worried about her. I think she’s suicidal.”


  “Oh, God,” Tex said, eyes welling with tears. Alexis noticed.


  “Karen’s a lucky woman. Hope she doesn’t blow it.”


  “Don’t say anything,” Tex said hoarsely, willing himself to get his emotions under control. “Please?”


  “I won’t,” Alexis said. “Here comes your woman. I’ll go sit with Lily.”


  Tex nodded, glancing back as she left. Karen moved up and sat in the passenger seat. “It’s warm. You making a play for Alexis, or Lily?”


  Tex looked at her, then back at the road. “Get any sleep?”


  “Screw you,” she said. “Which one?”


  “We got a text a few minutes ago. Jules and Sparky got attacked on the road.”


  “Oh, shit,” Karen said. “Where?”


  “Coming up in about half a mile,” Tex said. Karen flashed him a terrified look. “Don’t worry, they won. We’ll see the wreckage in a few minutes.”


  “What if there’s more enemy fighters there, and they see us?” Karen asked.


  “We’ll have more dead enemy fighters,” Tex said. “Don’t worry about it. Remember how to work the rear guns?”


  “The tray, right there,” she said, pointing to the dash in front of her.


  “That’s right, little lady,” Tex said. “I doubt we’ll have to use it, but it’s there if we need it.”


  “Pew, smells like burning rubber,” Karen said, looking forward into the darkness. There were lights on the side of the road. “Highway Patrol, look.”


  A burned-out vehicle sat upside down on the side of the road, officers picking through it.


  “That doesn’t look like a UN van,” Karen said, staring out the window at it as they flew by.


  “It wasn’t the UN, according to Sparky. It was Islamists.”


  “Dammit,” Karen said. “They’re even more dangerous, aren’t they?”


  “Only in their own minds,” Tex said.


  “Shoot, this means the Islamists are working with the UN.”


  Tex laughed. “We’ve known that for a while now.”


  “I don’t understand,” Karen said.


  “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about it now. Why were you crying back there?”


  “Stop,” she said. “That’s none of your business, and I’m not getting into another one of your seduction conversations. Forget it.”


  “Seduction conversations?” Tex asked, glancing at her.


  “That’s what I said. I know your game. It’s not going to work.”


  “Okay,” Tex said, not looking at her, eyes glued to the road.


  “Something wrong up there?”


  “No, just trying not to bother you,” Tex said. “It’s not easy.”


  “What’s not easy?”


  “Not looking at you,” he said.


  “I said enough with the seduction routine.”


  “I’m not doing that,” Tex said.


  Lily cried while trying to talk to Alexis.


  “What’s wrong with Lily?”


  “Good, you realize I wasn’t messing with her.”


  “I didn’t say that,” Karen said. “What’s wrong?”


  “She feels guilty about what happened at the jail,” Tex whispered.


  “Oh,” Karen said. “She got used more than the other girls. A couple of those thugs were talking about her when they took me down the hall. One of them said he wanted to keep her.”


  “I hope none of the girls bothered her about it,” Tex whispered.


  “Are you kidding? We only cared about how badly we were getting abused. Still, we did wonder about it. Some of us, anyway.”


  “You haven’t known people with mental illness before, have you?”


  “No, not really,” Karen said. “Why?”


  “She can’t control her emotions,” Tex whispered.


  “So what, she screamed and carried on more, and that’s what the thugs liked about her?”


  Tex shot her a sharp glance. “Quiet.”


  “Sorry,” she whispered, “but I don’t get it. I don’t see the attraction in that, even with these asshats.”


  Tex stared at her for a moment, then shook his head no.


  “Then wha…oh God, she was responding, wasn’t she?”


  Tex looked at her again, eyes welling with tears.


  “Why are you crying?” she whispered.


  He looked back at the road, trying to compose himself again.


  “What is she to you?” Karen whispered.


  “A young woman,” Tex muttered under his breath, grinding his teeth as he started to get angry.


  “Oh,” she said, looking out the window. She was silent for a long while, as the dark highway flew by them. Highway 58 was deserted, but Tex continued looking in the rear-view mirrors every couple of minutes, the stress and lack of sleep getting to him.


  “Hey,” Alexis said, walking up. “How much further until we get to Paso Robles?”


  “You want to sit?” Karen asked. “I’ll go back there.”


  “No, that’s your spot,” Alexis said, flashing her a disgusted look. “How long?”


  “We’re just about to McKittrick,” Tex said. “We’ll take Highway 33 from there. Should be roughly an hour to Paso after that.”


  “Good,” Alexis said. “Mind if I take Lily in the back and try to get her to sleep?”


  “Sure, be my guest,” Tex said.


  “I know where the blankets are,” Karen said, getting up. “I’ll show you. The bed isn’t made yet. It’s just a mattress covered with a bedspread.”


  “Thanks,” Alexis said. She followed Karen into the bedroom.


  “So, what was with the look?” Karen asked after she slid the door shut.


  “Nothing,” Alexis said. “Maybe envy.”


  “Envy?”


  “You’ve got one of the best men in this outfit wrapped around your little finger, and you have no idea,” Alexis whispered. “If I were sticking around, I’d be your competition.”


  Karen silently took the blankets out of the closet by the end of the bed and set them down. “Here. She gonna be okay?”


  “I hope so,” Alexis said. “She’ll need years of therapy to get past this.”


  “I didn’t understand,” Karen said.


  “Tex told you?”


  Karen sighed. “He didn’t come right out and say it, but he got his point across. He’s mad at me, I think.”


  “He’ll get over it,” Alexis said. “Sorry about my reaction.”


  “He was crying about it up there,” Karen said. “Don’t tell him I told you.”


  “I know, that really bothered him when I made him understand,” Alexis said. “He’s got a good heart, and he’s protective of women to a fault. Don’t mistake that for him not being faithful.”


  “I doubt if we’ll be together. Pretty sure I blew it with him. I always do that.”


  “No, you didn’t,” Alexis said as she spread the blankets out. “He’s a big boy. Don’t give up on him so easily.” She paused. “Sorry, it’s none of my business. I should shut up.”


  “No, I’m sorry. I can be such a bitch.”


  “We all have that problem, honey,” Alexis said. “I’m going to miss being with this group. Wish I could stay.”


  “Me too,” Karen said. “Want help with Lily?”


  “No, I can handle it,” Alexis said. “Go back up front. He’s having a hard time with this. You can help with that. He’s not as strong emotionally as he puts on.”


  “Thank you,” Karen said. She opened the sliding door and went back to the front.


  “She okay?” Tex asked, glancing at her.


  “No, but Alexis will help.”


  “Good,” Tex said.


  “I’m sorry,” Karen said, looking at him. “I didn’t know. Really.”


  “You don’t have anything to be sorry about,” he said. “You’ve all been through hell. It wasn’t just Lily.”


  “And you want to ride to the rescue of all of us, don’t you?”


  Tex focused back out the windshield, not knowing what to say.


  “I didn’t say that to give you a hard time,” Karen said softly. “It’s actually the ultimate compliment. Please take it that way.”


  “I don’t know how you women did it,” Tex said.


  “What?”


  “Survive like you did,” Tex said. “I probably wouldn’t have. I just can’t imagine what it was like.”


  Karen was silent for a moment.


  “Are you going to be okay?” Tex asked.


  She looked at him, seeing the compassion. “I don’t know. I think so, but stuff like this can lay dormant and then whack you good later.”


  “Do you think about it all the time?”


  “No,” she said. “I push it back, but it pops into my head. It’s only been a couple days. Hopefully as time goes on it’ll get better.”


  “You’re strong,” Tex said. “Lily’s not. I’m really worried about her.”


  “I know, I can tell. Sorry I was such a stupid bitch.”


  “Stop,” Tex said. His phone dinged. “Text message.”


  “Uh oh,” Karen said, watching him pull the phone out of his pocket. “Bad?”


  “No, good,” Tex said. “Jules and Sparky made it to the ranch.”


  “Good,” Karen said. The phone dinged again. He looked. “Yes. Morgan and Robbie just pulled in too.”


  “You know Morgan better than the rest of us, don’t you?”


  Tex smiled. “You know, I’ve only known her for a little while longer than the rest of you. Seems like we go way back. Strange how times like these register in your brain.”


  “How do you know her?”


  “She was working for Sparky at the card club in Gardena,” Tex said. “I was in town when all of this garbage started. I’ve known Sparky for years.”


  “How did you know him?”


  Tex chuckled. “You don’t want to know.”


  “Maybe I do.”


  “Let’s just say we’ve done more than one nasty operation together,” Tex said. “With Ted, and George.”


  “Who’s George?”


  “He’s not with us,” Tex said, “but since Saladin is involved, you can bet he’s in the middle of it. Probably with that crazy partner of his.”


  “Crazy partner? You guys all seem pretty crazy to me. Especially Jules.”


  “Ever heard of Malcom Davis?” Tex asked.


  “Oh, shit,” Karen said, eyes wide. “You’re connected to him?”


  “I don’t know him very well, but George is like a brother. Wish he was with us now.”


  Tex’s phone dinged again.


  “Why don’t you let me hold that?” Karen asked.


  “Sure,” he said, handing it over. “Pin is 4487.”


  “Okay,” she said, unlocking the phone. “Katie and Justin arrived safely, and Cody and Allison.”


  “Good,” Tex said. “I was afraid we were going to lose a coach or two. We’re doing pretty well so far.”


  They rode silently for a while. The back door slid open, and Alexis snuck out, closing it quietly behind her. She went to the front.


  “She asleep?” Karen asked.


  “Yeah,” Alexis said. “I’m so worried about her.”


  “You know anything about her brother?” Tex asked.


  “Nope. Wonder if she was diagnosed as a child?”


  “I can’t imagine she wasn’t,” Karen said. “Not in our generation.”


  “How about her parents?” Tex asked.


  “Mother passed,” Alexis said. “None of them know where daddy is. He sounds like a real winner.”


  “Great,” Tex said, shaking his head.


  “Any news?” Alexis asked.


  “Yeah, we’ve gotten a few texts about people making it to the ranch,” Karen said.


  “Good,” Alexis said. “I’ll be glad when we get off the road.”


  “Where’s your sister?” Tex asked.


  “Ventura county,” Alexis said. “With my folks.”


  “You could call them,” Karen said.


  “Tried, on the land line at the Volvo dealership. No answer. I’m pretty worried. Haven’t gotten ahold of them for a while.”


  “What part of Ventura county?” Tex asked, concern on his face.


  “Oh, geez, that’s where the nuke went off,” Karen said. “Forgot about that.”


  “They weren’t near the harbor,” Alexis said. “They were in Moorpark.”


  Tex shot her a worried look. Karen saw it.


  “What?” Karen asked.


  “You know they evacuated people from that area, right?” Tex asked.


  “Why?” Alexis asked.


  “Fallout,” Tex said. “The wind blows that direction. They evacuated most of western Simi Valley too.”


  “They talked to me after the blast,” she said. “My mom and my sister, anyway. Two days after, when the phone service came back up.”


  “Not your father?” Karen asked.


  “He got stuck away from the family,” Alexis said. “He was working in Camarillo.”


  Tex looked at Karen. She nodded.


  “What?” Alexis asked.


  “Most of the people in Camarillo died,” Karen said softly.


  “No!” Alexis said. “That’s not true. My mom said he was due home any time. She was talking to the county office.”


  “When was that?” Tex asked.


  “The last time I talked to her.”


  “How recently?” Tex asked.


  “The same call, two days after the bomb,” she said. “I was taken to the police station before I made another call.”


  “You might have to consider that your family didn’t make it,” Karen said.


  “No, that can’t be,” Alexis said, face turning red. Tears ran down her cheeks.


  “Alexis,” Karen said, getting up to hug her. She pushed her away.


  “No,” she said. “I don’t believe that. I can’t believe that. They’re all I had left.” She got up and ran back to the dinette. Tex and Karen looked at each other helplessly.


  “Is there a way we can find out?” Karen asked.


  “I don’t know,” Tex said. “I might have to drive her there.”


  “You’d do that? Wouldn’t it be dangerous?”


  “You wouldn’t do that?” Tex asked.


  She sighed. “Yes, I would do that. I’ll go too, if it comes to that.”


  “McKittrick is coming up,” Tex said, slowing.


  “Do we have to ride through town?”


  “Just barely,” Tex said. “We’ll get on Highway 33 before we hit the main drag.” He slowed down. “There’s the elementary school, see?”


  “Yeah,” Karen said.


  “We’re in that next town,” Alexis said, coming up to the front. “Let me out here.”


  “No, you don’t want to do that,” Tex said. “Jules has the money he’s going to give you. You’ll need that.”


  “I don’t care,” she said. “I don’t want to move further away.”


  “We’re only going an hour further,” Karen said. “Please, you don’t want to do this.”


  Tex saw the transition to Highway 33 and took it.


  “What are you doing?” Alexis asked. “Stop!”


  “I’ve got orders,” Tex said. “Ivan will have me gutted if I don’t follow them. Remember what I told you all about this organization.”


  “This isn’t fair,” Alexis said. “It’s kidnapping.”


  “No it’s not,” Karen said. “We can’t let you go to your death.”


  “Dammit, stop,” Alexis said, breaking into sobs.


  Tex and Karen looked at each other, both crying now.


  “Maybe we should let her,” Karen said.


  Tex started to say something, but was stopped by a pistol shot in the back of the coach.


  “Oh, God no!” Alexis cried, rushing into the bedroom. She screamed.


  “Go back there,” Tex said. “Think you can handle it?”


  Karen nodded yes and rushed back. “Oh no,” she shouted.


  Lily was on the floor, gun in her hand, blood flowing from the side of her head. Alexis stood looking at her, too numb to move.


  Chapter 14 – Spotlight in the Dark


  The tires of the Jeep crunched down the loose dirt of the road, headlights piercing the darkness.


  “I’m cold,” Kaitlyn said, folding her arms against herself.


  Seth reached forward and turned on the heat. “There, it’ll get better in a few minutes.”


  “How far back are we going?”


  “A little further yet,” Seth said. “You okay? You haven’t said much for a while.”


  “I was thinking about what you said.” She looked over at him.


  “Sorry,” Seth said. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Not now.”


  She stared at him for a long moment, then sighed.


  “What?” Seth asked.


  “I’m in love with you,” she said.


  Seth glanced at her for a little too long, starting to lose the road. He quickly righted the Jeep, staring out the windshield.


  “You don’t have to say that,” Seth said. “I’m not going to leave you.”


  She was silent for a moment, looking down at her lap. “Do you think I’m just wanting to hitch my wagon to you because of what happened tonight? You think that’s all this is? In case you didn’t notice, I can take care of myself pretty well.”


  Seth glanced at her, then back at the road. “I noticed.”


  “Okay, good. My cards are going on the table now. Wasn’t going there this early, but circumstances being what they are, it’s time. Think you can handle that?”


  He glanced at her again, then nodded yes.


  She chuckled. “Why the fear in your eyes? You’re afraid this isn’t real between us, aren’t you?”


  Seth looked totally flustered. “No, I…”


  “I was very attracted to you right from the start,” Kaitlyn said, interrupting him. “I found myself liking you more and more as we talked. That rarely happens.”


  “Me too,” he said, “but you already knew that.”


  “I could tell,” she said. “I love the way the sparks fly between us. It won’t always be that way. That part fades over time. When it does, I’m usually done.”


  “That doesn’t sound very good.”


  “You heard what I said about talking with you,” she said. “About liking you more and more. About how that doesn’t usually happen. Do you realize how many hours we’ve been together with all of this driving around? We’ve had more alone time than if we’d been dating for weeks.”


  “True, but friends are like that,” Seth said. “That’s how friendships develop. What if it’s that instead of love?”


  “Once the passion of early attraction fades, there has to be something else there. Lust isn’t enough. With us, I think there is something there. We like to be alone with each other. I find it overpowering, maybe even a little scary. When I’m not with you, I’m thinking about you.”


  “We’ve already talked about this,” Seth said. “Remember? When you were pressuring me?”


  She smiled at him. “Yes, I was testing you a little bit. I didn’t want to lay my cards on the table. Remember?”


  “Ah, but you did,” Seth said. “When we were talking about kids.”


  She stared at him silently for a moment. “You figured out what I was trying to hide. It’s kinda funny when you think about it.”


  “Funny how?”


  “You turned the tables on me in that conversation. You tricked me into saying the exact thing that I didn’t want you to know yet. I thought I was a lot stronger than you. I’m not. We’re pretty equal.”


  “Equal?”


  “In strength,” she said. “I need that. I won’t give my whole self to a weak man.”


  He looked at her silently for a moment, a warm feeling flowing over him.


  “There’s that look,” she said. “Geez, you want me so bad. Nobody looks at me like that.” She looked down at her feet.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I’m scared of myself,” she said. “That’s what you touched off in that last conversation.”


  “We need to pull over pretty soon. We should pause this conversation for a few minutes.”


  “Okay,” she said. “Hell, I’m talking myself into a corner anyway.”


  “I know what you’re thinking.”


  “Yeah, you understand, but I have to say it out loud, and so do you. We both need to know that it’s real.”


  He nodded and pulled to the side of the road, in a spot wide enough to turn around. “This will do.”


  “Here they come,” Kaitlyn said. “On my side. Let’s just open the window and talk. It’s too cold to get out.”


  “I need to get out for another reason.”


  She giggled. “Oh. You men can’t hold it as long.”


  “True. Roll down your window. We’ll talk first.”


  She reached to the dash and hit the button. Seth turned up the heater a little bit.


  “How are you two holding up?” Kaitlyn asked, as Angel pulled beside them in the Jeep.


  “Okay,” Angel said.


  “I’m starting to calm down, finally,” Megan said. “We going to stay here tonight?”


  “No,” Seth said. “It’s too cold here. We need to get to a motel or something.”


  “Yeah, dude,” Angel said. “If we stay on Highway 79, it curves around towards San Diego. It’s the back-way in.”


  “You aren’t suggesting we try to get into San Diego tonight, are you?” Kaitlyn asked.


  “No way,” Angel said.


  “Yeah, I’m way too tired for that,” Megan said.


  “They’d keep us up half the night doing interrogations before they’d let us in,” Seth said. “You have someplace in mind, don’t you, Angel?”


  “Yeah, my cousin lived in a place called Jamul. Nice little town. There’s motels there.”


  “Lots of tribal folks around there, you know,” Kaitlyn said.


  “Is that a problem?” Seth asked.


  “Some of them don’t like white boys with Indian girls,” Megan said.


  Angel snickered. “Yeah, dude, you are pretty white.”


  “Funny ha ha,” Seth said. “James and Tyler and the others didn’t mind.”


  “They know you’re trustworthy,” Kaitlyn said. “They know you’re a warrior. They respect you.”


  “Hey, dude, don’t worry about it,” Angel said. “You just stay in the car, I’ll get the rooms.”


  Kaitlyn giggled. “Yeah, that’s the least of our problems. Let’s go. How long will it take?”


  “Well, if you guys wouldn’t have led us so far into the wilderness here, it would take less time,” Megan said.


  “Sorry,” Kaitlyn said. “We were talking. We kinda lost ourselves.”


  “A lot of that going around,” Angel said.


  “Shut up,” Megan said.


  Kaitlyn looked at Seth’s phone, which was still in her hand. She input the pin number.


  “Hey, that’s not yours,” Megan said. “You don’t have an iPhone.”


  “It’s Seth’s.”


  “And he gave you the pin?” Angel asked. “That man is in love.”


  “Shut up,” Kaitlyn said. “What was the town we passed before we crossed under I-8?”


  “Descanso,” Seth said.


  “Thanks,” Kaitlyn said, moving her fingers on the screen. “Perfect. It’s just over a half hour from there.”


  “Thank God,” Megan said. “Let’s go.”


  “I got to pee,” Angel said.


  “Great minds think alike, man,” Seth said. Angel nodded and pulled up in front of Seth so he could get his door open. He joined Seth, and they walked out of sight for a moment. Kaitlyn and Megan got out.


  “Crap, it’s cold out here,” Megan said, stamping her feet to stay warm.


  “Seriously. Think we should try?”


  “Oh, I guess,” she said. “I don’t want to get out of sight of the Jeeps.”


  “What if the guys see?” Kaitlyn asked.


  “I don’t care, and besides, they wouldn’t see much. It’s dark out here.”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Kaitlyn said. “I’m just going behind our Jeep.”


  “Okay,” Megan said, following her. They were done in a moment.


  “They’re talking,” Kaitlyn said. “Boys are usually faster than that.”


  “What kept you guys on this road so long?”


  “Oh, you know,” Kaitlyn said.


  “Angel wants to disappear and take me with him,” Megan whispered. “I like the idea. Is that bad?”


  Kaitlyn nodded, brow furrowed.


  “Shit, Seth too?”


  Kaitlyn nodded yes, on the verge of tears.


  “What do you think about that idea?” Megan asked. “Could you leave the fight? Leave our people?”


  Kaitlyn started to cry.


  “Oh, honey, I’m sorry,” Megan said. “Do you not want it, or does he not really want it?”


  “I’m not crying about Seth,” Kaitlyn said. “We might not have a tribe to go back to.”


  “Angel thinks James, Tyler, Zac, and some of the others escaped. You heard what Trevor was saying on the call.”


  “I’m afraid the enemy knows about the other location,” Kaitlyn said.


  “That thought has crossed my mind. What about us? What about you two? Seth isn’t feeling trapped, is he?”


  Kaitlyn chuckled through her tears. “I was trying to lay my cards on the table before we stopped. It was an intense conversation. That’s why we kept going on this stupid road.”


  “Well?”


  “We’ll talk more on the way to Jamul,” she said. “I literally can’t wait to get back into that conversation.”


  “I’ve never seen you like this,” Megan said.


  Kaitlyn wiped the tears from her eyes. “Just the thought of him makes me feel better.”


  “I know that feeling,” Megan said.


  “Here they come.”


  “Good,” Megan said. “You didn’t tell me what you thought. About leaving the tribe.”


  “I’m going to be with this man for the rest of my life,” she whispered. “I just hope that our lives last more than a few hours.”


  “You two ready to go?” Angel asked.


  “Took you a while,” Megan said.


  “Sorry,” Seth said. “Didn’t think you guys were getting out of the car.”


  “We decided to do the same thing you were doing,” Kaitlyn said. “Let’s go.”


  “Yeah,” Megan said. “I’m cold. I want to get back in the car.”


  “Why don’t you take the lead, Angel?” Seth said. “You know this town, right?”


  “Been a few years, but yeah,” Angel said.


  The two couples got back in their Jeeps.


  “Now, where were we?” Kaitlyn asked, as Seth did a K-turn and followed Angel down the dirt road.


  “Sure you want to get back into that conversation?”


  “Yes,” Kaitlyn said. “Do you mind?”


  “No, it’s cool. Go ahead. You were saying you were afraid of yourself, and that we had to say some things out loud to make it real.”


  “Wow, do you have a tape recorder in your brain?” she asked.


  “You looked like you’d been crying when we got back.”


  “I’m afraid the tribe won’t survive,” Kaitlyn said. “Let’s stay on the subject at hand, though, okay?”


  “Aren’t the two topics related?”


  She was silent for a moment. “They might end up being, but I’m not letting the purity of this conversation evaporate before we’re done. As important as the tribe is, it’s a side issue right now.”


  “Okay,” Seth said. “I know what you’re trying to get out, and I understand why it’s hard. As we’ve reminded ourselves over and over, we’ve only just met.”


  “That doesn’t bother you, though, does it?”


  “No, I feel like we’ve known each other for a while, because we’ve spent so many hours talking. I laid my cards on the table earlier tonight, or at least I thought I did.”


  She smiled at him. “No, I laid out what I thought were your cards, and you just said yes. Then we were done.”


  “Fair enough. True.”


  “You looked really nervous saying yes,” she said. “You tried to qualify it, remember?”


  “No, I didn’t try to qualify it, I was just afraid you weren’t ready for that yet,” Seth said.


  “Yes, and I told you not to tell me what I’m ready for.”


  “You did. The conversation scared you too much, though. That’s why I didn’t pursue it further. We’ve had enough scary stuff happen tonight.”


  “You wanted to pursue it further?”


  “We’re talking in circles,” Seth said, looking over at her for a moment.


  “Watch the road,” she said softly.


  “You’re getting scared again now,” Seth said. “Okay, you say cards on the table. I’ll go first. I’m in love with you. Here’s what I want. You. Forever. I won’t get tired of you. Ever. I want to settle down with you and make babies, and then I want to watch them grow up. I want to grow old with you by my side.” He paused for a moment, trying to look at her, the road not helping. “Do you understand what I just said?”


  She was quiet for a moment, her body starting to shake.


  “You’re crying,” Seth said softly. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t tell me you’re sorry,” she said. “I’m an emotional girl, in case you haven’t noticed. You’re going to have to get used to that.”


  “I’m already used to it,” Seth said. “Do you understand now?”


  She nodded yes, not looking at him.


  “You don’t look okay,” he said.


  “I’m about to do something that I never thought I’d do.”


  Seth looked at her and started to say something, but she shook her head no.


  “It’s my turn now,” she said softly. “I am completely, deeply in love with you. I’m willing to follow you anywhere. If you want to get back into the fight, I’m there. If you want to disappear and make babies someplace, that’s okay too.”


  They were both silent for a moment.


  “I don’t expect you to just follow me,” Seth said. “Your hopes and dreams are every bit as important as mine are. If your dream is to raise children in your tribe and be part of that community, I’ll be there with you.”


  “I know that,” she said. “We don’t have to decide that now. Like I said, I have my doubts that the tribe will survive, and I don’t want to lose our lives trying to get back to them. Not now.” She began to cry again.


  “I’d never keep you from your people.”


  “I know,” she said, “and I love that about you. Really. I’m willing… no, I want to put everything behind what we have. You and me. If we both decide that getting back into the fight is our best path, that’s what we’ll do, but if we just want to chuck it all and be together, then that’s our path. Do you understand?”


  “Yes,” Seth said. “So, what now? People who feel this way about each other usually get married.”


  “They do,” she said. “How do you feel about that idea?”


  “I want it,” Seth said. “Geez, never thought I’d get there. Marriage always scared me. It doesn’t with you.”


  She smiled. “I’m not really a traditional girl.”


  “You don’t have special Indian wedding ceremonies and all that?” Seth asked.


  “Well, yeah, we do, but I’m not willing to wait for that,” she said. “Are you?”


  “It wouldn’t be my first choice,” Seth said, “but I’ll do whatever it takes to have you. Except maybe that hanging by the skin thing.”


  Kaitlyn laughed. “Wrong tribe. Don’t worry.”


  “Good,” Seth said, rubbing his chest. “Didn’t look like fun in the movie.”


  “Stop,” she said. “You won’t have problems being married to an Native American?”


  “Will you have problems being married to a white boy?”


  She thought about it for a moment. “You don’t seem different than me. Maybe two hundred years ago it was different. Not now.”


  “That’s how I feel,” Seth said. “We both grew up in southern California. That’s the culture we belong to, really, and it’s a total melting pot.”


  “That’s for sure,” Kaitlyn said. “I’ve dated white men a couple of times. In college.”


  “Well, you’re my first Native American.”


  She chuckled. “What will your parents think if you show up with an Indian bride?”


  “It’s only my dad now, and he’ll just be glad to know I’m alive.”


  “He doesn’t know where you are?”


  “No, and I’m not sure where he is. He was in the service. Last I heard he was stationed in Alabama. We aren’t close. He and my mom divorced when I was young. My mom passed a few years ago. Cancer.”


  “Oh,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”


  “I miss her. She would’ve liked you.”


  “I hope so,” she said. “This is weird. Things are different now. We’re different now.”


  “You’re right,” Seth said. “I’m feeling it too. Maybe this is how couples feel when they get engaged.”


  “Maybe when they get engaged this quickly,” Kaitlyn said. “We’re not really engaged, though. We just talked about it.”


  “Will you marry me?” Seth asked.


  “Oh, geez,” she said. “I’m gonna start crying again.”


  “Go ahead, but answer me first.”


  “Yes. Of course, yes,” she said. “I love you so much.”


  “I love you too,” Seth said. “Wow, I’m trembling.”


  “Scared?”


  “Excited and happy,” he said. “How do you feel?”


  “I feel like pulling over,” she said. “I know, it’s so naughty.”


  “Oh, geez, there’s that part too,” he said. “This is so strange. It’s the part that would normally be up front in my mind. It’s been there, but it’s really hitting me now.”


  “Hitting you how?” She smiled at him.


  “We’d better not talk about that right now,” Seth said. “I’m trying to keep this thing on the road.”


  Angel slammed on his brakes and turned off his lights.


  “Oh no, what’s going on?” Kaitlyn asked.


  Seth turned off his lights and stopped behind Angel. His phone dinged. Kaitlyn picked it up and input Seth’s pin.


  “Somebody driving an off-roader on the next ridge, shining a spotlight around,” she read off the screen. “Angel thinks he got his lights off in time. Megan saw them when they got around that little hill there.”


  “Ten to one they’ve seen us,” Seth said.


  “Don’t open your car door,” Kaitlyn said. “The dome light will come on.”


  “Yeah, I figured that’s why he sent the text. Can you reach the guns?”


  “I think so,” she said, turning. “Yeah, I can reach the M60 and my AK.”


  The phone dinged again.


  “What’d he say?”


  “The vehicle went back behind the ridge. They’re out of sight.”


  “Crap, I wish we had a good trail map. There might be a way to get onto this road from that ridge.


  “He said the guy has been gone for a few minutes now,” Kaitlyn said. “We can get out if we’re quick about it.”


  Seth nodded, watching Megan and Angel slip out of their vehicles. He and Kaitlyn joined them.


  “What do you think?” Seth asked. “Think they’re bad guys?”


  “Yeah,” Angel said.


  “I see the road they came from,” Megan said, showing her phone. “There’s a dirt road that comes off I-8. They’re probably wondering why we haven’t shown up yet.”


  “Shit, they were listening to our phone conversation,” Angel said. “It might not be safe to get back on Highway 79.”


  “They probably saw us,” Seth said, “before Megan saw them. It’s pitch black out here. Headlights show for miles.”


  “I don’t think so,” Megan said. “There’s no way to get on this road from where they are. They’d have to go out to Highway 79 and come in the same way we did. It’s not a short drive. Look.” She held her phone out to the others.


  “So what do we do?” Kaitlyn asked.


  “Think you can drive with no lights on?” Seth asked.


  “I don’t know, dude. Maybe, but what if they’re waiting for us on the highway?”


  “We’ll be in more trouble if it’s light,” Kaitlyn said. “I say we drive towards the highway without lights, but get out before that last bend and walk to where we can see.”


  “Yeah, and we’re taking the M60s,” Seth said.


  “And our AKs,” Kaitlyn said.


  Chapter 15 – Ammo Run


  Gil parked the blue coach in the cow pasture at the ranch, between the red coach and the gray coach.


  “Why here?” Tisha asked. “There’s more room over there.”


  “My friends are in the coaches on either side,” Gil said. “C’mon.”


  They went out the door, into the cool darkness. Robbie and Morgan were there to greet them, Justin and Katie following a moment later.


  “You made it!” Robbie said. “Any problems on the road?”


  “Not a one,” Gil said. “You remember Tisha, right?”


  “Of course,” Robbie said. Morgan smiled at her.


  “Hey, brother,” Justin said.


  “Hi, Gil,” Katie said. “Hi, Tisha.”


  “Hi yourself,” Tisha said, smiling, getting closer to Gil.


  “Who’s still out there?” Gil asked.


  “Only Tex’s coach and Ted’s coach,” Robbie said.


  “Should we be worried?” Tisha asked.


  “Tex’s coach was last to leave,” Justin said. “Ted should’ve been here by now, though. Something might have happened. I saw Jules and Sparky running into their rig a little while ago.”


  “If it were bad, we’d know about it already,” Morgan said.


  Robbie nodded. “Probably. Might have just been a call from Ivan.”


  “Hope so,” Tisha said. “We’re still in danger.”


  “I know,” Morgan said. “I’m scared all the time. If the enemy gets us back, we won’t live long.”


  “They aren’t going to get you back,” Robbie said.


  Morgan pointed towards the driveway. “Look, here comes another coach. Can’t see the color yet.”


  “It’s yellow,” Robbie said. “That’s Tex’s coach.”


  It parked a few spaces away from them, and the door burst open. Alexis ran down the steps, stopping in front of the group, looking around, trying to get her bearings. She was trembling.


  “Alexis, what’s wrong?” Morgan called out.


  “She’s gone,” Alexis said. She ran out into the pasture, towards a stand of trees on the far border.


  “Dammit,” Morgan said, getting up. She ran, trying to catch Alexis. Katie got up.


  “I’ll go,” Justin said.


  “Stay here,” Katie said as she took off.


  Tex came out slowly, Karen by his side.


  “My God, what happened?” Robbie asked.


  Tex shook his head in despair. “Where’s Jules and Sparky?”


  “I think in their coach,” Justin said, pointing to it.


  “Thanks,” Tex said. He rushed over, Karen staying by his side, glancing back at Gil with a hurt expression.


  “She still wants you,” Tisha said.


  “No, that’s not what that look is,” Gil said. “Something really bad happened. Let’s go look in their rig.”


  “I’m not getting out of sight of our women,” Robbie said. “If they go much further, I’m going after them.”


  “Me too,” Justin said.


  “We’ll go,” Tisha said. “C’mon, Gil.”


  Gil nodded and they trotted over to it.


  “Good, Alexis stopped,” Robbie said, watching as the three women embraced in the middle of the pasture. A blood-curdling scream came from Tex’s rig.


  “Uh oh,” Robbie said.


  Tisha raced out of Tex’s coach, Gil following her, pulling her to a stop and taking her into his arms.


  “Shit, I’ll bet somebody’s dead in there,” Justin said. “Who else was in that coach?”


  Robbie took out his phone and went to the notes.


  “You’ve got all the coaches cataloged, don’t you?” Justin asked, shaking his head.


  “This whole thing will make a good book,” Robbie said. “Lily. Dammit. Morgan said she was right on the edge. Said they were hardest on her at the jail.”


  Gil and Tisha walked over, Gil’s arm around her shoulder.


  “Lily?” Robbie asked.


  Gil shook his head yes, a grim look on his face.


  Tex came out of the black coach with Jules and Sparky, Karen still by Tex’s side, as if she was afraid to be more than a few inches away from him. Dana and Shelly followed, both crying. They went into Tex’s coach as Alexis came back, Morgan and Katie with her.


  “I’m so sorry,” Gil said.


  “Me too,” Tisha said. “That must have been horrible.”


  “I should’ve known better than to leave her there,” Alexis said, tears running down her cheeks.


  “Don’t blame yourself,” Morgan said. “You knew she was having problems. Probably would’ve happened no matter what.”


  “Tex is taking this as hard as I am,” Alexis said, looking down. “Lily wasn’t the only thing. I had this fantasy that my family was still alive. Tex and Karen convinced me that they’re not.”


  “What do you mean?” Robbie asked.


  Alexis started to talk, but burst into tears.


  “Don’t worry about it now,” Morgan said.


  “No, I need to talk about it,” Alexis said. “My dad was in Camarillo when the Ventura bomb went off.”


  “Oh,” Robbie said. “I’m so sorry.”


  “What about your mom and sister?” Katie asked.


  “They were in Moorpark. Most of the people died from fallout there.”


  “There’s a chance they might have survived,” Robbie said. “If they got out quick enough.”


  “My mom’s too clueless for that,” Alexis said. “She was waiting for my dad to come home the last time I talked with her. I started looking at the internet on the way here. People in Moorpark were told that everybody in Camarillo died. She would’ve heard it by the time I talked to her. It was two days after the bomb went off.”


  “So you’re staying with us, then?” Morgan asked.


  Alexis shook her head yes.


  Morgan hugged her. “I’m glad.”


  “Me too,” Katie said.


  “I wish I would’ve realized it earlier,” Alexis said. “I would’ve tried for Tex.”


  “Tex?” Tisha asked.


  “He’s going all out trying to win Karen over. They fought for the first half of the trip.”


  “About what?” Gil asked.


  “You, mostly,” Alexis said.


  “Dammit,” Tisha said.


  “Trust me, you have nothing to worry about, if you’re really interested in Gil,” Alexis said. “And Tex is just on fire for Karen. He’s gonna win her over. It’s already happening.”


  Tisha was quiet for a moment, thinking. “I knew she wanted him, but I did too. Made my play fast, so I could cut her off at the pass. I’m such a bitch.”


  “No you’re not,” Gil said, “but you’ll have to trust me. I’m not interested in Karen. I’ll always be nice to her, because of her dad, but like I told you in the coach, I never was interested in her.”


  Robbie and Justin shot each other a glance and a knowing smile.


  “What?” Gil asked. “Oh, never mind. I don’t care.”


  “I do,” Tisha said. “What?”


  Robbie chuckled. “You are exactly one hundred percent Gil’s type of woman. I caught his reaction when he saw you.”


  “Yeah, seriously,” Justin said.


  “Okay, guys, please don’t,” Gil said.


  “Tex said the same thing,” Alexis said. “That’s what got Karen upset at first. Then he went on to explain to her why she was more suited to him. It was actually entertaining, because they didn’t know we were listening. Got a laugh out of Lily. Maybe her last… oh God.” She broke down crying again. Morgan and Katie both held her, Tisha leaving Gil’s side to join them. The men looked on helplessly.


  “I should go see if Tex needs help,” Alexis said. “Need to apologize to him and Karen too. I tried to leave the coach in the last town. They had to force me to stay. If they didn’t, I’d be in real trouble now.”


  The group watched as she hurried back to Tex’s coach.


  “Wonder what’s taking Ted so long?” Robbie asked. “He left pretty early in the lineup. He should’ve been here by now.”


  “Who’s with him?” Morgan asked.


  Robbie looked at his phone again. “Green coach. Haley, Bryan, and Brianna.”


  “Here comes an ambulance,” Katie said, pointing. “They’re heading for Tex’s coach.”


  “They’re going to take the body away,” Morgan said. “I don’t know how to contact her brother.”


  “Me neither,” Katie said. “She never told me her last name.”


  “She told me,” Tisha said. “Smith. Not going to be much help.”


  “Geez,” Gil said. “Hey, here comes another coach.”


  “It’s Ted’s coach,” Robbie said. “Finally.” He ran out to meet them.


  “He just loves that guy, doesn’t he?” Katie asked.


  “Yeah,” Morgan said. “Kinda like I feel about Sparky.”


  Robbie watched as the door of the coach opened.


  “Hey, Robbie,” Bryan said as he came down the steps, followed by Brianna.


  “I was worried about you guys,” Robbie said. “What took so long?”


  “Remember those two guys who used to show up at the restaurant every once in a while? The guys that he never charged for drinks?”


  “Not sure I know who you mean,” Robbie said.


  “George and Malcolm,” Bryan said.


  “Oh, crap, those two scare me. Especially Malcolm.”


  “I liked him,” Brianna said.


  “Me too,” Bryan said. “I’m more scared of George.”


  “They aren’t joining us, are they?” Robbie asked.


  Ted came down the steps. “No, son, they aren’t joining us.”


  “What, then?” Robbie asked.


  “They’re heading to Kansas. Needed me to vouch for them with the National Guard unit up on the Nevada-California border. They’re going through on I-80.”


  “Kansas?” Robbie asked.


  Haley came down the steps and stood next to Ted, then noticed the ambulance. “Oh no, what’s with the paramedics?”


  “Lily. She killed herself on the way here.”


  “Oh no,” Brianna said, starting to cry. Haley hugged Ted and sobbed. Bryan and Robbie looked at each other, not knowing what to do.


  “We’ll talk about this later, boss,” Robbie said. “I’m so glad to see you.”


  Jules and Sparky came out of the coach, Tex and Karen following in a moment, Alexis behind them. The paramedics carried out Lily’s bagged body and loaded it into the ambulance. Jules saw Ted’s rig and trotted over, Sparky and Ted right on his tail.


  “Hey, what the hell?” Jules asked. “Where you?”


  “Sorry, Jules,” Ted said. “I had to help some friends on the way.”


  “Who?” Tex asked.


  “George and Malcolm,” he said.


  Tex’s eyes lit up. “They gonna join us?”


  “No, they’re on their way to Kansas,” Ted said. “I helped them get a pass to travel over I-80.”


  “You didn’t tell him, I hope,” Sparky asked.


  “Nope,” Ted said. “It was hard not to, especially when he started asking about Ji-Ho.”


  “What are you talking about?” Robbie asked.


  “Ancient history, kid,” Sparky said. “Saladin damn near killed George, and that incident led to a really bad bout of PTSD. If he knew that’s who we were fighting here, he would’ve stuck around and risked his neck to kill him.”


  “Let’s talk,” Jules said. “High level meeting. Main house. Let others on team relax for night.”


  “You want me there?” Robbie asked.


  “No, you’ll need to sit this one out,” Ted said. “You okay with that?”


  “Of course,” Robbie said. “I’m so glad you’re okay.” He turned and left, Bryan, Brianna, and Haley following him.


  “That kid loves you,” Sparky said.


  “The feeling is mutual,” Ted said. “That’s why I want to make sure he doesn’t become part of Ivan’s organization when this is over.”


  “Understand,” Jules said. “I remember agreement. I not break.”


  “Okay, gentlemen, let’s go,” Ted said.


  They walked towards the big house.


  ***


  Trevor was driving Ji-Ho’s rig. Tyler was sitting in the passenger seat, sleeping. Kaylee came up to the front.


  “How are you holding up?” she asked.


  “I’m okay,” Trevor said. “Your uncle okay?”


  “He fell asleep. I’d never seen him cry before. I feel so horrible.”


  “Me too,” Trevor said.


  “The others still behind us?”


  “Yeah. That’s Sid and Yvonne up in front of us. James, Zac, and Ryan are behind us, Kenny and Bradley in the last one. I can’t believe that’s all that survived.”


  “John and Sarah are asleep now too, but Sam’s been awake the whole time, sitting in the dinette,” Kaylee said. “Hear anything else from Seth or Angel?”


  “No. They’ve got their phones off now. Me too.”


  Kaylee smiled. “Oh yeah. Duh. Mine too. How much further?”


  “To Dulzura? On the roads we’ve got to deal with, another twenty minutes. Those guys ruined the road from the back side. We have to go in from the west, on Highway 94.”


  “You think this is safe what we’re doing?” Kaylee asked.


  “Not really,” Trevor said. “We’re in trouble. Real trouble. We need more ammo for this thing.”


  “It’s bullet proof, though, right?”


  “Yeah, but if we can’t fight back, all they have to do is stuff some explosives underneath us and we’re toast,” Trevor said. “Wish we could trust Ji-Ho’s warehouse. He told me he has more ammo there.”


  “You really think the enemy knows about that location?” Kaylee asked. “We know they’re aware of this one.”


  “The enemy captured Matt and Emma, plus Gus and his whole team. They all knew where that place was. You know the enemy got it out of at least one of them.”


  “Shit,” Kaylee said. “This sucks.”


  “Understatement of the year.” Trevor looked at her and smiled. “At least I’ve still got you.”


  “Yes, you do,” she said, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Getting tired of driving?”


  “Nope,” he said.


  “Hey,” Tyler said, waking up. “You can sit here. Does the coffee maker work while we’re driving?”


  “It will if I turn on the generator. That sounds good.” Trevor hit the generator button and it started. “There you go.”


  “Sit down next to your man,” Tyler said. “I’m gonna pick Sam’s brain for a while in the dinette. You guys want coffee?”


  “The chief doesn’t have to make coffee,” Kaylee said softly. “I can do it.”


  “I’m the chief of nothing now,” Tyler said, on the verge of tears.


  “There’s still the other place,” Trevor said.


  “If that isn’t already destroyed, I’ll be shocked,” Tyler said. “Nothing I can do about it now. Maybe when we get this thing re-loaded.”


  “Yeah, maybe,” Trevor said.


  Tyler went to the kitchen counter and took the coffee maker out of the lower cupboard. Kaylee sat in the front passenger seat.


  “Sorry about your motor home,” Kaylee said.


  “That’s the least of my worries. You can replace stuff. Not people.”


  “I know,” Kaylee said. “I heard John and Sarah talking. There’s probably more RVs at this park in Dulzura. Maybe we can take one.”


  “The enemy might have torched them all,” Trevor said. “Might have taken a bunch of them too.”


  “Look, Sid has his right blinker on. I think he wants to pull over.”


  “Good,” Trevor said. “I don’t want to just drive into this place.” He put on his right blinker and started to slow down.


  Tyler came over with a cup of coffee for both of them. “You guys like it black?”


  “Yep,” Trevor said.


  “Me too.”


  “Sid wants to talk, huh? Leave the generator on. I’ll bet everybody could use some coffee.”


  “There’s a big turnoff,” Trevor said. “Perfect.” He pulled off the road and parked, watching the other two Jeeps park behind him. Kaylee got the door. Sid, Yvonne, and Clem were already there.


  “You guys want coffee?” Kaylee asked.


  “Oh, hell yes,” Yvonne said as she climbed up, Sid following.


  John and Sarah were sitting up on the couch now. “What’s up?” John asked.


  “We need to chat,” Sid said. James, Zac, Ryan, Kenny, and Bradley came inside.


  “How far are we?” James asked.


  “Fifteen minutes, give or take,” Sid said.


  Ji-Ho came out of the bedroom, yawning. “We stop?”


  “To talk,” Kaylee said.


  “That coffee I smell?” Bradley asked.


  “Yep,” Tyler said, brewing cups and handing them out.


  “Good,” Ji-Ho said. “No bad guys on road?”


  “Nope,” Trevor said. “Nobody’s on the road at all except us.”


  “All right,” Sid said. “We don’t want to stay here long, so I’ll get to the point. I want to drive into the park with the Jeep and check things out, just in case. The enemy knows about this place.”


  “When we get in we can mine road,” Ji-Ho said. “We got. In storage compartment. Claymore mines and vehicle mines.”


  “There a back way out of this place?” Tyler asked.


  “For four-wheel-drive vehicles, yes,” Sid said. “Not for RVs. Not a chance.”


  “What are we gonna do there?” James asked. “Why bother, if the enemy knows about this place?”


  “I’ve got a lot of ammo stored there,” Sam said, getting out from behind the dinette table. “No fifty cal, I’m afraid, but I’ve got more ammo for the M60s and the forward and rear machine guns on the rig.”


  “Wouldn’t the enemy have found them?” James asked.


  Sam chuckled. “Not where I hid them. Remember this is California.”


  Ji-Ho laughed. “Yes, you right about that.”


  “There’s motorhomes and trailers there too, right?” Tyler asked.


  “There might be,” Sam said. “Depends on what the enemy did before they left. They might have taken them or burned them.”


  “We’re liable to see nasty things there,” Sarah said. “Body parts and such.”


  “You don’t think the authorities would’ve cleaned that up by now?” Kaylee asked.


  “Hard to say,” Sam said. “The enemy killed most of the local police. Since there isn’t much out here, who knows what’s happened since then. Maybe nobody took over for them, or maybe we’ve even got squatters living in the park now.”


  “What a wonderful thought,” Sarah said.


  “Okay, I think you guys ought to stay right here,” Sid said. “I’ll go check it out. Ji-Ho, you still got those walkie-talkies?”


  “Yes,” Ji-Ho said. “All charged up.”


  “Good, give me one of those and keep the other one on. If it looks good, I’ll call you.”


  “I’m going with you,” Sam said.


  Yvonne nodded. “Me too.”


  “I’m too tired,” Clem said. “Okay if I sit it out?”


  “No problem,” Sid said. “Let’s go. You guys keep your eyes open.”


  “Okay,” Ji-Ho said. “We do.”


  “Maybe we should go too,” James said.


  Tyler shook his head. “No. If any of our tribe survived in the alternate location, they’ll need every one of us.”


  “I agree,” Sid said. “See you soon.” He held the door open for Yvonne and Sam, taking the walkie-talkie out of Ji-Ho’s hand on the way out the door.


  “I have a bad feeling about this,” Kaylee said.


  “About us or them?” Sarah asked.


  “Both,” Kaylee said. “Don’t worry, I’m not psychic or anything like that. It’s just nerves.”


  James laughed. “Yeah, that’s what Kaitlyn’s good for. She’s got good intuition.”


  Kaylee giggled. “I don’t know about that, but she’s a good judge of character. She’s got herself a really good man.”


  They watched out the windshield as the Jeep took off.


  Chapter 16 – Garrett’s Posse


  “There’s the access road,” Sam said. Sid nodded and turned the Jeep onto it, driving towards the Dulzura RV Park, past the broken gate. It was nearly pitch-black.


  “I’ll stop before the last bend,” Sid said. “You okay, honey?”


  Yvonne looked at him. “I’m scared to death. Guess it shows.”


  “Check your rifle,” Sam said. “That always helps me.”


  “I’m not afraid of finding the enemy here,” Yvonne said. “There’s no reason for them to be here. I’m afraid of seeing my friend’s heads on sticks.”


  “Maybe that’s been cleaned up by now,” Sid said.


  “That’s the least of our worries,” Sam said as he checked his M60.


  “Where’s the ammo?” Sid asked. “Hidden in your office?”


  “Nope,” Sam said. “It’s easier to show you than to tell you.”


  “Look, see the vehicle?” Yvonne asked.


  “Shit, that’s a Gaz Tigr,” Sid said. “It’s blown up.”


  “There was a battle,” Sam said. “Good. I hope our people took out a bunch of these bastards.”


  Yvonne started to cry.


  “I should’ve left you with the others,” Sid said.


  “No way was that happening,” she said. “I’ll be okay. This was our home, with our friends. It’s gonna be hard.”


  “Well don’t worry about that now,” Sam said. “Stay sharp just in case. I suggest we park this Jeep back by the rear exit, so we can escape if somebody’s been monitoring the camera.”


  “I can get in so the camera doesn’t see us,” Sid said.


  “Yeah, I was gonna suggest that,” Sam said.


  They went around the first bend, then the second. There was another broken vehicle in the road, almost blocking access.


  “Wow, that’s a troop transport,” Sam said as they squeezed around it. “If we come in here with the motorhome, we’ll have to get that thing off the road.”


  “Your bulldozer is still there, I hope,” Sid said.


  “Who knows? The whole damn place might be burned to the ground, you know.”


  “There’s the last bend,” Yvonne said.


  Sid nodded as he pulled over. “Such a dark night.”


  “That’s probably in our favor,” Yvonne said.


  “If there’s anybody here, they’ve probably already heard us,” Sam said. “Or seen the headlights. They’ll have somebody on the ridge.”


  “Nobody’s here,” Sid said. “I can feel it. The place is dead.”


  “Injuns,” Sam cracked. He chuckled.


  “No jokes, paleface,” Sid whispered.


  “How can you guys joke?” Yvonne asked, trembling as she grabbed the door handle.


  “Breaks the tension,” Sam said. He waited until Sid got out, and then pushed the driver’s seat forward and squeezed through.


  They closed the doors as quietly as they could.


  “I loved this place so much,” Sam whispered. “So did Conn…”


  “Stop,” Sid said. “Later, if the place is clear.”


  “Sorry, I’ll keep it together,” Sam whispered.


  They rounded the bend, hugging the cliff on the right side of the road.


  “Well, the office and clubhouse are still there,” Yvonne whispered.


  “There’s lights on up ahead,” Sam said.


  They got to the gate. The lights were coming from several of the coaches, one of them with its door hanging open.


  “Look, no more heads,” Yvonne said. “Somebody’s been here since the battle and cleaned things up.”


  “The attack happened at night,” Sid whispered. “Nobody bothered to turn off the lights in the coaches.”


  “There’s a light on in the clubhouse too,” Sam said. “See it? It’s the one in the kitchen.”


  “Dead Islamist,” Sid said, pointing.


  “Why wouldn’t they have taken the body with them?” Yvonne asked.


  “Good question,” Sam said. “Maybe our people killed most of the attackers.”


  “Maybe,” Sid said. “There were some tough people here.”


  “Yep,” Sam said. “I know.”


  “Where to first?” Yvonne asked.


  “Let’s take a quick look around, and then move the Jeep to the back,” Sid said.


  “Okay,” Yvonne said. “Should we split up?”


  “You two stay together,” Sam said. “I’m gonna go check the office and the clubhouse.”


  Sid nodded and walked towards the first row of RVs with Yvonne. They went into the coach with the door hanging open.


  “Should we turn off the lights?” Yvonne asked.


  “No, leave them on, and leave the door open,” Sid whispered. “We don’t want the place to look different in the video feed.”


  “Oh,” Yvonne said as she climbed in. “Oh, good, no bodies in here. We’ve had squirrels eating leftover food on the counter, though. Look.”


  “Our friends were surprised at dinner time.”


  “Looks that way,” Yvonne said. “There’s a .45 under the dinette. I’ll grab it.”


  “Good,” Sid said. “This place is clear. Let’s keep moving.”


  They went to the other coaches, checking each of them, leaving them undisturbed.


  “If the place got cleaned up, why’d the lights get left on?” Yvonne asked.


  “Good question,” Sid said. “Probably cleaned up during the day, and nobody noticed. One more coach to look at.”


  “They all look okay,” Yvonne said. “To drive, that is.”


  “True, but some of them haven’t left this park for years. Wouldn’t trust the tires.”


  They went into the last coach, finding the same thing as they did in the others. Evidence of surprise. No damage. Rotting food on the counter. Musty smell. Bad food in the fridge.


  “Let’s go find Sam,” Sid said.


  They walked back towards the front of the park. The lights over the veranda and the office door were on, spreading an eerie light.


  “Hey,” Yvonne whispered, pointing. “That main camera up there is moving. It’s tracking us.”


  “Dammit,” Sid said. “C’mon, let’s get out of range.” They ran in a crouch towards the office. Sam was on the porch, leaning against the railing.


  “Didn’t find anybody, did you?” Sam asked.


  “That camera was moving around,” Yvonne said, out of breath. “Tracking us.”


  “Yeah, man,” Sid said. “We’d better get the hell out of here.”


  “We don’t need to leave,” Sam said.


  “What are you talking about?” Sid asked.


  “This place is being used as a trap,” Sam said. “There’s a couple hundred dead Islamists and another fifty dead UN Peacekeepers in the clubhouse. Looks like a lot of them were tortured to death. The Islamists are stacked like cord wood and covered in pig blood, and there’s several pig carcasses laying on the pile with them.”


  “What?” Yvonne asked, starting to walk towards the clubhouse veranda.


  “I wouldn’t go in there,” Sam said. “It’s nasty, and it stinks. Luckily the doors and windows were closed, or we’d smell them out here.”


  “Who do you think did this? Regular Army?”


  Sam chuckled. “Only if the army went back to Colt Single Action Army revolvers. Found quite a bit of 45 Long Colt brass on the floor in there. Some 38-40 brass too, and 44-40. Even some 45-70.”


  Sid smiled. “You know who this is, don’t you?”


  “Garrett,” Sam said. “Looks like they took their hobby to a new level.”


  “You mean those crazy western nuts that live off Campbell Ranch Road?” Yvonne asked.


  “Yeah,” Sid said. “You think they’re working that camera out there?”


  “Could be either them or the enemy,” Sam said.


  “Well, if it’s the enemy, they’ll be here soon,” Yvonne said.


  “I’ve got a phone number for Garrett,” Sam said. “It’s not in my cellphone, though. I was just about to go check for it in the office. Wanted to head you guys off before you went into that clubhouse.”


  “What if the enemy shows up?” Yvonne asked.


  “We’ll give them the welcome they deserve,” Sam said. “You might want to move the Jeep back to the rear of the park, just in case.”


  “You don’t look very nervous about this,” Sid said.


  “Some of those bodies have only been there a day or two,” Sam said. “I found horse tracks around the back of the clubhouse too. If the Islamists show up here, we’re probably gonna get some help.”


  “How many people does Garrett have?” Yvonne asked.


  “Hard to say,” Sam said. “Judging by the carnage in there, he must have a fairly strong group.”


  “You did a talk for them once, didn’t you?” Sid asked.


  “Yeah, about Special Forces Tactics. These guys are good. They didn’t need much help from me.”


  “How many people were there?” Yvonne asked.


  “I don’t know. Maybe fifty or sixty.”


  “I’ll go move the Jeep,” Sid said, trotting back towards the gate.


  “Wait for me,” Yvonne said, running after him.


  “You buying this?” she asked when they got to the Jeep.


  “What’s to buy? Nobody else would use those kinds of guns.”


  They got into the Jeep and Sid drove them through the gate.


  “But why would they be doing this?” Yvonne asked. “It’s not like they spent much time with us.”


  “Remember those two CHP officers? Officer Ryan and Officer Patrick?”


  “Yeah,” Yvonne said. “Of course. Their heads were on spikes, remember?”


  “They were both members of this group,” Sid said. “Glad I never pissed these guys off.”


  “Oh. Sorry, I didn’t know that.”


  Sid parked the Jeep by the trail leading into the back country. “This ought to be good enough. I doubt we’ll have to flee, though.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Yvonne said as they got out. Sam was in the office when they got back to the front of the park. They went inside.


  “Find it?” Sid asked.


  “Yeah,” Sam said, holding up a slip of paper. “Was just waiting for you guys to get back. I’ll call him now.”


  “I’m going to watch out these windows,” Yvonne said.


  Sam punched the number into his cellphone, then hit the speaker button. Sid got close, and they listened to it ring. There was a click.


  “Garrett,” a gruff voice said.


  “Hey, Garrett, it’s Sam.”


  There was silence on the line for a moment.


  “You’re alive.”


  “Yeah, Garrett, I’m alive. Sid’s right here next to me, and his wife is in the room with us.”


  “Yvonne,” Garrett said. “Hi, Sid.”


  “Hey, Garrett, how are you?”


  “I’m good,” Garrett said. “Where are you guys?”


  “We’re at my park,” Sam said.


  There was silence on the line for a moment.


  “You still there?” Sid asked.


  “You guys shouldn’t be there. You see the big camera panning around?”


  “Yeah,” Sid said.


  “Crap, then they’ll be coming, I reckon. I got to go make a few phone calls.”


  “We saw your handiwork,” Sam said. “Impressive.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Garrett said.


  Sam chuckled. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with us. You might want to pick up your brass, though. Not too many people are using old black powder rounds anymore.”


  “Well, you always were the sharpest guy in the room,” Garrett said. “Listen, some of our Islamic friends are headed your way. I’d take up positions around the clubhouse, but not too close.”


  “Why?” Sam asked.


  “As soon as these cretins show up, they start walking around with their cellphones, and they always end up at the clubhouse. They never look anywhere else. It’s like they can see their dead with those things.”


  “How do you guys know when they arrive?” Sam asked.


  “We have some folks close by, who’ve been keeping watch,” Garrett said. “I got a couple of text messages. Probably them. I was asleep for a while.”


  “Okay, we’ll let you go, and we’ll get out of sight,” Sam said. “We know how to avoid the camera.”


  “Good, see you soon,” Garrett said. The call ended.


  “I’ll be damned,” Sid said.


  Sam smiled. “Let’s get out of here, you two.”


  Sid and Yvonne followed Sam out the door, guns in hand, and snuck around the camera, getting into the bushes about forty yards away from the clubhouse.


  “Wonder how long they’ll be?” Yvonne whispered.


  “Who, the enemy or Garrett’s folks?” Sid asked.


  “The enemy,” she whispered.


  They sat silently for nearly twenty minutes, watching the front of the park and the driveway.


  “Maybe we shouldn’t have left the lights on down there,” Yvonne said.


  “Won’t matter,” Sid said.


  “I hear vehicles,” Sam said. “Listen.”


  “You’ve got better ears than Yvonne does, and that’s saying something,” Sid said.


  “I hear it now. You think that’s the enemy?” Yvonne asked.


  “I’m certain of it,” Sam said.


  “Why?” Yvonne asked.


  “Garrett’s men will come on horseback. They’re probably already here.”


  “Not Garrett,” Yvonne said.


  “No, the force they keep here all the time,” Sam said. “Saw the hoof prints.”


  “Here they come,” Sid said. “Another Gaz Tigr, and a truck. Shit, how many men do they have?”


  “Don’t think we can take them?” Sam asked.


  “Three of us and a few old-west reenactors?” Yvonne asked.


  “They’re getting out,” Sam said. “Don’t fire. Let’s see what they do.”


  “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” Sid said.


  The Islamists made their way through the gate, looking around nervously. Then one of them got out front, following his cellphone like a divining rod.


  “Wow, he’s going right towards the clubhouse all right,” Sid whispered, hands sweating around his rifle.


  The lead man got to the veranda and went to a window, looking in. Then he shouted something in Arabic, the others rushing to the windows. Several men on horseback bounded out from behind the clubhouse, and about fifteen more came up from the back end of the park, firing their cap and ball pistols, dropping several Islamists.


  “Hands up!” shouted one of the men, holding a 1873 model Winchester. The Islamists turned and dropped their weapons as the rest of the mounted men approached.


  “Holy crap, what century is this?” Yvonne whispered.


  Some of the other western folks got off their horses, collected weapons, and sat the Islamists down along the veranda.


  "These assholes never learn," said one of them. The Islamist he was next to looked up at him, and said John Wayne fairy in a perfect English accent, which got him a cowboy-booted kick in the face. The cowboys hooted and hollered. One of the Islamist got up and tried to run. The man with the 1873 Winchester dropped him, smoke billowing around his rifle. Then he leaned over on his horse and spit chewing tobacco onto the ground.


  There was the sound of many horses coming up the main road, and Garrett appeared with a large group of men. The Islamists stared at them in terror.


  “Hey, Sam, where are you guys?” Garrett shouted.


  “Over here,” Sam said. “Hold your fire. I don’t think I want to mess with you guys!”


  A few of the men chuckled as Sam, Yvonne, and Sid stood up.


  “You know what to do with these creeps,” Garrett said. He got off his horse and walked to the bushes where they were, sporting long red and gray hair in a ponytail and big red sideburns which merged into a bushy mustache.


  One of the Islamists bolted for the road. Garrett whirled around, drew his pistol in a flash and hit the guy right between the shoulder blades, black smoke flooding around his gun.


  “You’re really using black powder?” Sid asked.


  “Tried to buy ammo or smokeless powder since martial law started up?” Garrett asked, striding towards them, his leggings and spurs making noise as he went.


  “I’d think finding a place to buy black powder would be even tougher,” Sam said, shaking Garrett’s hand.


  “Who said anything about buy? We can make this stuff. Have to be careful, though. Easy to blow yourselves up with this stuff, and it’s illegal to have as much in possession as we do.”


  “That’s a Colt Single Action Army,” Sid said, looking closer at Garrett’s pistol. “Some of your pals have old cap and ball revolvers. Those don’t need any brass.”


  “Yeah, those old cap and ball pistols have a problem I can’t get used to. Once you’re out of ammo, you’re out for too long. That’s why everybody carried two. The advantage to them, like you said, is that they don’t require brass. Just lead, powder, and primers.”


  “So, let me get this straight,” Sid asked, shaking Garrett’s hand. “You guys are making your own black powder and loading your own bullets for these museum pieces you’re carrying?”


  Garrett chuckled. “We can make everything except the brass and primers, and that’s still available all over the place. Nobody thought to put black powder stuff under any control. You can order it over the internet.”


  “Yeah, but you still got to fire them out of those old weapons,” Yvonne said.


  “Hey, we’ve all practiced with these a lot more than we have with modern firearms,” Garrett said.


  A shriek came from inside the clubhouse, and then the sickening sound of bones breaking.


  “What are you doing to them in there?” Yvonne asked.


  “Less than they do to us,” Garrett said. “Trust me. They took some of our women.”


  “From town?” Sid asked.


  “Yep,” Garrett said, a grim look on his face. “I’d rather not say more than that.”


  More screams came out of the clubhouse, and a couple of pistol shots went off.


  “You guys weren’t thinking about moving back in here, I hope,” Garrett said. “It’s not safe. It’s also a valuable way to lower their population.”


  “I need to pick up some ammo I stashed here, and then we’ll be on our way,” Sam said. “As far as I’m concerned, you guys can keep this operation going. I’ll take the place back after the war.”


  “You might have to tear down that clubhouse and rebuild,” Garrett said. “You’ll never get that stench out.”


  “Yeah,” Sam said. “Not a problem.”


  “What happened to the rest of the group?” Garrett asked. “Anybody left?”


  “Clem, John, and Sarah,” Yvonne said. “That’s about it.”


  “Where’s your wife?” Garrett asked.


  Sam started to speak but broke into tears.


  “She was killed in a battle,” Yvonne said softly. “Recently.”


  “Oh no,” Garrett said. “I’m so sorry. She was a great lady.”


  “Thanks,” Sam said, trying to compose himself.


  “There any safe places to hide out around here?” Sid asked.


  “Yeah, Dulzura and the surrounding area are pretty safe now. We patrol it constantly. The Islamists and the UN know not to show up.”


  “Who’s patrolling it?”


  “Men like you see down there,” Garrett said. “We’ve expanded our ranks. We’ve got seven hundred now, and we’re growing. People are fed up. They’re taking this region back. This park is the only place they attack around here anymore, and none of them survive.”


  “If somebody gets away, you’re liable to have more enemy fighters here than you can handle,” Sam said.


  “Uhhh, they can already see, remember?” Yvonne said. “The camera.”


  “Yeah, we use that camera to show ourselves when we haven’t had any action for a while. They used to send people here automatically after each group disappeared. Love to know what they’re thinking. Maybe they think it’s ghosts or demons killing their folks.”


  “They aren’t gonna like that pig blood situation in there,” Sam said. “But still, you guys could get caught with your pants down in this place.”


  “Don’t be so sure,” Sid said. “You can take horses into these canyons and be hard to catch, and there’s entrances to them in almost every direction.”


  “Yep, this place is perfect for what we’re doing,” Garrett said. “We’d be in trouble if they had choppers, but since this is so close to San Diego, they don’t dare. The US Navy and Marines control the sky around here”


  “We’ve got a large motorhome and several vehicles. Fourteen people, plus another four not too far away,” Yvonne said. “Any suggestions for a safe haven in town?”


  “Go to the old Williams place,” Garrett said. “There’s a big house plus a setup for more than one RV. There’s another coach there too.”


  “Think that crotchety old man will give us the time of day?” Sid asked.


  Garrett got a grim look on his face.


  “Uh oh, what happened?” Sid asked.


  “He was one of the first casualties after the UN and their heathen friends rolled into town. They tried to take his land over as a base. He fought them. Lost, of course. They wiped out his whole family and several friends.”


  “Dammit,” Sid said. “Sorry for the disrespect.”


  “Not a problem, he was a crotchety old man. None of us liked him much. You really only got eighteen people?”


  “Yeah,” Sid said. “Had quite a few more just hours ago. We were fighting with the Barona Tribe. Most of them got killed in the last battle, along with some townspeople from Julian and Wynola. Long story. We’ll tell you about it over whiskey sometime.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Garrett said.


  Sam’s phone buzzed. “Crap, they’re wondering what we’re doing,” he said, pulling the phone out of his pocket. “Ji-Ho. Sorry. We’re okay, but we can’t come here. I’ll get the ammo and we’ll be back soon. We have a place to go.”


  Sam put his phone away.


  “They pissed?” Sid asked.


  “No, just worried,” Sam said. “We best be going. The Williams place is on Dutchman Canyon Road, right?”


  “Yep, you can’t miss it,” Garrett said.


  “Where’s the ammo?” Sid asked.


  “Back end of the park,” Sam said.


  “Perfect, that’s where we parked the Jeep,” Yvonne said.


  Chapter 17 – Team Assessment


  Seth watched as Angel stopped before the last bend. Highway 79 was a short walk away.


  “We can’t get killed,” Kaitlyn said. “Not now. Not when we’re just starting.”


  “Don’t think that way,” Seth said. “We’re gonna make it. We’re good. We’ll handle whatever they throw at us.”


  They got out of the Jeep, reaching back inside to grab their weapons, and then walked up to Angel and Megan.


  “Never saw them again, dude,” Angel said. “We had our eyes peeled.”


  Megan shook her head yes in agreement. “You two look different.”


  Kaitlyn smiled. “We’ll talk later. If there is a later.”


  “C’mon,” Angel said, gripping his M-60. “Let’s go.” Megan picked her AK-47 up off the front seat of the Jeep and closed the door quietly. They walked down the dark road, stopping when the highway came into view.


  “Don’t see anybody,” Megan whispered.


  “Well keep looking,” Angel said. “You’ve got better eyes than I do.”


  She nodded and they crept forward.


  “Good, this is a long straight section,” Seth whispered. “There’s no place to hide.”


  “Dude, I think we’re cool. I think we ought to take off before they come looking down here.”


  “Yeah, Angel, you’re right, but we need to watch ourselves,” Seth said.


  “I agree,” Kaitlyn said. “I’ll hang out in the back of the Jeep, so I can fire behind us.”


  “Me too,” Megan said. “Glad these aren’t hard-top Jeeps.”


  “Okay, let’s haul ass.” Angel said.


  The two couples raced back to their vehicles and took off for the road, making a left and getting to full speed in a hurry.


  Angel’s hands were sweaty around the wheel. He glanced at Megan, who was behind him in the back. “I don’t like you back there.”


  “I know, but it’s a better idea at the moment,” Megan said. “You pick up the vibe between Seth and Kaitlyn?”


  “What vibe?”


  “I don’t know. Something’s different.”


  “Different how?” Angel asked.


  “I can’t quite put my finger on it.”


  “He’s in love with her, you know,” Angel said. “I’ve known this guy for most of my life. I know how he is around girls.”


  “Girls?”


  Angel chuckled. “Women. Remember that we were friends when we first started to think girls weren’t yucky.”


  Megan giggled. “You mean sixth grade or so?”


  “Hell, I’ve been friends with him since the second grade,” Angel said.


  “Kaitlyn said she was going to spend the rest of her life with him,” Megan said.


  Angel was silent for a moment.


  “What, does that scare you? Or do you not believe it?”


  Angel was still silent.


  “Talk to me,” she said.


  “Do you feel that way?” he asked.


  “Hey, I’m not trying to lead you down that path.”


  “I asked you a question,” Angel said. “We’ve been beating around the bush about this since we took off from the battle.”


  “I know,” she said.


  “Maybe we should hold off this conversation until we can see each other.”


  “No,” she said. “It’s easier for me this way.”


  “You sound scared.”


  “I am scared,” she said. “How could I not be? This is a big deal for me. For all women.”


  “And girls,” Angel said.


  “Shut up.”


  He snickered. “I’ve already let my feelings slip, you know. I don’t know what you’re afraid of.”


  “When did you let anything slip?”


  “When we were talking to Seth and Kaitlyn, after we passed the burning RV Park. Remember?”


  She was silent for a moment. “Yes, I remember. That was an emotional moment. We were both looking for something to hold onto.”


  “We’re still in that situation, but that’s not what it was,” Angel said. “We’re still beating around the bush.”


  She sighed. “All right, all right. I’m sorry.”


  “Sorry for what?”


  “Making this difficult. Not trusting you.”


  “You don’t trust me?” Angel asked.


  “I think you meant what you said at the time,” Megan said. “What if you change your mind?”


  “Why are we only talking about me?”


  She was silent for a moment again.


  “Do you really care for me or not?” Angel asked. “Seems to me like you do.”


  “I’m in love with you,” Megan said. “You can tell, can’t you?”


  “I can tell,” he said.


  “It scares you,” she said, pausing for a moment. “See, that’s what I’m worried about.”


  “You don’t think I take this seriously?”


  He could hear her breathing change in the back.


  “Are you crying?” Angel asked. “I’m sorry.”


  “I’m getting ahead of you,” she said. “Don’t worry, I won’t hold you to anything.”


  “Stop it.”


  “No, really,” she said. “We can be boyfriend and girlfriend. When it’s over, it’s over.”


  Angel laughed. “It’s not going to be over. Trust me.”


  “I thought you were being serious.”


  “I wish I could look at your face. It’s hard to read you from here.”


  “Oh well,” she said. “Go ahead anyway.”


  “Okay,” he said. “I wasn’t kidding when I said you were my whole life. It’s not some passing thing. I’ve been in several relationships, two of which I thought were going to lead to marriage. None of them were like this.”


  “Maybe it’s the times. The things we’re going through.”


  “Nope,” he said. “When I’m with you, I feel this comfortable warmth. I love talking to you. Even when you’re being like this.”


  “Oh, please.”


  “And when I’m not with you, all I can think about is being with you.”


  “That’s the same in any early relationship,” she said softly.


  “You’re not hearing me. I’ve been in serious relationships before. This is different.”


  “But what makes you so sure?” she asked.


  “I can’t explain that to you,” he said. “I can’t see a future for me without you there. It’s like we’re already together, and will be forever. There’s no question in my mind.”


  Megan started crying again.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  “I’m happy, dummy,” she said. “I can’t see a future without you either. That’s what makes this so hard.”


  Angel was silent for a moment. “You think we’re both going to lose interest.”


  “No, I don’t right now, but that’s just my heart speaking. My head is giving off warning signals.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like there is something there, but it feels stronger than it really is, because of what’s happened. Because of the battles, and the loss, and the fear.”


  “Oh,” Angel said. “I can’t fix that for you.”


  “I know.”


  “Look, here’s my suggestion. As of now, you’re my girlfriend. Is that okay with you?”


  “What does that mean, exactly?” Megan asked.


  “You’ve been somebody’s girlfriend before, haven’t you?”


  “Yes,” she said softly. “This is going to be different than those.”


  “Different how?”


  “I’ve never lived with a man before,” she said. “Not even with the closest ones.”


  Angel chuckled. “We been on the run most of the time we’ve known each other. It’s not like we’ve had the opportunity to settle down and be domestic. That might be the situation for quite a while.”


  “I know, but still.”


  “You aren’t a virgin, are you?” Angel asked. “Sorry, that’s none of my business.”


  “Yes, it is your business, and no, I’m not,” she said. “It’s been really difficult holding back with you on that.”


  “Then why have you?”


  “Circumstances,” she said. “When I can get you alone somewhere other than a tent next to other people, you’re in trouble.”


  Angel chuckled. “Finally some trouble I’m looking forward to.”


  “Shut up,” she said. “I shouldn’t have told you that.”


  “You haven’t told me if you’ll be my girlfriend or not.”


  “You’re kidding, right?”


  “You have to say it,” he said softly.


  “Then yes, I’ll be your girlfriend,” she said.


  “We’ll go as far as you want us to,” Angel said. “We don’t have to live together, for instance, until you’re ready.”


  She giggled. “Oh no you don’t. I’m not letting you out of my sight any more than I absolutely have to. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “No, I don’t mind,” he said. “I like how that sounds. There’s our turnoff. Skyline Truck Trail.” He turned on his blinker and made the right turn.


  “How much further?” she asked.


  “Five minutes,” Angel said. “Gonna seem like longer.”


  “Oh, you have something planned for me, do you?” she asked.


  “We’ll see,” he said.


  ***


  Jules led Tex, Sparky, and Ted to the house. The lights over the big veranda were on. “It nice out. Let’s sit on porch.”


  “Who owns this place?” Sparky asked.


  “Associate of Ivan’s,” Jules said. “He not here. Just as well.”


  “Somebody we don’t know, eh?” Ted asked as they sat down on the chairs.


  “Government official,” Jules said. “Better you don’t know.”


  Tex cracked up. “Nothing is ever what it seems in this crazy world.”


  “You say mouthful,” Jules said.


  “So, what’s on your mind?” Ted asked.


  “First, we should make baseline, no?” Jules asked.


  “What do you mean, partner?” Tex asked.


  “Assess team,” Jules said. “Who we trust, who we watch, who we count on.”


  “Oh,” Sparky said. “Yeah, that’s actually a good idea, and we do need to reassess as we get to know people better. No rough stuff, though, unless somebody is a traitor. That’s an absolute for me. I’ll leave the group if we do otherwise.”


  “I agree,” Ted said.


  “Me too,” Tex said.


  “No worry, I not do rough stuff,” Jules said. “Let’s start with men.”


  “Okay,” Sparky said.


  “Certain ones we can already trust, no?”


  “Well, Jules, I think we can trust each other,” Tex said.


  “Yes, but not talk about us,” Jules said. “I trust Robbie, Jordan, Cody, and Bryan already.”


  “Not that I’m in disagreement, partner, but what’s your criteria for that?” Tex asked.


  “All in more than one battle,” Jules said. “They perform well. I see. Any question?”


  “I think that’s sound,” Sparky said. “Who’s left?”


  “For the men, only Justin and Gil,” Ted said. “I know both of them better than the rest of you, because they were friends of Robbie. They used to show up at my restaurant fairly often.”


  “We watch,” Jules said. “No offense.”


  “Can’t argue with that, partner,” Tex said. “If we’re moving on to the women, I’d like to suggest that Morgan is okay.”


  “I agree,” Sparky said.


  Jules nodded. “I agree, but we discuss other details about women. Impact on men, and relationship with each other. Lay cards on table. We must, no?”


  “Not sure what you’re getting at,” Tex said.


  “I get it,” Ted said. “It’s not just their loyalty and fighting ability. It’s also their effect on their men, and the dynamics between them as women. Females relate to each other differently than men do.”


  “That sounds kinda sexist, partner,” Tex said.


  “Don’t give me sexist,” Jules said, laughing. “This life death issue.”


  “Okay, then let’s talk about ourselves in this regard first,” Sparky said. “These are all beautiful women, and we’re basically paired off.”


  “Not sure I’d go that far,” Ted said. “And we’ve got an extra woman now, since Alexis is staying with us.”


  “We talk, one by one. I start. I want Shelly. She resists, but I not give up. I think she likes. I see fire in her eyes. She be good in battle. I classify as okay pending more experience.”


  Sparky laughed. “She’s a little hard to read. I think she’ll be okay.”


  “Dana?” Jules asked. “She throw herself at you, my friend.”


  Sparky’s face turned red. “I know. I like her, but she’s trying a little too hard. I think she’ll be good in a battle, but I’m a little worried about her if we don’t work out.”


  “Thanks for honest answer,” Jules said. “We put in watch category for now.”


  “Agreed,” Sparky said.


  “Tex, what up with Karen?” Jules asked. “She wanted Gil, no?”


  “That’s over,” Tex said. “We’ll have to watch her. I’m trying to win her over. Got the hots for her pretty good. Not sure that’s the same as love. She might get a little too shook up in a battle. Time will tell.”


  “Another watch, then,” Jules said. “Agreed?”


  The others nodded.


  “Alexis want Tex too,” Jules said. “I see. Problems between her and Karen?”


  “Alexis might be very valuable,” Tex said. “I’m not interested in her romantically. She might be a good operative. Seen women like her before. Good person to plant for spying. She’ll use her beauty to advantage if needed.”


  “You sure about that?” Ted asked. “She’s been through hell.”


  “All of them have,” Tex said. “Make no mistake about that. She’s strong. She also has a grudge against the enemy.”


  “Grudge?” Sparky asked.


  “Her whole family died in that Ventura Harbor nuke attack, partner,” Tex said. “We can use that.”


  “That sounded horrible,” Ted said.


  “Hey, this management talk,” Jules said. “People are friends but also resources. That what we talk about. Leave emotions at door, or at least be honest about them in discussion.”


  “Okay, sorry,” Ted said. “No offense.”


  “No offense,” Jules said. “I want Shelly. If I don’t get, I still be friend, still value her.”


  “That little lady has organizing skills,” Tex said. “Saw that back at the warehouse. That’s valuable as hell.”


  “Yes, I see too,” Jules said. “Back to Alexis. Watch, right? Develop.”


  “We should apply colors to rate,” Ted said. “Yellow means we watch. Green means we trust fully.”


  “What about in-between?” Sparky asked.


  “Red,” Tex said. “Let’s make it bold. To review, Karen and Dana are yellow, Shelly and Alexis are red. Agreed?”


  “Yes,” Jules said. “Morgan?”


  “Green, partner,” Tex said.


  “Why green?” Jules asked.


  “She showed courage under fire at the card club,” Sparky said. “She also had the smarts to leave my number for Robbie to find.”


  “She did well in the action at the Volvo dealership, too,” Tex said. “She’s solid, and she’s only focused on Robbie. They’re inseparable. There won’t be any intrigue.”


  “Okay, green,” Jules said. “Who else?”


  “Haley and Brianna rode with me,” Ted said. “They both seem solid, but we haven’t seen them in any action to speak of.”


  “Haley fought at the Volvo dealership,” Sparky said. “She’s good.”


  “Okay, make her red,” Tex said. “How about Brianna?”


  “She didn’t say much to me,” Ted said. “Bryan’s infatuated with her.”


  “She return affection?” Jules asked.


  “She stuck to him like glue,” Ted said. “Bryan is a babe in the woods with women, but he was trying with her, and she didn’t resist him. I think she’s scared to death.”


  “Of him?” Sparky asked.


  “No, of the war,” Ted said.


  “Yellow,” Jules said.


  “I can go along with that,” Ted said.


  “How about the lesbians?” Tex asked.


  “Audrey’s a doctor,” Sparky said. “Automatic green, and we need to protect her.”


  “Anybody disagree?” Jules asked.


  Nobody said anything.


  “Okay, green it is,” Sparky said. “How about Brooke?”


  “She’s hard as nails and smart as a whip,” Ted said. “Maybe a little too aggressive. I think she’s at least a red.”


  The others nodded in agreement.


  “Okay, who left?” Jules asked.


  “Tisha, Ashley, Allison, and Katie,” Ted said.


  “You have a mind like a steel trap, partner,” Tex said.


  The others chuckled.


  “Tisha’s got a hell of a case for Gil,” Tex said. “She’s as loyal as the day is long, but to Gil, not to the group yet. I think we should rate her a yellow. Probably should move them up together if they prove themselves.”


  “I can go along with that,” Sparky said. “I think we have to put Katie in the same category.”


  “Agreed,” Ted said. The others nodded.


  “Ashley?” Jules asked.


  “Yellow,” Sparky said. “I don’t know if she can handle the violence.”


  “Yeah, I picked that up too,” Ted said. “I agree.”


  “One more,” Jules said. “Allison.”


  “She should get at least a red,” Tex said. “Talked with her some. She grew up in the country. She’s good with guns. Done a lot of hunting. She has survival skills too. Good backpacker.”


  “How do you know that?” Ted asked.


  “She knows things that a non-backpacker and non-hunter wouldn’t,” Tex said.


  “She killed several enemy fighters at the Volvo dealership,” Sparky said. “I’d give her a red, but I’d lean towards green. She was good. Very good.”


  “Red,” Jules said. “That it.”


  “That’s not all you wanted to talk about, is it?” Ted asked.


  “No,” Jules said. “We stay here two days. Then we head up coast. Same as last time. Stagger departures. No clumping.”


  “Where we going, partner?” Tex asked.


  “We go to Gilroy. Set up at ranch to east, like this place.”


  “Okay, then what?” Ted asked.


  “Then I tell you rest,” Jules said.


  “Dammit, Jules, don’t do that shit,” Ted said.


  “No choice. If any of you captured, forced to talk, the set up with Ivan down drain,” Jules said. “I can give general plan. No detail. You understand, no?”


  Sparky sighed. “He’s right, guys. We’ve got a job to do.”


  Ted shook his head. “I don’t like this, but screw it. I’ll play ball. What’s the general plan?”


  “Separate San Francisco Bay area from Sacramento. Then part of group help Ivan’s team to lock down bay area, other half help Ivan’s Sacramento team.”


  Tex laughed. “Hell, you gave us quite a bit right there.”


  “He didn’t give us what the enemy could use,” Ted said. “That’s good enough. Sorry I gave you crap.”


  “Understand, old friend,” Jules said.


  “What comes after this?” Sparky asked.


  “Mop up, go back to lives,” Jules said. “May need to help Ji-Ho in south.”


  “Is he having problems?” Ted asked.


  “Most of force wiped out,” Jules said. “He call before meeting.”


  “Shit, you didn’t think we’d want to know that?” Ted asked.


  “Need focus for last discussion,” Jules said.


  “Is he safe?” Ted asked.


  “No, but he survivor,” Jules said. “You know this. Battle wagon intact. Out of ammo, but working situation now. Most of core team live.”


  “Wish I knew that earlier,” Ted said. “I could’ve mentioned it to George and Malcolm. They could’ve stopped by.”


  “I know where George and Malcolm go,” Jules said. “Ivan watch. They help people more important than Ji-Ho.”


  “They told me they’re going to run down some serial killer stuff,” Ted said.


  “That’s what they think. They end up helping old friend.”


  “Who?” Sparky asked.


  Jules just smiled.


   


   


  To be continued in Bug Out! California Book 5, coming soon!


  Cast Of Characters


   


  Note: some of these characters are not in this book. They will show up in later books.


   


  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.


   


  Stacey – 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. Stacey 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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    Horror Road Book 1 - A Supernatural Thriller is a story of ancient spirits, ghosts, psychics, and killers.



    Why was Sandy so afraid? She was a noted psychic who worked for police departments in Southern California until she couldn’t stand it anymore. The murders stayed in her head for far too long. She backed away from her gifts, but her husband pushed, in awe of her ability. Her gifted friend Mary Grace dragged her back into the netherworld of terror and death. “Just do this one last séance,” she said. “What have you to lose?” Quite a lot, as it turned out.


    



    What is living in the dungeon, discovered under the barn at an RV Park in Kansas? Frankie and her husband Jake were all alone there as winter set in, or so they thought. Both had psychic gifts, and both were vulnerable to the suggestions of their uninvited guest—suggestions that were naughty and evil, but so compelling that neither could resist.


    



    Heather and Shelby hadn’t wanted to go on the camping trip. Klamath was remote and cold, but their boyfriends talked them into it. Cooper and Ryan thought they’d get a hot, sexy weekend with the women, huddled together in their borrowed motor home. The forest enclosed them, and something else was after them - something sinister and seductive. The earth itself seemed to be in on the seduction, and Heather knew some of them wouldn’t survive.


    



    A spirit as old as the earth has awakened, working on the souls in all three locations. If it can take possession, its power will multiply, and humans won’t be safe. What is it? Who can stop it?


    



    Find out in Horror Road.


    
      

    


    



Pick up this tale of Supernatural Horror today!



    





Never A Loose End - The Franklin and Davis Files Book One



    Serial Killers. Maniac Ex-cops. CIA Assassins. White Slavers. Strippers


    Sadie Evans was a fiend. The hunt was everything to her and she did it well, but she was always sloppy at the end. In her blood lust, she targeted her partners. She shouldn't have messed with Jason Beckler after they did the Bozeman murders. It put her on the run, terrified for the first time in her life.


    



    George Franklin couldn't stand the torment. His last CIA Operation killed the wrong targets. The dead children were the worst part. He couldn't drum them out of his head. His friends knew he was in trouble. The divorce. The dreams and the waking hallucinations. He sought help from a professional. He got Malcolm Davis. Malcolm didn't heal George. He fed him.


    



    Carol wanted everything and nothing. She gave up on the stable life years ago. Now everything was carnal. A string of bad men, because they were the only type who held her interest. They thought they were using her, but she always left them worse off than she found them. The new man invited her on a road trip. She didn't know it was a hunt, but when she found out, her lust and depravity took over. 


    



    Never a Loose End is a wild ride. Raw, violent, and fast moving. Pick up your copy today, in the Kindle Store or Kindle Unlimited.


    
      

    


    





Find out in Never A Loose End - The Franklin and Davis Files Book One


    Note: This full length novel carries a hard R rating, unlike the PG-13 Bug Out! series. "Never A Loose End" contains graphic violence and sex. Discretion is advised.


    



    





Bug Out! Book 1 - Escape in a Motorhome



    Praise for Bug Out!:


    ·            Closer to reality than I like: Hooks you fast! Lots of technical details which are interesting.


    



    ·        Love the fact the main characters are not teens: Not the typical apocalyptic read! Love the fact the main characters are not teens or in their early twenties. Very good book!


    



    
     
     
     
     Don't miss this great road trip tale, it's RV crack for the prepared mind: Author Robert Boren is becoming quite the storyteller, gaining skill with each story. This is his essential apocalyptic series, where you will enjoy seeing his skill increase even as he tells exciting tales of adventure in the face of adversity. Try it, you'll like it. Just be aware that you can't just read one, this series really is the Roller Coaster of the Apocalypse.    



    



    



    When society unravels, sometimes the best move is simply to Bug Out.


    Bug Out! is the story of Frank and Jane, who are living in Southern California. The State Government is on the verge of collapse. State Pensions are gone. Banking is disrupted. State jobs are eliminated, and it washes through the economy like a tidal wave. Violence. Looting. Wholesale destruction of property. Frank and Jane know they must escape. But how?


    They have an RV. They can Bug Out!


    Follow Frank and Jane as they fight their way out of California. What dangers are waiting for them outside? Why are military convoys and tanks moving south and west on the roads? Why are checkpoints being set up everywhere?


    Is Martial Law coming?


    What is going on across the southern border? Scary people are coming across.


    Soldiers from Venezuela. Islamic Fighters.


    US Army and Private Militia forces are waiting to take them on, and Frank and Jane must thread their way through the battles. Will they survive?


    



Can they bug out and find safety?


    





Find out in Bug Out! Book 1 - Escape in a Motorhome


    
      

    


    
      
        Bug Out! Texas - Texas Lockdown!



        


      

  





Praise for Bug Out! Texas:


        


        ----> Fast paced and well written. This book moved quickly without any 'lost time' from one subplot to another. Cannot wait to read next book in the series.


        ----> Great Story and true to Texas! Great story! It was also full of Texas idioms. I felt like I was home again.


        ----> Very well written and put together. Loved the fast pace and well thought out plot line. Very accurate to the times we are living in. Awesome book. I look forward to the next one.


        


        


      

  





America is under attack! Bug Out! Texas is the story of Texas Patriots who fight the invaders


        


        In the Bug Out! Series, Foreign Terrorists, Secessionist Militias, and a corrupt Federal Government make war on the American People.


        


        Bug Out! Texas covers the war behind the sealed borders of Texas.


        


        Texas has become a major gateway for terrorists crossing the border.


        


        


        How will the invasion play out in a state with freedom-loving people and a minimum of gun control laws?


        


        Regular folks from all walks of life join the fight as corrupt political operatives try to stop them.


        


        Bug Out! Texas is full of action and romance, as people rely on each other to survive and fight.


        


        Bug Out! Texas is a sweeping story. Citizens go mobile in their RVs to escape and to attack, rushing from one part of the huge state to another.


        There's action in the cities, in the woods, on the plains, and on Falcon Lake. Will the people prevail?


        


        




      

  





Find out in Bug Out! Texas Book 1. 

      


      
        Pick up your copy of Bug Out! Texas - Texas Lockdown!
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