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    Convergence.  
 
    noun  con·ver·gence  \ kən-ˈvər-jən(t)s \.  
 
    1. The occurrence of two or more things coming together; 2. The act of converging and especially moving toward union or uniformity. 
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    Chapter 1  
 
      
 
    Monday, October 8, 2018 – 11:30 a.m. – Fontana Dam, N.C. 
 
    Joshua Winston’s mind wandered as he leaned back against the boulder, admiring the ornate patchwork of yellow, bright orange and red foliage on the mountainside below. Only a few wispy clouds graced the otherwise clear blue sky, and the usual mountain breeze was nowhere to be found. Joshua removed his faded red N.C. State Wolfpack cap that featured a strutting wolf logo, revealing short, black hair that was highlighted by an increasing number of gray specks and streaks. He scratched his head and returned the cap to its prior position, then picked up a small branch and began whittling the bark off with his knife as he contemplated the turbulent events of the past year and a half. 
 
    Twenty months had passed since a series of devastating terrorist attacks had brought America to its knees. Nearly two years since I led my friends to this mountain camp to escape the chaos, Joshua thought. Since Rebecca and I have seen our beloved farm. He fought back a tear as he thought about their Chatham County farmhouse, his dream home, where he had hoped to enjoy a quiet retirement from politics with the love of his life. No such luck.  
 
    Joshua thought he had put politics and civic leadership in his past after he had chosen not to seek re-election to the State House. He had neither expected or planned to be in a leadership role again, and had only reluctantly assumed the mantle of leadership after the terrorist attacks forced his hand. That reluctance was now also a thing of the past.  
 
    Joshua and his wife, Rebecca, had been watching newly inaugurated President Alan Wagner’s State of the Union address with friends at their farmhouse when the first nuclear attacks happened 20 months ago. Wagner’s election had given Joshua great hope for a turnaround in America. Those hopes had been shattered by the attacks, which decimated Washington, D.C. and eleven other U.S. cities, killing President Wagner and most of the nation’s leadership. An electromagnetic pulse weapon had wiped out the digital infrastructure in San Jose and Silicon Valley, and the aftermath of a dirty bomb detonation had killed thousands in Cincinnati. The terrorist group calling itself American Islamic State, or AIS, had left the United States a mere pale reflection of what was once a shining city on a hill. The nation Joshua so dearly loved had been decimated. 
 
    In the wake of the attacks, Joshua had organized and led a group of friends on a treacherous move to Fontana Dam in North Carolina’s Great Smoky Mountains, where they had established the camp in which they still lived. The trip included two scrapes with armed bandits. Without the leadership of Command Sergeant Major Bob Kendall, they might never have made it to the camp.  
 
    Joshua and the others were fortunate that Thomas Page had allowed them to establish the camp on his land along the shore of Fontana Lake. Thanks to the camp’s proximity to the dam, Thomas’ inside connections had helped them maintain electrical power as much of the country’s grid faded to black. Camp member Caroline Edwards, a cyber-security and computer guru who had worked for Securitas Systems in Research Triangle Park, had utilized her expertise to help Joshua access a satellite television signal. While he was grateful for the connection and the opportunity to stay informed, he and the others had been horrified by what they had seen on the news. 
 
    The American people had been wholly unprepared to survive in the aftermath of the attacks. Hunger had reached epidemic proportions, as grocery stores were cut off from their supply chains and few Americans had the knowledge or skills to grow or hunt their own food. This, combined with the abrupt halt in government benefits and the collapse of the nation’s financial network, had left millions desperate for food. Widespread looting ensued, and grocery stores – especially those in urban areas -- were out of food within days. Once store shelves had been pillaged, homes were robbed -- not by people looking for money or electronics, but by people scavenging for something to eat.  
 
    America spiraled into widespread violence and hunger that overwhelmed state and local governments and law enforcement. The death toll from unrest and starvation was as incomprehensible as the number of lives snuffed out by the terrorist attacks, reaching into the tens of millions. People who owned weapons used them to defend their homes and food supplies against equally well-armed intruders. As most local law enforcement agencies faded into oblivion, agents with the U.S. Department of Homeland Security Federal Protective Service had stepped in to fill the void, especially in urban areas. Twenty months later, they were still in place and were acting as a federal police force accountable only to President Nelson Armando. 
 
    In Texas, Arizona and New Mexico, Mexican drug cartels had taken advantage of the chaos to seize control of the southern border. In many cases the remnants of local law enforcement and National Guard personnel were split between defending the border and sparring with Homeland Security police.  
 
    Street gangs had claimed control of large chunks of territory in urban areas. In Texas and Arizona gangs were battling drug cartels for control of many cities’ streets. The Texas National Guard had prevented the cartels from advancing north past San Antonio. In the remnants of New York and Chicago the gangs’ primary opposition was newly emboldened organized crime. 
 
    AIS had made good on its threats to launch ground attacks on American soil. The first came in Philadelphia, where they had seized control of a large chunk of the city, destroyed the Liberty Bell in a mainly symbolic victory and raised an Islamic flag over the city hall. The terrorist group was eventually defeated – not by local law enforcement or the American military, but by a well-organized, well-armed street gang that wanted the city for itself. AIS had continued a steady stream of attacks in the ensuing months. 
 
    As Joshua had watched the carnage unfold on the television, he had grown increasingly thankful for his decision to lead Rebecca and their friends to Fontana Dam. The area was fairly remote, and the locals were tough and resilient. While much of America had descended into chaos, the people in Fontana Dam, Bryson City, Robbinsville and other nearby communities had demonstrated remarkable proficiency in developing their own food supply and barter system economy. The nation had become more stable in recent months, sadly due to the deaths of many who were unable to hunt or grow their own food.  
 
    No matter how remote the location or how tough its residents, they had not been immune from the chaos. Joshua felt his jaw tighten as he thought back to a horrific day eight months ago. On that day, one full year after the initial round of terrorist attacks, Joshua had stared evil in the face. He and his friends, Perry Edwards and Jack McGee, had been captured by American Islamic State terrorists only a few miles from the camp. They had been forced to watch as the terrorists brutally beheaded two innocent hostages. In a church. Joshua’s veins bulged as he violently slammed his knife into the log beside him. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then yanked the knife out of the log. They had barely escaped with their lives that day, thanks to the help of some locals enlisted by fellow camp member Drew Thompson. Unfortunately, Bob Kendall had died a gruesome death at the hands of the terrorists.  
 
    A switch had flipped somewhere deep inside Joshua’s being on that gruesome day eight months ago. He was no longer hesitant. He was determined. He was angry – but he still lacked clarity on where to focus his energy. 
 
    Thankfully, things in this remote corner of the North Carolina mountains, near Fontana Dam, had been quiet since that day eight months ago – but Joshua knew that the threat posed by the terrorist group that called itself American Islamic State, or AIS, was still very much alive. Unfortunately, AIS was not the only threat Americans faced.  
 
    President Nelson Armando, who had taken office shortly after President Alan Wagner’s death during the attack on Washington, seemed more intent on controlling American citizens than fighting the terrorists, and his enforcers came in the form of federal Homeland Security Police, also known as the Federal Protective Service. President Armando’s apparent ambivalence toward the war against AIS was mind-boggling to Joshua, especially in light of the fact that the First Lady had been moved to a secure, off-the-grid location because of direct threats against her and the president. Our country is gone. Joshua heaved a deep sigh. It’s every man for himself. Where do we go from here?  
 
    Joshua instinctively reached for his sidearm when he heard footsteps on the trail. The stranger’s eyes narrowed for a moment as they made eye contact. The man nodded, but kept his eyes focused on Joshua as he passed. You’ve got to be more alert, Joshua thought. He was on top of you before you knew it. On any other trip up the mountain his beagle-bulldog mix, Reagan, would have alerted him to the man’s presence well in advance. Today Reagan was holed up in the cabin nursing a paw that had been injured in an altercation with a wayward possum. Joshua smirked; the encounter had proved fatal for the possum.  
 
    Joshua closed his eyes for a moment, deeply inhaling the cool mountain air. He relished his trips up the mountain to think and reflect in solitude, away from the demands of being the camp’s leader. He also felt safe here. Too safe? he wondered. I can’t get complacent. His ears alerted him to more footsteps. He opened his eyes and nodded as a man and woman passed on the trail, both wearing backpacks. A side effect of the camp being located so close to the Appalachian Trail was that he had seen more and more people in the past few weeks, a fact he hoped would not compromise the security of their location. The camp’s security team had stepped up its efforts after traffic on the trail began to pick up, but thus far the strangers seemed to be nothing more than innocent hikers. He did not recognize the people he had just seen, and had no idea whether they were just passing through or were here for other reasons. It would be tempting to overreact to the strangers’ presence, but that would only serve to unnecessarily arouse suspicion. 
 
    After the sojourners passed Joshua again closed his eyes, hoping for another moment of quiet. That hope was shattered when the rumble of a distant boom reached his ears. Off in the distance a thick, dark plume of smoke was billowing toward the heavens. So much for peace and quiet.  
 
    Joshua retrieved the brass Stanley London spyglass telescope from his backpack. He extended the telescope, which was just over six inches long when collapsed, to its full 18-inch length and zoomed in on the source of the smoke. As the scene came into focus he saw a small barn beside the burning remnants of what he assumed had been a farmhouse. A spark of anger shot through him as he spotted three shadowy figures in black robes dragging a man across the dirt. AIS. Joshua instinctively un-holstered his Beretta 9mm and aimed it at one of the hooded figures before realizing the terrorists were well out of range. He re-holstered the pistol and again peered through the telescope. Joshua felt his blood boil as the terrorists forced the man to his knees. He closed the telescope when one of the militants unsheathed a large knife. I saw enough beheadings for a lifetime at that church. There’s nothing I can do from this far away. Joshua closed his eyes and said a prayer for the man. He shuddered as he started down the mountain. Two years earlier, he would have fretted about the fact that he couldn’t do anything to help the man. Now, he understood he could only do so much. Protecting Rebecca was his first priority, followed by the others in the camp.  
 
    The trip down the trail seemed to take longer than usual. Joshua swallowed hard as he reached the edge of the clearing – the same clearing in which, eight months earlier, Reagan had twice gone on high alert, fixating on some mysterious, unknown point on the mountainside. After eight months passed without anything out of the ordinary happening on the trail, Joshua assumed it had been a false alarm. That sense of security had been shattered a week earlier, when the vigilant canine again alerted on some unknown threat on the mountainside. 
 
    Joshua put his hand in his pocket to make sure his Beretta was readily accessible, then dropped to one knee and scanned the mountainside with his telescope. Nothing, he thought. I’d sure feel safer if my dog was here. Joshua kept his hand near his Beretta as he crossed the clearing without incident. As he rounded a curve into a more thickly wooded part of the trail he spotted a young man seated on a rock. The man, who appeared to be in his mid-20s, was more than slightly overweight and had hair trimmed so close to his scalp that it was barely visible. He wore a pair of wrinkled cargo shorts, a white t-shirt that featured a bright yellow smiley face with a bullet hole in the forehead and was at least two sizes too small, and sported the thickest pair of glasses Joshua had ever seen. That’s a strange looking individual, he thought, keeping his hand near his pistol as he stepped to the opposite side of the trail. I think he can see the future with those glasses. 
 
    The man started swaying from front to back, focused a creepy stare on Joshua and let out a high-pitched “eeeeeeeeee!” He repeated the “eeeeeeeeee!” over and over as Joshua passed. 
 
    Somebody left the asylum doors open. Joshua smirked as he passed, trying not to make eye contact. That guy’s just not sane. The “eeeeeeeeee!” stopped as soon as Joshua rounded a curve out of the man’s sight.  
 
    That was weird, Joshua thought. He turned back and looked around the curve, briefly making eye contact with the man. “Eeeeeeeeee!” The strange sound again stopped as soon as the man was out of Joshua’s line of sight.  
 
    Joshua shook his head and chuckled as he continued down the trail toward the camp. As he rounded another curve he spotted another man, this one seated on a log. The man had scraggly white hair and a white beard and moustache peppered with splotches of black. Another one? Joshua sighed and stepped to the far side of the trail.  
 
    The man whittled a piece of wood as he looked up at Joshua and flashed a grin. “How you doin’ there, sonny?” He sported a denim conductor’s cap, bib overalls and a red-and-white checkered long-sleeve shirt. “Name’s Mordecai Stone.” 
 
    “Fine,” Joshua answered. I think the circus bus got lost up here today. 
 
    “You’re not as good as you think, son,” Mordecai said. 
 
    “Ohhhhhkay.” Joshua walked past without making eye contact, hoping to get around the next curve and out of sight before the crazy old man spoke again. 
 
    “You folks think you’ve got a good thing going in your little camp, but you can’t hide down there forever.” 
 
    A chill shot down Joshua’s spine. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “History will come knocking on your doorstep, sonny. You can’t avoid it. And you’ve got a mole in your little camp. Not everyone there is on your side.” 
 
    “Again, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Joshua kept walking. 
 
    “You’ll find out in due time,” the man said. “And it was a shame about your Sergeant Major. Kendall was a good fellow.” 
 
    Joshua felt the hair stand up on his neck. He froze for a moment, then drew his Beretta and spun to face Mordecai. “What did you say?” 
 
    The man was gone. Nowhere to be seen. Joshua scanned the area around the log where Mordecai had been seated, but saw no sign of the strange old man. 
 
    “Who are you?” Joshua called out. “Where are you? Show yourself!” Nothing. 
 
    Weapon drawn, Joshua went back up the trail in search of Mordecai. He found no sign of the man’s presence apart from shavings from the stick he had been whittling. Joshua gritted his teeth. How could he just disappear? After he rounded a couple of curves he heard “Eeeeeeeeee!” Well, at least I know that guy’s still here. As soon as he left the young man’s line of sight, there was silence. Joshua stopped and chuckled, then looked around the curve. “Eeeeeeeeee!” That one’s a few bricks shy of a full load. The noise again stopped as Joshua made his way back down the trail. Bizarre. There was still no sign of Mordecai. 
 
    Upon reaching the camp entrance Joshua concealed himself behind a bush. The gravity of everything he just seen settled onto his shoulders as he surveyed the mountainside and trail with his telescope. AIS had just launched another attack, here in Western North Carolina, where Joshua had led his friends to escape the mayhem. Now this strange man claimed that there was a mole in the camp. Joshua would have discounted the man as a lunatic if not for his disturbingly accurate reference to Bob Kendall. We must find out who this Mordecai is and how he knows so much about us. 
 
    *** 
 
    1:45 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    As was his custom, Benjamin Leibowitz was the first to arrive at the Virginia Beach office building that had served as the base of operations for President Nelson Armando’s administration since the February 21, 2017 attack on Washington. He sat alone in one of the soft leather chairs at the oak conference table. A Presidential seal adorned the wall behind the high-back chair at the head of the table. An American flag stood at its right, and several large pictures of President Armando graced the walls. Armando wore a dark suit, crisp white shirt and red tie in the pictures, which had been taken shortly after he ascended to the presidency. He had a dark complexion and slicked-back black hair. 
 
    Anthony Russo, a top Homeland Security staffer who been with the agency for nearly a decade, was the next to arrive. Armando had appointed Russo to his former post as Secretary of Homeland Security, but no confirmation hearings had been held because the U.S. Senate had not been reconstituted in the wake of the terrorist attacks. Russo’s jet-black hair was neatly parted on the right side, and he wore a black suit, neatly pressed white shirt and black tie. 
 
    Others gradually made their way in, filling all but three of the twenty seats at the table. Everyone rose as President Armando entered the room, followed his two top lieutenants, Abdar Al-Haziz and Adilah Hassan. Armando, whose hair had turned noticeably grayer in the 20 months since the pictures on the walls were taken, seated himself at the head of the table. Abdar, who was in his upper thirties and stood just over six feet tall with thick, black hair and dark, squinted eyes, functioned as chief of staff. He sat on the president’s right. Adilah, a young middle-eastern woman who rarely spoke up but seemed to wield considerable influence with Abdar, took the seat to his right. Her jet-black hair was perfectly styled in a low twisted chignon with a neat side sweep, and she wore a forest green skirt suit with a single-button silhouette. The same four Secret Service Agents who were always present at cabinet meetings assumed their customary positions behind President Armando. 
 
    Benjamin’s blood boiled at the mere sight of Abdar and Adilah, both of whom were of Arab descent. In his mind, they were enemies of Israel and of everything the United States stood for. He knew in his gut that they were actively undermining President Armando’s administration. He wondered how they had managed to secure positions of power prior to the terrorist attacks, and struggled to understand why Armando allowed them to remain in his administration. For now, there was nothing he could do about it.  
 
    “Take your seats,” Armando said in his heavy New York accent. “The meeting will come to order. What’s first?” 
 
    Abdar spoke up. “Mr. President, we are continuing to see citizens carrying out vigilante justice throughout the country. We must put a stop to this unlawful behavior if we are to restore order to the nation.” 
 
    “Mr. President,” Anthony interjected. “The Federal Protective Service has this issue well in hand. There is no need to waste our valuable time discussing it here.” 
 
    “If your Homeland Security Police are doing such a good job, then why are instances of citizens taking the law into their own hands increasing, not decreasing?” Abdar asked. 
 
    “Abdar, there is no quick-fix,” Anthony responded. “Mr. President, we are enlisting locals who are supportive of our efforts, like Austin Phillips in North Carolina, to help rein in the outlaws who are executing vigilante justice. This requires boots on the ground who are familiar with the area.” 
 
    “That’s why we need to involve our military, Mr. President,” Abdar said. 
 
    “You can’t even keep one Marine General under control,” Anthony fired back. “Until you fix that problem, we can’t trust you with anything else.” 
 
    Abdar shot up out of his chair. “General Cloos—" 
 
    President Armando raised his right hand. The room went silent and Abdar returned to his seat. “I agree that this is a problem,” Armando said. “For now, we will give Russo’s Federal Protective Service an opportunity to handle this.” 
 
    Abdar spoke up. “Mr. President--" 
 
    “Abdar, it’s settled,” the President said. 
 
    Benjamin swallowed hard as he raised his hand. “Mr. President, may I say something?” 
 
    “Go ahead, Leibowitz.” 
 
    “Mr. President, I’m not saying the issue we just discussed isn’t important. However, I would be remiss if I didn’t point out that AIS is still conducting attacks on American soil. We are picking up increasing discontent from citizens who feel that this administration isn’t doing enough to combat AIS.” 
 
    Abdar again rose to his feet. “Leibowitz, you leave that to us. We will deal with the terrorists.” 
 
    “Mr. President,” Benjamin said calmly. “The point I’m trying to make is that the increase in so-called ‘vigilante justice’ is likely due to the people deciding that if we won’t act, they will. If we want to prevent citizens from acting on their own, we should take more aggressive action ourselves.” 
 
    “Mr. President, I agree,” Anthony interjected. “We have more than enough Federal Protective Service agents to handle AIS if you will give the order.” 
 
    “Mr. President, I disagree with Anthony’s approach,” Benjamin countered. “A moment ago, Abdar said we should use our military to quell instances of citizens taking the law into their own hands. Instead, why not use them to take out AIS? We’ve had our military sitting on its hands for nearly two years.” 
 
    “How dare you question my strategy?” A still-standing Abdar waved his fist at Benjamin. Adilah put her hand on Abdar’s back, and he took his seat. 
 
    “I’m just offering a different point of view,” Benjamin said. “We need to at least look like we’re trying to make a stand.” 
 
    “Enough!” President Armando raised his right hand. “We’ll continue discussing this at our next meeting. What’s next?” 
 
    Benjamin pondered whether he had spoken enough for one meeting, then raised his hand anyway. “Mr. President?” 
 
    “What is it now, Leibowitz?” 
 
    “If I may, I’d like to raise a couple of other issues for discussion purposes.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President. First, we’ve received reports that other nations may be attempting to influence events here. I don’t have specifics, but wanted to bring the possibility to your attention. Further, an increasing number of citizens, as well as some governors, are calling for us to take steps to reconstitute Congress. It has been nearly two years, so it may be time.” 
 
    “Thank you, Leibowitz,” Armando said. “I have heard the pleas for us to begin that effort, and it has been on my mind. Perhaps we should--" 
 
    “Mr. President, that would be a waste of time,” Abdar said. “It’s hard enough for you to get things done now. Wasting time trying to recreate Congress now would prevent us from bringing law and order to the streets.” 
 
    “Mr. President,” Anthony raised his hand. “For once I agree with Abdar. While we will eventually need to reconstitute Congress, now is not the time. We need to finish off AIS first.” 
 
    Armando heaved a deep sigh. “Very well. Now is not the time.” 
 
    Disappointed but not surprised, Benjamin swallowed hard. “Mr. President, one more thing if I may.” 
 
    “Proceed.” 
 
    “I believe it is time to appoint a Vice President. We have gone nearly two years with no VP. That is dangerous.” 
 
    Abdar weighed in. “Mr. President, I agree. If something were to happen to you, the chaos would be beyond anything we can imagine.” 
 
    Russo chimed in with a counterpoint. “I disagree, Mr. President. Trying to identify and appoint a Vice President at this juncture would not only be a waste of time, it would convey weakness on your part. Beyond that, anyone you select would become an immediate threat.” 
 
    A heavy silence overcame the room as President Armando leaned back in his chair, his brow furrowed. He stroked his chin and stared off into the distance, remaining silent for what seemed like an hour before speaking. “While I understand the need to appoint a Vice President in case the unthinkable should happen to me, I agree with Russo that doing so at this time could communicate weakness on our part. I can think of no one trustworthy to appoint, and appointing someone untrustworthy would create an unnecessary threat to our administration. Now is not the time.” Armando rose from his seat. “Meeting adjourned.” 
 
    
*** 
 
    7:10 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    That night, the smell of frying fish permeated Joshua’s cabin. The tan couch, loveseat and two leather recliners from his farmhouse were still in place in the living area. His parents’ family Bible was displayed atop a small accent table in one corner of the room. The print of George Washington at the signing of the U.S. Constitution hung over the couch, as it had at their farmhouse. His wife, Rebecca, had truly made the cabin feel like home. 
 
    Joshua’s brain acknowledged the fact that Rebecca was talking, but her words did not register. His mind was elsewhere. Who was that crazy old man on the trail? Is there really a mole in the camp? 
 
    “Josh, what do you think?” Rebecca spoke loudly, a hint of frustration in her voice. 
 
    “That sounds good,” Joshua answered without the slightest clue as to what his wife was talking about. 
 
    “You weren’t listening to a word I said, were you?” Rebecca twisted her shoulder-length brown hair between her fingers. 
 
    “Of course I was!” 
 
    “Then why did you say, ‘that sounds good’ when I told you we’re eating your dog for dinner tonight?” 
 
    Joshua looked down at Rebecca, who stood about five inches shorter than him. “Sorry, Becca.” 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Her brown eyes met his with a deep, penetrating gaze. “What’s got you so preoccupied?” 
 
    “A lot of things,” Joshua said, not sure where to start. 
 
    “Tell me.” Rebecca grabbed his hand with her left and rested her right hand atop his forearm. 
 
    Joshua heaved a deep sigh and closed his eyes for a moment. “Well, for starters, AIS reared its ugly head again today. That plume of smoke everyone saw was from an AIS attack on a farmhouse.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I saw it happen.” Joshua said. “I was able to zoom in on them with my telescope while I was on the trail. I saw them getting ready to execute a poor farmer.” He choked up. “That’s when I had to stop watching.” 
 
    Rebecca grimaced. Joshua paused and watched as she closed her eyes and bowed her head. He knew his wife well enough to know that she was offering a silent prayer for the man.  
 
    “Then I ran across this strange old man on the trail,” Joshua continued after she opened her eyes. “He said we have a mole in the camp. At first, I thought he was just some lunatic, but then he mentioned Bob Kendall’s death. He even called him by name.” 
 
    Joshua’s stomach roared to life as the smell of grilled trout penetrated his nostrils. Rebecca put two plates on the coffee table and sat down on the couch beside him. “How could he know about Bob?” she asked. 
 
    “No clue. He was behind me when he mentioned Bob’s name. By the time I turned around, he was gone.” 
 
    “Gone where?” 
 
    “I have no clue. Just gone. Like he vanished.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Joshua said. “For now, I’d like to keep this completely under wraps. Please don’t mention it to anyone. I’m going to talk to a few select people, but we need to keep this quiet for the time being.” 
 
    As Joshua finished speaking his beagle-bulldog mix, Reagan, ambled down the hall, hopped onto the couch and planted himself beside him. The dog was emblazoned with black, white and tan splotches like a beagle and had a thick upper torso that revealed his bulldog heritage. 
 
    “Hey buddy.” The dog’s tail thumped against the couch as Joshua scratched his ears. “How’s that paw?” He held up Reagan’s right paw – the one that had suffered a gash during the recent altercation with a now-deceased possum. “Looks good as new.” 
 
    “He’s healed up quite nicely,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “You did a good job with those stitches,” Joshua said. “Maybe you missed your calling. You should’ve been a vet.” 
 
    “Hardly. Let’s not forget he tried to take my hand off when I was stitching him up. I hope we don’t have to try that again any time soon.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Tuesday, October 9, 2018 – 5:35 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The ripples that rolled across Lake Fontana were barely visible in the pre-dawn darkness. Joshua hung two plastic bumpers he had acquired from a trader at Fontana Village Marina between the two canoes, then tied the two vessels together. Reagan sat at the front tip of Joshua’s canoe, surveying the horizon. Perry Edwards, Joshua’s best friend and longtime fishing buddy, was joined in the second canoe by Jim Davidson, a former pastor who had introduced Joshua to Rebecca. Perry was also a member of the camp’s council, and Jim had been a longtime personal mentor to Joshua. Apart from Rebecca, these men were Joshua’s two closest confidantes, and he needed their advice now more than ever. Once the two canoes were securely tied to each other, the three men baited their hooks and dropped them into the lake. 
 
    Perry broke the silence. “Joshua, what the heck is so important that we needed to talk at this time of day? With this much privacy?” 
 
    “First, I want you both to know that you’re here because, other than Rebecca, you are the two people in this camp that I trust the most,” Joshua said. “Something has come up that has me worried about the security of our camp, and I wanted your take on it.” 
 
    Joshua explained what had happened on the trail the day before. “When this Mordecai guy said we had a mole in the camp, at first I just thought he had a few screws loose and too much free time. But then he mentioned Bob Kendall. By name. And then he just vanished before I could question him about it.” 
 
    Jim’s removed his tan baseball cap and scratched his thinning, brown hair. He spoke with a noticeable Georgia twang. “Any idea how he knew about Bob?” 
 
    “No,” Joshua said. “But he knew his name, knew that he was dead, and even knew his rank. That’s what got my attention.” 
 
    “Do you think there is any truth to his comment about a mole?” Perry stroked his brown goatee, which featured splotches of gray. 
 
    Joshua shook his head. “I wish I knew. It came completely out of left field to me. Like I said, I wouldn’t have given it the time of day if he hadn’t had his story straight about Bob.” 
 
    Perry reeled in his line, revealing an empty hook. “Crap. Something already stole my bait.” 
 
    “Thank God we’re not relying on you for our food supply,” Jim said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Very funny,” Perry said. “Good thing you were a pastor and not a comedian.” He dropped his freshly re-baited hook into the water. “Joshua, let’s assume this Mordecai person is right about a mole. Any thoughts on who it could be?” 
 
    “It’s dangerous to even start speculating on that,” Jim interjected. “We need to be careful not to point fingers at people without legitimate cause for doing so.” 
 
    “I agree, and that’s why I’ve only shared this with Rebecca and the two of you,” Joshua said. “But we do have to consider who it could be.” 
 
    “My first thought is Drew,” Perry said. 
 
    Drew Thompson had been the source of much controversy in the twenty months since they had moved to the camp. He often left the camp without a security escort and refused to tell anyone where he was going. He seemed aloof, and many camp residents felt he was shady. Despite camp members’ suspicions his mysterious trips had paid dividends eight months ago, when he enlisted his local contacts to rescue Joshua, Perry and Jack McGee from the AIS terrorists. 
 
    Jim shook his head. “I’m having a hard time believing I just heard that. If it weren’t for Drew, the two of you wouldn’t even be here. He saved your lives.” 
 
    “That’s true, and I’m grateful for that, but there is still something shady about him,” Perry countered.  
 
    Joshua grimaced “Who else?”  
 
    “Well, Kane has been acting a bit squirrely lately,” Jim said. “He looks lost.” 
 
    A hard-core army man, Kane Martin’s primary connection to Joshua and the others in the camp had been through Bob Kendall, with whom he had served during Operation Enduring Freedom. Joshua had never known what to think of him. Kane had been blindly loyal to Bob, and had become increasingly distant in the eight months since Bob’s death at the hands of the same AIS terrorists who nearly killed Joshua, Perry and Jack. While Kane had been focused and disciplined under Bob’s tutelage, Joshua increasingly viewed him as a wild card. 
 
    “Kane definitely hasn’t been himself lately, but I have a hard time seeing him playing both sides,” Joshua said. 
 
    “Jim could be on to something,” Perry chimed in. “Joshua, you said Kane hasn’t been himself lately, but do we even really know who he is? He was basically whoever Bob told him to be.” 
 
    “Interesting observation.” Joshua leaned back and scratched his chin. “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Thomas?” Perry said with a laugh. 
 
    “Not much chance of that.” Jim chuckled.  
 
    “Thomas is about as laid-back as they come,” Joshua agreed. “On a different note, I’m going to ask Jack to help me find out who Mordecai is.” 
 
    “What if Jack is the mole?” Perry asked. 
 
    “That would be bad,” Jim said with a grimace. 
 
    “Yes, it would, but we have to consider all possibilities,” Perry said. 
 
    “That we do,” Joshua said. “And we have to keep our guard up.” 
 
    “There is one other thing to consider,” Jim said. “If there is a mole, who are they working for?” 
 
    “That’s a very good question.” Joshua leaned back and heaved a deep sigh. “Guys, please keep this between us. No one else should know at this point. I will talk with Jack about Mordecai, but will not mention the possibility of a mole to him yet. This will be a good test.” 
 
    Perry and Jim nodded, and Joshua turned his attention to fishing. His mind wandered as he peered out across the lake. Was the relative peace and quiet of the past eight months now a thing of the past? Who was this Mordecai person? Was there really a mole in the camp and, if so, who was it? He closed his eyes and took a deep breath before feeling a strong tug on his fishing pole from something beneath the waters. He reeled in a foot-long catfish, then re-baited his hook and returned it to the water. The men reeled in a nice haul of trout, bass and catfish before the sun finally peeked over the mountaintops to the east.  
 
    *** 
 
    9:00 a.m. – Texas State Capitol, Austin, TX 
 
    Melanie Blanchard had grown up in a decidedly middle-class family in Chalmette, located in the St. Bernard Parish in southeastern Louisiana near New Orleans. Her father was a truck driver, and her mother was a server at a local Cajun restaurant. During high school she was a shy, awkward student who never fit in with the “in” crowd. Melanie started working with her mother at the restaurant on her sixteenth birthday, initially as a dishwasher and later as a waitress. A year later the owner began allowing her to help with the business aspects of running the restaurant, and she developed an interest in accounting. Upon graduating from high school as class valedictorian, she earned a full academic scholarship to the University of Texas, where she had planned to pursue a degree in accounting.  
 
    Within three weeks of her arrival on the University of Texas campus in Austin, Melanie had pledged Alpha Delta Pi sorority. Her parents had not been pleased with her decision to join what they viewed as a “morally corrupt social club,” but begrudgingly allowed her to remain as a member.  
 
    Much to her surprise, Melanie’s ADPi pledge sisters had elected her as their pledge class president. She tried to decline the nomination, but no one else was interested. She had always preferred to remain out of the public eye, and this kind of “out-front” position was out of her comfort zone. During her pledge period, she had gradually become more comfortable speaking in front of others.  
 
    Upon her initiation, Melanie had been persuaded to join the ADPi Rush Committee, which was responsible for the sorority’s new member recruitment program. She served on the committee for two semesters before becoming its chairwoman, and was elected ADPi chapter president at the beginning of her junior year. While serving in each of these positions, she had become increasingly comfortable serving in visible, public roles. At the same time, her interest in accounting gradually waned, and she changed her major to political science. 
 
    During the second semester of her junior year, Melanie ran a successful campaign for the student senate while simultaneously managing a sorority sister’s successful campaign for student body president. By the end of that campaign she had been hopelessly afflicted with the political bug, and she joined the College Republicans and began attending every political event she could. During her senior year she interned for several local campaigns.  
 
    Upon graduation, she had landed a job as an entry-level grassroots worker on the gubernatorial campaign of Bennett Harper, a Congressman from the east Texas town of Tyler. Harper’s campaign was successful, and Melanie joined his staff as a starry-eyed 22-year-old when he was sworn in as governor of the Lone Star State. Six years later, Governor Harper had become the most vocal opponent of President Nelson Armando. 
 
    Melanie looked up from her desk and watched through her office window as an armored personnel carrier emblazoned with the Texas National Guard logo rumbled to a stop outside the Texas State Capitol. She had long believed she was destined to be part of something historic, something world-changing, but never imagined it would come so quickly.  
 
    My boss is basically the leader of the free world, she thought. If there is still a free world. It’s up to us to save it. He is the only one who can stop Armando from destroying what’s left of America. 
 
    Melanie glanced at the clock as the armored personnel carrier pulled away from the curb, leaving a fresh set of Texas Army National Guard personnel behind to watch over those working in the Capitol. Attired in a red-and-black pantsuit that showed off her curves while maintaining professional decorum, she grabbed her padfolio and made her way down the hall toward the conference room.  
 
    As Melanie rounded the corner she flipped her reddish-blonde hair, which was slightly longer than shoulder-length, and flashed a smile at the three twenty-something males who were standing near a water cooler. “Hi, guys. How are y’all today?” 
 
    “Um, hey, Mel,” one of the young men stuttered. “We’re, um, good.” 
 
    Melanie beamed as she passed, noticing that the three young men were completely silent. Speechless. She had no doubt that they were watching her all the way down the hall. Like putty in my hands. She chuckled under her breath as she entered the conference room and took her seat beside Brandon Slater, a special assistant to Governor Harper. Brandon had wavy blonde hair, dreamy blue eyes and was just under six feet tall with an athletic build. Melanie would never admit it, but sitting beside him was one of her favorite perks of this job.  
 
    “Were you harassing the interns again?” Brandon asked. 
 
    “Whatever. I can’t help it if they know a good thing when they see it.” 
 
    “They’re just dumb kids,” Brandon fired back. “Obviously with poor judgment.” 
 
    “Better than yours.” Melanie back-handed him on the arm. “Jerk.”  
 
    Governor Harper entered the room. At 6’2” with a sturdy build, he was an imposing figure. His charcoal grey suit, white shirt and red tie were neatly pressed, and his black shoes were impeccably polished. His light brown hair was accented by grey streaks and parted neatly on the side. 
 
    Harper was followed by Chief of Staff Heather Tate and two Texas Rangers. A striking, tall brunette who always carried herself elegantly, Heather was one of Melanie’s heroes. She had managed Harper’s first campaign for governor, and had taken Melanie under her wing and mentored her from day one. She was good at her job and professional in every way.  
 
    After an opening prayer, Governor Harper began the meeting. “Thank you all for being here. As you know, our summit with the other governors is just over a week away. Today, I want to outline why we are putting this event together. In short, this is our first step in restoring America to its roots. The other governors and I will announce plans to begin reconstituting Congress, with or without Armando’s cooperation. We will announce plans to hold a presidential election in 2020, again, with or without Armando’s cooperation. That gives us just over two years to put the infrastructure in place to hold a fair, open election.” 
 
    Melanie felt goosebumps form on her neck. Bubbling with excitement, she grabbed Brandon’s knee.  
 
    “Does anyone have questions?” Governor Harper asked. 
 
    Brandon quickly removed Melanie’s hand from his knee and then raised his hand. “This sounds like a huge undertaking, and I’m on board and ready to help. You mentioned a presidential election. Will you be a candidate?” 
 
    Governor Harper smiled. “I was wondering who would be the first to ask that question. That is a possibility. It will be a governor, and we will be working together to ensure that we field one, and only one, strong candidate. This is too important for us to be divided. This is the doorway to America’s future, and we have to check our egos and personal ambitions at that door.” 
 
    Melanie grabbed Brandon’s hand. She felt a spark as he squeezed her hand for a moment before letting go. Maybe he’s finally realizing that the best thing that could happen to him is sitting right beside him, she thought. 
 
    Governor Harper rose from his seat. “I cannot begin to tell you how important this is. This is the most important thing we have ever done. It is up to us to restore our great nation. This may be our last chance. I am honored to have all of you on our team.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1000 Hours – Camp Lejeune, N.C. 
 
    U.S. Marine Corps Major General Samuel Cloos leaned forward and rested his elbows on the expansive cherry desk in his office. The desktop was clear apart from a bankers’ lamp, lined yellow notepad and dark green coffee mug. Cloos was attired in his usual green and khaki service uniform, and what remained of his short, brown hair was neatly combed. His desk was flanked by an American flag, a U.S. Marine Corps flag and a USMC Major General flag, which was red with two horizontally centered stars stacked on top of each other. Colonel Kenneth Brookhart and Major Michael Chinn were seated in two chairs facing the desk. 
 
    “You said we have a situation, Colonel?” Cloos took a sip of the still-steaming coffee.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Brookhart responded. “AIS has seized several key infrastructure sites, and we are receiving reports of them scoping out others.” 
 
    “What have they captured so far?” 
 
    “Smith Mountain Dam in Virginia, Carters Dam in Georgia, the Port of Charleston in South Carolina and the Bayway Refinery in New Jersey,” Brookhart answered. 
 
    “So, all along the east coast?” Cloos asked. 
 
    “That’s all I’m aware of at this time, sir. But there does seem to be a pattern in that they are making moves on major pieces of infrastructure.” 
 
    “You mentioned reports of AIS scoping out other sites. Where?” 
 
    “So far those are unconfirmed rumors. We are working to acquire more specific intelligence.” 
 
    “Good work, Colonel,” Cloos said. “Your priority from this point is to identify AIS’ likely targets within the radius in which teams from Lejeune could feasibly operate, gather intelligence as to which of those targets they may be planning to attack, and develop plans to stop them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Cloos spat loudly into the trash can beside his desk, then took another swig of coffee. “Men, we are in uncharted territory. It is highly likely that nothing we do from this point forward will be sanctioned by the American government, or what’s left of it. This puts us on a treacherous path.” 
 
    “Sir, you’ve reminded us on more than one occasion that we took an oath to uphold the Constitution, not show loyalty to any one man,” Major Chinn interjected. 
 
    “I’m fully aware of that, son. But you need to realize that Armando and his goons will accuse us of insubordination and, very possibly, treason.” 
 
    “I understand that, sir.” 
 
    “Are you prepared to face the consequences, Major?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Chinn responded without hesitation. 
 
    “Treason is punishable by death under the law, but even if it wasn’t that wouldn’t stop Armando’s henchmen from killing you.” 
 
    “I knew the risks when I took the oath,” Chinn said with a hint of anger in his voice. 
 
    “Every man I’ve ever seen in uniform said they were ready,” Cloos said. “Some of them were. But not all. We’ll see. In any event, I don’t think we’re alone in this fight. We’ve got to start identifying allies and sorting out who is on our side and who we can trust.” 
 
    “Any ideas?” Brookhart asked. 
 
    “Of course I do, Colonel.” Cloos finished off his cup of coffee. “The Governor of Texas seems like a man after my own heart. We need to make contact with him.” 
 
    “I’ll set it up,” Major Chinn said. 
 
    *** 
 
    6:45 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua smelled the welcome aroma of grilling meat as he and Rebecca began the short walk up the path to the community center, which was actually a shelter next to Drew Thompson’s cabin. Tonight’s fare was grilled rabbit. The camp residents had realized that, for obvious reasons, rabbits were easier to mass-produce than cows. The biggest challenge was keeping their recently-established rabbit farm safe from predators. 
 
    Perry and Caroline Edwards met them in the clearing. Caroline had finally overcome her aversion to eating meat, and had transformed from hard-core vegetarian to rabid carnivore.  
 
    Drew Thompson approached the group as they entered the shelter. “Joshua, may I have a word with you?” 
 
    Joshua let go of Rebecca’s hand and motioned for Drew to follow him. “Sure, what’s up?” 
 
    Once they were out of earshot of the group Drew said, “I’m going to be heading out tomorrow and this time I’ll be gone for a few days. I just wanted to give you a heads-up.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me know. Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say.” 
 
    “Drew, we’ve covered this,” Joshua said, feeling his blood pressure rise. “We really need to know where you go when you take off like this. And I really wish you’d take one of our security guys with you.” 
 
    “I understand your concerns, but I really can’t share any details,” Drew insisted. “You’re better off not knowing. I’ll be back in three or four days.” 
 
    “Okay, but I hope you realize this is why so many people still don’t trust you.” 
 
    “I do realize that, even after I saved your lives when the terrorists captured you this Spring.” 
 
    Joshua felt his face flush red. He and the others did indeed owe Drew a debt of gratitude for enlisting his friends to rescue them from the hands of the AIS terrorists eight months earlier. “And you’re never going to let us forget it, are you?” 
 
    “Good evening,” Drew said, then pivoted and walked away. 
 
    Rebecca cocked an eyebrow as Joshua rejoined her. “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    Joshua shook his head “Am I that obvious?” 
 
    “You’d be a terrible poker player. So what is it?” 
 
    “Drew. He said he’s leaving for a few days, but still won’t tell us where he’s going and won’t take anyone with him.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t force him,” Rebecca said. “Although I do still think he’s a bit shady. I never understood why you wanted him around.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Wednesday, October 10, 2018 – 9:20 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua got a late start the next morning, and the sun was already well into its ascent when he ventured onto the porch with his coffee and Bible. The cool October wind rustled through the treetops, which were arrayed in a colorful patchwork of yellow, bright orange and red, and some of the leaves were beginning to fall. Two squirrels chased each other through the underbrush.  
 
    As he took a sip of the still-steaming coffee, Joshua noticed that Old Glory had not been raised on the metal pole that Bob Kendall and Kane Martin had erected in front of his cabin. Third day in a row, he thought. That never would’ve happened if Bob were still here. Kane had proven loyal and dependable when under Bob’s tutelage, but had been increasingly erratic and distant since Bob’s death at the hands of AIS terrorists eight months earlier. 
 
    Joshua put the thought aside and opened his Bible to 1 Timothy 3 and read through verse thirteen:  
 
    It is a trustworthy statement: if any man aspires to the office of overseer, it is a fine work he desires to do. An overseer, then, must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, temperate, prudent, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not addicted to wine or pugnacious, but gentle, peaceable, free from the love of money. He must be one who manages his own household well, keeping his children under control with all dignity (but if a man does not know how to manage his own household, how will he take care of the church of God?), and not a new convert, so that he will not become conceited and fall into the condemnation incurred by the devil. And he must have a good reputation with those outside the church, so that he will not fall into reproach and the snare of the devil. Deacons likewise must be men of dignity, not double-tongued, or addicted to much wine or fond of sordid gain, but holding to the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience. These men must also first be tested; then let them serve as deacons if they are beyond reproach. Women must likewise be dignified, not malicious gossips, but temperate, faithful in all things. Deacons must be husbands of only one wife, and good managers of their children and their own households. For those who have served well as deacons obtain for themselves a high standing and great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus. 
 
    Joshua reflected on the words he had just read. This was one of his favorite chapters because it explored the biblical qualifications and standards required of people who aspired to leadership roles. These were the same standards to which Joshua struggled to adhere in his daily life as the camp’s leader. Every day, he prayed that he would be able to uphold them. 
 
    Half an hour later Joshua closed his Bible, polished off the coffee and headed down the side trail where Jack McGee and his family were living in a camper trailer. A retired U.S. Marine Corps Gunnery Sergeant who had served in Operation Desert Storm, Jack had been elected to the camp council following Bob’s death and now functioned as head of security.  
 
    Joshua smelled the familiar aroma of gun oil before he reached the trailer. Jack was in the process of reassembling his AR-15 on a small table under the awning. He wore wrinkled khaki cargo pants and a dark green pullover shirt, and his thinning, dirty blonde hair was disheveled. “Hey buddy,” Jack said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Joshua sat down on a bench Jack had constructed using pieces of an oak tree he had cut down the prior winter. “I think we’ve got a problem, and I need your help with it.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” Jack leaned his freshly reassembled AR-15 against his trailer and began disassembling a 50-caliber sniper rifle. 
 
    “Yesterday when I was coming back down the trail I ran across this strange old man. Called himself Mordecai Stone. He seemed to know about the camp, implied that things weren’t going as well here as we think they are, and said ‘we can’t hide down there forever.’”  
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “No.” Joshua clasped both hands in front of his chin. “I would’ve chalked that up to him being just some weird local, but he knew about Bob’s death, called him by name and knew his rank. And then he just disappeared.” 
 
    “Just disappeared?” 
 
    “He was behind me when he said Bob’s name. He was literally gone before I could turn around. That fast.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Jack inserted the brush into the 50-caliber barrel. “Vanished into thin air.” 
 
    “Yes,” Joshua said. “It was strange. And unsettling. We need to find out who this guy is and what he knows.” 
 
    “Give me a heads-up before you go up onto the trail again,” Jack said. “I’ll get up there well in advance and stay out of sight. Maybe we can corner him and talk to him. He’s probably just a nosy busybody, but it never hurts to make sure.” 
 
    Joshua thanked Jack and returned to his cabin, where Rebecca was watching a newscast. 
 
    “I’m amazed this satellite still works,” Joshua said.  
 
    “We’d be in the dark without it,” Rebecca said. “On that note, the attack you saw yesterday wasn’t the only one in the area. AIS blew up a church in Hendersonville, and they captured a dam in northern Georgia.” 
 
    “So much for the relative peace we’ve had for the past eight months,” Joshua said. “What dam?” 
 
    “I think they said Carters Dam.” 
 
    “That’s a little over two hours away, but still too close for comfort.” 
 
    *** 
 
    10:15 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Caroline Edwards made her way to the tiny, cramped living quarters in the camper trailer that she and Perry had called home for the past twenty months. The interior of the camper was defined by a gloomy darkness matched only by the empty loneliness Caroline felt here. While this was her home, it didn’t feel like much of one.  
 
    She quietly unzipped the outer pocket on her backpack and removed a small, folding wallet. She opened it, revealing a worn picture of her two beautiful children, Charlie and Allie. A flood of emotions washed over her as she studied the picture. She lifted her eyes from the picture and studied her reflection in the mirror. Her Auburn hair, which was always perfectly styled prior to the attacks, was in a ponytail, and her once-piercing green eyes were dull with sadness.  
 
    As Caroline closed her eyes and heaved a deep sigh, an array of memories flashed through her consciousness. Holding her firstborn, Charlie, in the delivery room. Charlie looking on as she cradled Allie for the first time. Tears streamed down Caroline’s face as she visualized Charlie’s first tee-ball game and Allie’s first dance recital. She felt her heart race as she recalled waving goodbye on February 23, 2017 as her children and her parents departed for a favorite pizza restaurant in downtown Raleigh. That was the last time she had laid eyes on them. The flow of tears accelerated as the image of a nuclear blast over Raleigh flashed through her mind. Then images of her children and parents being consumed by the nuclear fire. She clenched her fists as she recalled the AIS Supreme Leader defiantly promising to establish an Islamic caliphate on American soil. Caroline opened her eyes and glared at her reflection in the mirror, her mind consumed by the desire for revenge against the terrorist scum who had killed her babies. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Thursday, October 11, 2018 – 9:00 a.m. – Texas State Capitol 
 
    The 80-inch screen flared to life as Melanie took the seat beside Brandon in the conference room. A partially bald man in a green and khaki uniform who appeared to be in his mid-50s appeared on the screen, flanked by two similarly dressed men: one of Asian descent, the other a Caucasian with light brown hair and wire-rim glasses. 
 
    Governor Harper opened the discussion. “General Cloos, you requested this meeting. What is this about?” 
 
    Governor, I understand you have a big event coming up. 
 
    Melanie squirmed in her seat. That guy seems a bit gruff.  
 
    Governor Harper leaned toward the screen, which was also home to the secure webcam. “Let me guess, you’re calling to tell us we’d better cancel it? I can assure you that’s not happening.” 
 
    Way to stand your ground, Melanie thought. Don’t let this guy push you around. 
 
    Cloos blew a puff of cigar smoke toward the screen. That’s not at all why I’m calling, although I can understand it being your first reaction. We all have a lot to be suspicious of these days. 
 
    Harper leaned back and scratched his chin. “Then why did you request this meeting?” 
 
    Governor, like you I am concerned about what’s left of our country. Armando is running a rogue administration that is effectively little more than a de facto dictatorship. I believe he is not in control of his own administration, and he needs to be stopped before he finishes what AIS started. You seem to be a man who is committed to what our country is supposed to be, and I thought you could use an ally. 
 
    The conference room fell eerily silent, and all eyes fixated on Governor Harper. The governor rested his chin in his hand, his thousand-yard stare focused on the screen in front of him. Cloos silently returned the stare. Melanie briefly made eye contact with Brandon, whose eyebrows were furrowed.  
 
    Harper broke the silence after what seemed like an eternity. “General, I’d like to believe everything you just said, but how do I know you’re not playing me? How do I know you’re not one of Armando’s henchmen?” 
 
    You don’t, Cloos fired back. And I don’t know that you’re not in this to replace him as the next dictator. So I guess were both going to have to operate on some degree of faith. Cloos gestured toward the Asian man seated to his right. Depending upon the location and timing, I’d like to send Major Michael Chinn to your event. There is no agenda other than to make a connection and show our support. He will also be available to help in any way you need. 
 
    “I’m not about to give out the location and details over this broadcast,” Harper said. 
 
    And that’s good thinking, Cloos said. We will provide you with the number for a secure satellite phone. 
 
    *** 
 
    Saturday, October 13, 2018 – 11:25 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua made the trek up the Appalachian Trail to one of the secluded spots where he often went to clear his head and think. He found it refreshing to get away from the camp and just be alone with nature and, of course, his trusty canine sidekick, Reagan.  
 
    However, today’s trip was about more than simply getting away from the camp. He hoped he would again run into the man who identified himself as Mordecai Stone. The trip up the mountain yielded no such encounter.  
 
    After spending some much-needed alone time on the mountainside, Joshua made the trek down the winding trail toward the camp. As he reached the edge of the clearing he unsnapped his holster and kept his hand near his Beretta. The waist-high grass on either side of the trail swayed gently in the breeze as they began making their way across the clearing. Reagan led the way, trotting about ten feet ahead of Joshua. There was no sound other than the breeze and a few chirping crickets. 
 
    Suddenly Reagan froze and started growling, his tail sticking straight up in the air. Joshua felt the hair stand up on his neck as he drew his 9mm and dropped to one knee. “What is it, boy?” 
 
    Two shadowy figures clothed in black robes and balaclava masks rose from the tall grass about thirty feet ahead of them, their rifles trained on Joshua, screaming something in Arabic. Reagan charged and clamped his jaws around the leg of the terrorist on the left. His enraged growl echoed like something out of a horror movie. 
 
    Joshua fired off a round from his 9mm, connecting with the left shoulder of the terrorist on the right. As the man recoiled Joshua saw the other terrorist kick Reagan, sending him over the edge of the embankment.  
 
    Joshua felt a surge of white-hot rage. “You kicked my dog!” He fired off two rounds, hitting the terrorist in the abdomen and the neck. The militant fell and breathed his last as blood spewed from his carotid artery.  
 
    Joshua’s stomach clenched as he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. The other terrorist had his rifle trained on him, and another terrorist had appeared out of nowhere. Joshua flinched as he heard a loud THWACK! The second terrorist fell. Joshua heard another THWACK, and the third terrorist fell. Both men had been fatally impaled with what appeared to be arrows. 
 
    “Joshua, it’s me. Don’t shoot.” The familiar voice seemed to materialize out of the mountainside. 
 
    Jack stood up, revealing his position in the tall grass. Thanks to Jack’s ghillie suit Joshua had not seen him. Apparently, neither had the terrorists. “I’m glad you asked me to come up here. That was a close call.” Jack slung the crossbow over his shoulder, retrieved the bolt from the first terrorist’s corpse, then stepped toward the second body. 
 
    “Indeed,” Joshua said. “Thanks for saving my neck.” 
 
    A limping but still-growling Reagan climbed back onto the trail and made a beeline for the corpse of the terrorist who had kicked him. The angry canine hiked his leg and urinated on the dead militant’s face. 
 
    “Good boy,” Joshua said. 
 
    “How’d you train him to do that?” Jack asked. “That’s quite a talent.” 
 
    “It comes naturally.” Joshua chuckled. “At least we know what’s been spooking him in this clearing.” Joshua pointed at the dead terrorists. As he finished the sentence he spotted another sudden, unexpected movement. Horror shot through him like a bolt of lightning – the same hopeless feeling he had when the terrorist who killed Bob Kendall eight months earlier appeared out of nowhere. Two more shadowy figures were in the clearing behind Jack, raising their rifles toward him. “Jack! Behind you!” 
 
    Jack spun toward the two terrorists. Before he could act, Joshua heard the sound of two bullets piercing the air. Each shot removed a terrorist’s head.  
 
    Jack trained his crossbow on the two terrorists as their dead bodies collapsed onto the mountainside. He stood silently for what seemed like an eternity, then said, “Those shots came from up on the mountain! Who did that?” 
 
    Reagan pointed at a mysterious distant point on the mountainside and let off a low, uninterrupted growl. His tail pointed straight up. 
 
    “So much for knowing what spooked him,” Jack said. 
 
    Joshua dug his telescope out of his backpack and surveyed the mountainside. Jack did the same with his rifle scope. Neither saw anything. 
 
    “I have a hunch as to what he sees up there,” Joshua said. “Or, more correctly, who he sees.” 
 
    “The crazy old man?” 
 
    “That’s my bet,” Joshua said. 
 
    “Well, if whoever is up there wanted us dead, we’d be dead,” Jack said.  
 
    After a few minutes Reagan’s agitation subsided. He curled up on the trail and started whimpering. 
 
    Joshua knelt down beside him. “Are you okay, boy?” 
 
    “That terrorist kicked him pretty hard,” Jack observed. “Looked like he got him in the ribcage.” 
 
    Joshua tried to put his hand on the dog’s abdomen, only to be rebuffed by a gentle snap and a not-so-gentle-sounding growl. “I’m not sure he’s going to make it back down the trail.” 
 
    “We can make a small stretcher and carry him down on that,” Jack said. “Then we need to come back up here and get rid of these bodies. You stay here with him and I’ll find materials for the stretcher.” 
 
    Jack disappeared into the edge of the woods. Joshua rubbed Reagan’s head. The dog nuzzled his snout against Joshua’s leg, still whimpering. “I’m sorry, boy. We’ll get you home and take care of you.” 
 
    Jack returned with two long sticks and a number of long, thick vines. He removed his ghillie suit and secured it to the two poles with twine from his utility pack. The suit was made primarily of burlap and was more than enough to transport the injured 50-pound canine. 
 
    “Now let’s get you on this stretcher,” Joshua said. As he reached for Reagan the dog growled and snapped, barely missing Joshua’s hand. 
 
    “Can you keep him calm for a minute?” Jack asked. Joshua nodded and stroked the dog’s back. Reagan responded by nuzzling against Joshua’s leg. Jack retrieved an elastic bandage from his pack, wrapped it around the dog’s snout and secured it. Reagan growled and tried to bite as they picked him up, but the bandage prevented him from being able to land a blow. They gently lowered him onto the stretcher.  
 
    “Let’s give him a minute to calm down before we head down,” Joshua said. He scratched the dog’s ears and rubbed his head, waiting until he stopped growling to remove the bandage. After a few minutes, they began the arduous process of taking the injured canine back to the camp. 
 
    An hour later Joshua and Jack made their way back up the trail, bringing Perry and Jim with them. Joshua had felt the need to inform those in the camp about the attack. Everyone was naturally alarmed, and Joshua instructed Chuck Jones to take the lead in guarding the camp while they were gone, with assistance from Tommy Page and Billy McGee. 
 
    Jack drew his weapon as they approached the clearing. “The bodies are right around this corner. Everyone be alert.” 
 
    When they rounded the corner, they saw several spots where blood had been spilled, but the terrorists’ bodies were nowhere to be found. 
 
    “What in the world?” Joshua wondered aloud. “Who else would want to move the bodies?” 
 
    “And how did they do it so quickly?” Perry pondered. 
 
    Jack pointed up the mountainside. “Maybe whoever – or whatever – is up there watching us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sunday, October 14, 2018 – 1:25 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The next day, Joshua and Jack made their way up the trail to the clearing, then slowly began climbing the mountain toward the mysterious point on which Reagan had fixated a day earlier. The ascent was an arduous one, and they stopped numerous times to rest. 
 
    “I sure hope this guy is up here,” Jack said between labored breaths during one of the breaks. “It would be a shame to climb all the way up here for nothing.” 
 
    “The question is, what do we do if we find him?” Joshua wondered aloud. 
 
    “I’ll get him to talk,” Jack said. 
 
    After another 15 minutes they came to a small plateau, where they found a pile of freshly carved wood shavings beside a stump that appeared to have been used as a stool.  
 
    Jack examined the wood shavings, then surveyed the area. “Well, someone has been here.” 
 
    “But no sign of Mordecai,” Joshua said. 
 
    Jack shook his head, then sat down on the stump. Joshua leaned against a tree, trying to catch his breath. “That was quite a climb.” 
 
    “And all for naught,” Jack said. 
 
    “Not so, sonny,” another voice chimed in. Joshua and Jack spun as Mordecai emerged from behind a tree. “It’s ‘bout time you boys made it up here. Your dog has a better eye than either of you’uns.” 
 
    “How did you sneak up on us like that?” Jack asked. 
 
    “You’re welcome, sonny,” Mordecai answered dryly. “I don’t even get a thank you for taking out those jihadis that were gonna kill you boys?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Joshua asked. “And what do you want?” 
 
    “Name’s Mordecai Stone. And I want the same thing you want.” 
 
    “And what do you think we want?” Joshua pressed the issue. 
 
    “You want your country back,” Mordecai said. “And you want these jihadis gone.” 
 
    Jack took a step toward Mordecai. “You’re coming with us, old man.” 
 
    Mordecai raised his hands in front of his chest. “Don’t try it, sonny. I’m on your side.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have any problem coming with us.” 
 
    Jack tried to grab Mordecai’s forearm. The old man grabbed Jack’s wrist, bent it backward and kicked his legs out from under him. As Jack crashed to the ground Joshua felt a boot impact his chest. The swift, violent kick knocked the wind out of him. His body was airborne for a moment, and then his back violently crashed to the ground. 
 
    “I’m on your side, but you will not take me into custody,” Mordecai said. “And you should watch your backs. You do have a mole in your camp.” And with that the old man disappeared into the thick woods.  
 
    *** 
 
    Wednesday, October 17, 2018 – 6:30 p.m. – Watts Bar Lake, TN 
 
    Melanie, Brandon and the rest of Governor Harper’s entourage arrived at the secluded cabin on the banks of Watts Bar Lake in eastern Tennessee that would serve as the venue for the summit with like-minded governors from around the nation. The Governor of Tennessee had suggested the location, and Governor Harper felt it was a suitable, accessible but out-of-the-way location for those he was inviting. 
 
    Melanie felt goosebumps form on her neck as she stood with her back to the lake, surveying the cabin and surrounding property. This is where we begin taking our nation back.  
 
    The Governor of Tennessee was on hand to welcome them, and the Governors of South Carolina, Georgia and Louisiana had already arrived. At Governor Harper’s direction, Melanie had discreetly contacted numerous other governors and dignitaries and invited them to attend the summit, and many were expected to arrive later in the day. Brandon had arranged for the event to be streamed on a secure website and provided to news outlets for a live broadcast. 
 
    “This is historic,” Melanie whispered to Brandon as they walked across the yard toward the stage in the open field where the summit would be held. “We’re going to change the course of our nation.” 
 
    She felt an emotional charge as Brandon grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Let’s hope so,” he said.  
 
    As they reached the staging area they were joined by Governor Harper and Chief of Staff Heather Tate.  
 
    Governor Harper was fixated on an American flag and Tennessee flag that were whipping in the wind. “This is it,” he said. “This is where it begins.” 
 
    As the governor finished speaking a tall, slender young man in his early twenties approached them. The young man had short brown hair and at least a day’s growth of facial hair. He had a scar on his upper left cheek. He was followed by a stocky man of Asian descent who stood about 5’8” and wore neatly pressed khaki cargo pants, a dark green shirt and black baseball cap.  
 
    “Governor Harper, I’m Craig Shackleton,” the young man introduced himself. “And this is U.S. Marine Corps Major Michael Chinn from Camp Lejeune. He said you would be expecting him?” 
 
    “I am indeed.” Governor Harper extended his hand. “Major, thank you for being here.” 
 
    Craig smiled and made eye contact with Melanie before turning and walking away. 
 
    Major Chinn extended his hand. “Thank you, Governor. General Cloos shares your belief that it’s up to us to save our country, and that it’s now or never. I am honored that he chose to send me here.” 
 
    “We’re glad to have you.” The governor stroked his chin, as if deep in thought. “During our videoconference your General said he doesn’t believe Armando is in control of his own administration.” 
 
    “That is correct, sir.” 
 
    “Then who is in control?” 
 
    “That is a mystery to us, sir. But we need to get to the bottom of it.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Governor Harper. “And what about the rumors that the AIS Supreme Leader is on American soil?” 
 
    “That rumor is unconfirmed, but we believe it is plausible.” Major Chinn pounded his chest with his fist. “If he is here, I hope I’m the one who finds him.” 
 
    “I admire your spirit, Major,” Governor Harper said with a chuckle. “What other intelligence do you have on AIS?” 
 
    “They seem to be embarking on a campaign to seize control of major pieces of infrastructure.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Dams, ports, power plants.” 
 
    Governor Harper’s brow furrowed. “The type of things that indicate they intend to be here for a while.” 
 
    “That is correct, sir,” Major Chinn said. “They appear to be intent on establishing a caliphate here on American soil.” 
 
    “We cannot allow that to happen,” the Governor said with a resolute tone. 
 
    “No, we cannot,” Major Chinn agreed. “And that’s why it’s important for people like you and General Cloos to work together.” Governor Harper nodded, and Chinn continued. “I’m a bit exhausted from the drive. Could someone direct me to wherever you want me to stay?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Governor Harper gestured in Melanie’s direction. “This is Melanie Blanchard. She is a member of my staff, and she can provide you with anything you need while you’re here.” 
 
    Major Chinn extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, ma’am. I promise I’ll be a low maintenance guest.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Thursday, October 18, 2018 – 11:15 a.m. – Watts Bar Lake 
 
    Late the next morning Melanie worked the crowd that was already gathering in front of the dais. She enjoyed meeting the people she had only communicated with electronically or via phone. She spoke to the numerous governors and other dignitaries whom she had invited, then joined Governor Harper, Chief of Staff Heather Tate and Brandon near the stage.  
 
    Governor Harper put his arms around Heather and Melanie. “Team, this is it. This is the day we begin taking our country back. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir,” Brandon emphatically responded. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Melanie grinned from ear to ear. “We are going to make history!” 
 
    “I’m glad to have each of you on our team,” Governor Harper said. “Heather, I want you on stage with me. Brandon, you stay near the stage in case we need anything. Melanie, I want you in the back, where you can attend to Major Chinn and our other guests.” 
 
    Melanie felt her heart sink. The enthusiasm drained from her countenance. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Mel?” the governor asked. 
 
    “Am I that obvious?” She tried to wipe the frown off of her face. “I was just hoping to be closer to the stage. This is historic, and I want to be a part of it.” 
 
    The governor put his hand on her shoulder. “And you are. You are a critical part of it. We wouldn’t be here without you.” He gestured toward the stage. “You don’t have to be up there to be an important part of what we’re doing. What I’ve asked you to do is important. I’m counting on you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Melanie said, attempting to mask her lingering disappointment. 
 
    *** 
 
    11:45 a.m. – Watts Bar Lake 
 
    Drew Thompson turned his silver king-cab F-150 onto the road that led to the cabin on the edge of Watts Bar Lake, falling in line behind a black Chevy Suburban with tinted windows. He nodded as a Tennessee National Guardsman wielding a Colt M16A4 Rifle waved him past. 
 
    Drew parked his vehicle near the cabin as directed by another National Guardsman. He pushed his wire rim glasses tighter against his slightly pudgy face, then exited the F-150 and silently walked toward the crowd gathering around the stage. His neatly pressed khakis, white long-sleeve dress shirt and dark blue sweater vest fit in with the attire worn by the numerous dignitaries who were milling about. 
 
    I’ve always felt like I was destined to make history, to be part of something world-changing, he thought. He unfolded a white handkerchief that had been in his pocket, wiped his balding forehead, and then blew his nose, resulting in a honking sound that could easily have been mistaken for a duck call. He neatly folded the handkerchief and returned it to his left pants pocket, then pulled his smartphone from his right pocket and fixated on the screen. Today is that day. 
 
    *** 
 
    11:59 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Nearly everyone in the camp had crammed themselves into Joshua’s cabin and crowded around the television. Drew was gone, but had refused to tell anyone where he was going. Kane was also noticeably absent. 
 
    Everyone in the room went silent and fixated on the screen as Texas Governor Bennett Harper made his way onto the stage, flanked by an entourage of leaders from a number of states. 
 
    Rebecca squeezed Joshua’s hand. “Where are they holding this?” 
 
    “Hopefully somewhere out of the way,” Joshua said. “They’re pretty bold to make the live stream available to the networks.” 
 
    Governor Harper opened the summit: My fellow Americans, twenty long months have elapsed since the United States of America was brutally attacked by the terrorist organization that calls itself American Islamic State. The attacks brought our great nation to its knees.  
 
    Unfortunately, due to the failed leadership of Nelson Armando, America has been on its knees ever since. While our nation should get on its knees before God Almighty, we should never cower before these terrorist thugs. Sadly, this administration has done nothing to fight AIS, and they seem more intent on controlling our own citizens and showcasing their own power than on rebuilding our nation. Nelson Armando has taken no steps to reconstitute Congress and return power to the people.  
 
    Today, we are here to say ‘enough is enough!’ Today, we the people will rise to our feet and begin taking our nation back. 
 
    The crowd at the event erupted into applause, and those gathered in Joshua’s cabin followed suit. 
 
    “I like what I’m hearing,” Joshua said. “Maybe we can finally turn the corner. Governor Harper sounds like a reincarnation of Alan Wagner.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1203 – Camp Lejeune 
 
    General Cloos leaned back in his high-back leather chair, his feet atop his otherwise empty desk. Colonel Kenneth Brookhart and several others sat in his guest chairs, backs arched in perfect posture, all focused on the live stream of Governor Harper’s event. 
 
    Governor Harper introduced the governors of South Carolina, Tennessee, Georgia, Montana, Ohio, Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Oklahoma, Nebraska, Arizona, Wyoming, Indiana. Massachusetts and North and South Dakota, all of whom were in attendance. The governors lined up behind Harper on the stage. Harper also stated that the Governors of Kentucky, Pennsylvania and Delaware were on board with his plans, but were unable to attend. 
 
    “That’s a pretty impressive lineup,” Brookhart said. 
 
    “That it is,” Cloos agreed. “Harper can be a real ally moving forward. As can everyone on that stage.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Brookhart agreed. “It would be nice to know where the rest of our military stands.” 
 
    They watched in silence for a few moments. Cloos suddenly felt a cold chill come over his body. He jerked his feet off of his desk and vaulted to his feet. “Why the hell are they doing this out in the open?” 
 
    Brookhart stared at him. “Sir?” 
 
    “Get Major Chinn on the line, NOW!” 
 
    “What’s wrong, sir?” 
 
    “They’re sitting ducks. That’s what’s wrong.” 
 
    *** 
 
    12:06 p.m. – Watts Bar Lake 
 
    Melanie and Major Chinn stood near the back of the crowd near the cabin, listening intently as Governor Harper outlined the governors’ united plan to begin reconstituting Congress. 
 
    Major Chinn pulled his phone out of his pocket and cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll be back in a moment.” He did an about-face and disappeared behind a vehicle. 
 
    Melanie returned her focus to Governor Harper, only to be interrupted by Craig Shackleton. “I didn’t have a chance to introduce myself earlier. I’m Craig.” 
 
    “I’m Melanie, and now’s really not a good time to talk.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a promise that we’ll talk later.” Craig winked and walked away. Melanie rolled her eyes and again turned her attention to the governor.  
 
    Governor Harper said, “My fellow Americans, if we are to reclaim our nation, if we are to reclaim our heritage as the leader of the free world, it is imperative that we have an open, honest, fair presidential election in 2020, just two short years from now. The other governors here and I are committed to just that, and we are in the early stages of putting together the infrastructure necessary to hold an election in 2020 – with or without Nelson Armando’s cooperation.” 
 
    Melanie felt the hair stand up on her neck as the crowd erupted into a frenzied applause. We are truly making history, she thought. She made eye contact with Brandon, who was standing at the edge of the stage.  
 
    Brandon smiled and winked at her. Melanie felt herself blushing. Then the entire front of her body felt warm. No, hot. She felt herself flying through the air. Then she felt the wind knocked out of her as she crashed to the ground on her back. Then she felt a weight on top of her. Then everything went black. 
 
    *** 
 
    12:07 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua stared at the television. His cabin was consumed by an eerie silence -- the same eerie silence that had engulfed his farmhouse the night of the terrorist attacks twenty months earlier. The image on the screen was upside down, and images of feet frantically scrambling about repeatedly obscured its view. Joshua had been following Governor Harper for the past year, and had grown increasingly hopeful that the governor was the leader America needed. Now, the stage where Harper had stood just moments earlier was gone. Blown to bits. Nearly everything displayed on the screen was on fire, and Governor Harper’s voice had been replaced by screams and wails. Joshua felt his stomach twist into knots as the camera through which the scene was being streamed appeared to be kicked over. He saw feet, then fire, then sky, then feet, and then darkness. 
 
    “What just happened?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Déjà vu,” Joshua answered. “Unless my instincts are way off base, someone just took out the governors of well over a dozen states.” 
 
    “Including Governor Harper,” Jim said. 
 
    Joshua shook his head. “I’m afraid he may have been America’s last hope.” He looked at Rebecca, who was seated beside him on the couch, and grabbed her hand. “Things just went from bad to worse.” 
 
    “The next time you invite me over to watch a political speech, I’ll pass,” Perry chimed in. “I wonder who was behind this one?” 
 
    “The obvious choice would be AIS,” Joshua said. “But it does appear that anyone who speaks out against the Armando administration gets killed.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1207 – Camp Lejeune 
 
    General Cloos slammed his fist onto his desk. “Dammit!” 
 
    “Who do you think did this?” Colonel Brookhart asked. 
 
    “My money is one of Armando’s goons,” Cloos growled.  
 
    “Sir, do you really think President Armando would order the assassination of all those governors?” 
 
    Cloos shook his head. “Colonel, wake up. He sent a drone to attack us, didn’t he? I think he’s capable of anything.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    “First, we need to see if we can reach Major Chinn and ascertain his status. And put everyone on high alert.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    12:07 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Benjamin stared at the video screen in the presidential conference room in disbelief. Texas Governor Bennett Harper, along with the governors of 17 other states, had just been blown away right before their eyes. Everyone in the room was silent. 
 
    President Armando finally broke the silence. “Who… who did this?” 
 
    Anthony Russo immediately chimed in. “Mr. President, it has to be AIS. It allows them to further destabilize our nation. That’s why we need to utilize our Federal Protective Service personnel to take them out.” 
 
    Benjamin cleared his throat and then weighed in. “Mr. President, it’s also why we need to take immediate steps to appoint a vice president, and then ensure that the two of you are never in the same place.” 
 
    Abdar offered his opinion. “Mr. President, we have no proof that American Islamic State was behind this attack. We need to reserve judgement until all of the facts are in. Regardless of who was responsible, the U.S. Military should handle the response, not Mr. Russo’s Homeland Security Police.” 
 
    Russo fired back, “Mr. President, with all due respect, the Posse Comitatus Act of 1878 limits the powers of the federal government in using federal military personnel on American soil.” 
 
    Abdar rose to his feet and raised his voice. “Russo, you are overstepping your bounds!” Adilah put her hand on Abdar’s and stared into his eyes, and he went silent and returned to his chair. 
 
    President Armando raised his right hand and the room went silent. “For now, Mr. Russo’s Federal Protective Service personnel will handle our efforts against AIS.” He gestured toward the television. “I also want to know who did this. Additionally, we will consider – notice I said consider – taking steps to appoint a vice president. Finally, we must make a statement on today’s attacks.” 
 
    *** 
 
    12:07 p.m. – Watts Bar Lake 
 
    Melanie saw nothing but darkness. Pitch black. She felt like she was floating. Drifting away to some unknown destination. 
 
    “Melanie, WAKE UP!” 
 
    The deep, authoritative voice jarred Melanie from her slumber. She realized the person speaking to her was on top of her. She opened her eyes and came face to face with Major Chinn. 
 
    “Melanie, are you okay?” Major Chinn stood up and extended his hand. “We need to get out of here, NOW.” 
 
    Melanie shook her head, as though trying to loosen the mental cobwebs that had taken her mind captive. “What… what happened?” 
 
    “There was an explosion.” 
 
    Melanie rocketed to an upright seated position. “Governor Harper! Heather?” 
 
    “They’re gone,” Major Chinn said. “Now we have to get out of here while we still can.” 
 
    A morbid chill consumed Melanie. “Brandon!” she screamed.  
 
    “Anyone who was on or near that stage is gone,” Major Chinn said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Melanie felt her whole body convulse, as though every muscle in it was simultaneously being jerked into tiny knots. She summoned the energy to mount a primal scream that echoed through the woods. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” Chinn said. “But we really have to get out of here. NOW.”  
 
    Melanie looked up at Major Chinn through eyes blurred by tears. He extended his hand, helped her to her feet, then motioned for her to follow him. Melanie stopped and stared at the wreckage of the stage. It was gone, shattered into splintered remains that covered a good portion of the scorched yard. She spotted several body parts mixed in among the devastation. The sight of the human carnage nauseated her, and she convulsed but did not vomit. 
 
    Major Chinn stopped and turned to face her. “I know this is hard for you, but you really need to come with me NOW if you want to make it out of here alive.” 
 
    Melanie nodded and followed him. As they navigated the maze of stunned onlookers, many of whom appeared to be in shock, they found Craig Shackleton. The young man was silently staring at the devastation. 
 
    “Son, are you okay?” Major Chinn asked. There was no response. “ARE YOU OKAY?” 
 
    Craig snapped out of his apparent trance. “Yes, sir. I just can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Come with us.” Major Chinn motioned for Craig to follow them, and he complied. 
 
    Melanie struggled to put one foot in front of another as they made their way through the crowd. Governor Harper, the man she thought would lead America back to greatness. Gone. Heather Tate, her role model, mentor and personal hero. Gone. Brandon Slater, the one guy should have seen herself settling down with. Gone. How could this happen? 
 
    She fought back tears as Major Chinn led them past the cabin, down the entry road to a nondescript, tan Ford Explorer. He unlocked the doors. “Get in and get comfortable.” Craig opened the front passenger door for Melanie, then claimed the seat behind her. He revealed a Desert Eagle .357 Magnum pistol that had been concealed beneath his shirt, checked to make sure there was a round in the chamber, and again concealed the weapon. 
 
    Chinn walked around to the rear of the vehicle, popped the hatch and retrieved an M4 carbine rifle. As he returned to the driver’s side Melanie heard a shrill, high-pitched sound. Major Chinn spun and raised his rifle. As he did, the cabin erupted into a thunderous fireball.  
 
    Melanie watched as Major Chinn dropped to one knee and studied the sky through the scope. He visibly tensed up, suddenly focused on something he saw. He squeezed the trigger and fired off a shot, but kept the rifle raised. After a few moments he fired off another shot. Melanie heard the sound of the round impacting metal, then spotted a flame-engulfed object plummeting to the ground on the opposite side of the property. Major Chinn remained in position for a few moments, still studying the sky through his scope, and then rocketed to his feet and ran toward the remains of whatever he had shot down. 
 
    “What… what was it?” Melanie asked. 
 
    “Drone,” Chinn yelled over his shoulder. “Likely one of ours.” 
 
    Melanie slipped out of the Explorer while Major Chinn took several pictures of the fallen object. She entered the entry code on a black Ford Excursion parked two vehicles away, retrieved a black computer bag, and reclaimed her seat in the Explorer.  
 
    “Time to get out of here.” Chinn returned to the vehicle. “What’s so important about that bag?” 
 
    “I helped organize this event, and all of my data is on this laptop.” Melanie patted the computer bag. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but we can’t stay here,” Chinn said. “We need to get somewhere secluded and away from crowds, and then I have to make contact with General Cloos.” He turned and looked at Craig. “So what’s your story?” 
 
    Craig heaved a deep sigh. “Well, right now I’m living up in northeastern Tennessee, near Roan Mountain. I was in Charlotte when the first attacks happened, and I grew up in Raleigh.” 
 
    “Do you live alone?” 
 
    “No, I live with family,” Craig explained. “We live in a group with a number of other families. My Dad was on a plane when the first attacks happened, and my Mom and sister were on their way to D.C.” He cleared his throat. “They actually saw the flash from the first nuclear attack.” 
 
    “How did you wind up here?” Chinn asked. 
 
    “Somebody has to stand up and fight.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Thursday, October 18, 2018 – 7:00 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    That night, Joshua convened an emergency meeting of the entire camp at the community shelter next to Drew’s cabin. Jim offered an invocation, and Jack led the Pledge of Allegiance. 
 
    “Folks, I feel like I’m repeating what I said when I organized this group twenty months ago, but the world changed again today,” Joshua began. “I thought we might have some hope of saving our country under Governor Harper’s leadership, but that hope was shattered today. I never thought I could say this, but things are worse.” 
 
    “Josh, how does this affect us?” Rebecca asked.  
 
    “That’s a good question, Becca. There is a lot of uncertainty now, and my thought is that we have to be prepared to fend for ourselves. AIS is still active here in western North Carolina, and it’s clear that the government isn’t going to help us deal with them. We also have to face the reality that this could lead to an all-out dictatorship under Armando.”  
 
    Jack chimed in. “We have to be prepared to defend ourselves. And we need to start building relationships with others who share our views.” 
 
    John Moore, an older man with gray hair and wire-frame glasses, spoke up. “I’m not sure about that. We need to be careful about reaching out to anyone else. We don’t know who we can trust. I think we just need to keep to ourselves.” 
 
    “On the contrary, that’s why we need to build relationships now,” Jack retorted. “Now is the time to find out who shares our views and learn who we can trust.” 
 
    John started to speak up again but was interrupted by a smack on the thigh from his wife, Ruth, who served on the camp council. Ruth was an attractive woman in her mid-50s with shoulder-length blonde hair. She looked younger than her years.  
 
    “Speaking of relationships, where is Drew?” Perry asked. 
 
    Joshua clenched his teeth. “I don’t know. He left a couple of days ago and, as usual, wouldn’t say where he was going. He said I was better off not knowing.” 
 
    Several in the crowd let out exasperated sighs. 
 
    John raised his hand again. “I may be opening up a can of worms here, but should we still be pledging allegiance to that flag?” He gestured toward Old Glory. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Joshua asked. 
 
    “Well, does the country that flag represents even still exist?” John said. “The country that bears that flag seems to contradict everything it is supposed to represent. I think we’re pledging allegiance to a dictatorship.” 
 
    Joshua started to respond, but was interrupted by a loud, booming voice. “I cannot believe what I’m hearing!” 
 
    Everyone turned in unison to face Kane Martin, who had rocketed to his feet. Kane was 6’2” tall, slender and muscular, had blonde hair in a neatly trimmed crew cut and still looked the part of an Army Infantryman who wouldn’t shy away from a bare-knuckles fight. His eyes were narrowed and his fists clenched, and his bulging veins were exposed by a dark green muscle shirt. 
 
    “Let’s all take a deep breath,” Joshua said. 
 
    “I will NOT calm down!” Kane’s face flushed red. “I swore an oath of loyalty to the United States of America. It sounds like you people are turning your back on our nation.” 
 
    “I’m just saying I think our nation has turned its back on us,” John retorted. “It’s time for us to accept that.” 
 
    “I cannot believe Sergeant Major believed in you people.” Kane pointed at John, then Joshua. “He thought you were patriots.” 
 
    “Kane…” Joshua rose to his feet. Kane waved him off, did an abrupt about-face and stormed out of the meeting. The others in the group sat speechless. Joshua briefly made eye contact with Jim, who cocked an eyebrow and shook his head. 
 
    Jack rose to his feet. “I’ll go after him.” 
 
    Jim spoke up. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. He needs some time to cool off. There is something deeper behind his reaction. It’s not just about the pledge.” 
 
    Jack stopped and pursed his lips, appearing deep in thought. “You’re probably right. But we do need to get him back into the fold.” 
 
    *** 
 
    8:45 p.m. – Southeastern Tennessee 
 
    Melanie stared out the window into the darkness as Major Chinn traversed the narrow, winding, mountain road. Craig was sound asleep in the back seat, snoring so loud she wondered if he might attract a wild animal looking for a mate. 
 
    How could this happen? she wondered. What do I do now? Where do I go? Are my parents okay? She sniffled loudly.  
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to you,” Major Chinn said, as if he knew what she was thinking.  
 
    “I know you’ll do your best to protect me,” Melanie said between sniffs. “But I’m afraid. What do I do now? My entire life was blown away today.” 
 
    Major Chinn was silent for a moment before speaking. “You’ll find your way.” 
 
    “I’m also worried about my parents,” she added. “If they connect them to me, and me to Governor Harper…” 
 
    “Where are they?”  
 
    “Louisiana.” 
 
    She turned and again stared out into the darkness that had overtaken the day. They were both silent for the remainder of the drive. About thirty minutes later they turned off onto an even narrower road that wound through the woods and then paralleled a river. They eventually arrived at a secluded waterfront home. 
 
    “Stay here,” Chinn said as he tucked his Glock 19 into his jacket pocket and left the vehicle. Melanie watched as he studied the house, then retrieved something from under the doormat and returned to the vehicle. He held up a key. “Right where General Cloos said it would be. We’re staying here tonight.” He looked at Craig, who was still sound asleep. “WAKE UP, BOY!” 
 
    The snoring ceased, and Craig jumped and rubbed his eyes. “What is it, sir?” 
 
    “We’re staying here tonight. Stand guard here while I check out the house and make sure everything is okay.” 
 
    Craig stepped out of the vehicle and unsnapped the holster in which his .357 was concealed. Major Chinn disappeared around the left side of the house. A short time later he reappeared around the right corner, then unlocked the door and went inside. Melanie watched and waited for what seemed like an eternity. A few minutes later Chinn appeared in the doorway and waved them inside. 
 
    After an urgent visit to the bathroom, Melanie plopped down on the couch, leaned back and closed her eyes. She felt a tear stream down her cheek. She opened her eyes as Craig sat down beside her and turned to face her.  
 
    “I know you lost a lot of friends today,” He put his hand on her shoulder. “I’ve lost people who mattered to me over the past year as well. It’s not easy, but we just have to keep pushing forward.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like I have any reason to keep fighting,” she said, wiping the tear away.  
 
    “I know I just met you, but I can tell you’re stronger than that,” he said. “Don’t let them get into your head. Don’t let them win.” Craig stood up and turned to face Major Chinn. “Do you need me to do anything, sir?” 
 
    “See if there is anything here to eat,” Chinn instructed. “And check every room in the house to make sure the windows are locked, and look for anything else out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Chinn pulled out a handheld phone with a larger than normal antenna and plugged it into an electrical outlet. 
 
    “Major, where are we?” Melanie asked. 
 
    “We’re on the Tellico River, which is a tributary of the Little Tennessee,” he answered. “Near a small town called Vonore.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” she said. “How did you find this place?” 
 
    “General Cloos has connections all over the place,” he said. “Speaking of that, where in Louisiana do your parents live? I’ll see if he has anyone who can check on them and warn them to move to a safer location.” 
 
    “Chalmette. It’s in St. Bernard Parish.” 
 
    Chinn nodded and placed a call to General Cloos on the secure satellite phone. 
 
    *** 
 
    Friday, October 19, 2018 – 10:05 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The next morning Joshua fired up the television, hoping to learn more about the previous day’s attack on Governor Harper’s summit. Rebecca joined him on the couch as he took a sip of freshly brewed coffee. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Joshua said as he flipped between news channels. 
 
    “What?” Rebecca twisted her shoulder-length brown hair between her fingers. 
 
    “There are new anchors on every channel.” 
 
    “Every channel?” 
 
    “Yep,” Joshua said. “None of the people we’ve been seeing are there.” 
 
    “That’s strange for every network to change anchors at once,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “That it is,” Joshua said. “And I don’t think it’s a coincidence.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    They went silent as the network cut to a clip of President Armando. The president’s slicked-back hair was noticeably grayer than it had been 20 months earlier. He spoke in a thick New York Accent.  
 
    My fellow Americans, yesterday saw another tragic attack on our homeland. A cowardly, faceless attacker conducted a bombing that killed Texas Governor Bennett Harper and the governors of 17 other states. Our thoughts and prayers are with their families.  
 
    President Armando bowed his head in a moment of silence, then continued: Our initial intelligence indicates that AIS was behind these attacks. We also believe they may have had assistance from domestic terrorists, and perhaps from a foreign government. Rest assured, we will find those who did this and bring them to justice. And our Federal Protective Service agents will help those states who have lost their leaders maintain order. Thank you, and God Bless America. 
 
    The anchors returned to the screen and begin praising the Armando administration’s response to the attack. Joshua flipped from channel to channel, and every network repeated the administration’s spin.  
 
    “That should answer your question about why I don’t think this was a coincidence.” Joshua pointed at the television. “The anchors on every network seem to be saying the same thing. The exact same thing. Word for word.” 
 
    Rebecca put her hand on his knee. “Looks like they’ve gone from being news organizations to the government’s propaganda arm.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Joshua pointed the remote at the TV and changed to another channel, which revealed only a black screen. “And it looks like they’ve blocked us from getting BBC.” 
 
    *** 
 
    7:25 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    That night, Joshua asked Perry and Jim to meet him at his cabin. The television was broadcasting a national news channel in the background, and Rebecca watched the coverage as the three men talked. Reagan was curled up at her feet. 
 
    “With all that’s gone on, I haven’t had a chance to update you on Mordecai and the ‘mole’ rumor,” Joshua began. “Jack and I went up on the mountain to confront him.” 
 
    “Did you find him?” Perry asked.  
 
    “We did.” Joshua chuckled. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Well, Jack tried to take him into custody.” 
 
    “Tried?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say it didn’t go as planned,” Joshua said. “When Jack grabbed the old man’s arm, he put us both flat on our backs and disappeared. And on his way out he reiterated his warning that we have a mole in the camp.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s telling the truth?” Perry asked. 
 
    “I think he thinks he’s telling us the truth,” Joshua said. “Whether he’s right or not is a different story. But my gut tells me he may be onto something.” 
 
    “Joshua,” Rebecca interrupted. “You guys need to see this.” 
 
    The three men turned in unison. Joshua felt a cold chill shoot down his spine as the men were confronted by a picture of Drew Thompson on the television screen, with the word “WANTED” emblazoned across the bottom in bold, red letters. 
 
    “What the hell?” Perry exclaimed. 
 
    “They’re saying he’s wanted in connection with the bombing that killed the governors,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you our mole,” Perry said with a derisive sneer. 
 
    “Perry, I have a hard time believing Drew had anything to do with that,” Jim said. 
 
    “Well, where is he?” Perry threw his hands up in the air. “He’s not here, and he left before the bombing. He refused to tell anyone where he was going, and even insinuated to Joshua that we were better off not knowing. What is his alibi?” 
 
    “I agree with Jim that we shouldn’t rush to judgement,” Joshua said. “Every media outlet is broadcasting the Armando administration’s spin, so I question everything we see on the so-called news.” 
 
    “Every network?” Perry cocked an eyebrow. “Even BBC?” 
 
    “We’re no longer able to get BBC,” Joshua said. “Blocked. I’m guessing by the government.” 
 
    “Caroline can probably fix that,” Perry said. 
 
    Jim pursed his lips. “How?” 
 
    “She did some pretty intense internet security and code-cracking work for some interesting clients at her last job,” Perry said. “She can do things I can’t even begin to explain.” 
 
    “Let’s give her a shot to do that tomorrow,” Joshua said. “Becca, have they said how they’re connecting Drew to the bombing?” 
 
    “They were vague,” Rebecca answered. “They simply said he was seen at the gathering.” 
 
    “So is he our mole, or is he the Armando administration’s scapegoat?” Joshua pondered aloud. 
 
    “Like you said, let’s not rush to judgement,” Jim said. “About the mole, I think Kane is a likely suspect, especially given his blow-up over the pledge issue. Something deeper is driving that.” 
 
    “I agree that he’s been a bit off,” Joshua said. “I’ll try to talk to him.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Saturday, October 20, 2018 – 0705 – Fontana Dam 
 
    Just before sunrise next morning Kane quietly departed the camp and began hiking southward on the Appalachian Trail. An hour later he had barely broken a sweat, even though he had not even stopped to catch his breath.  
 
    I could do this all day. He gritted his teeth. Maybe I should keep going. And never look back. There is nothing for me in that camp. 
 
    He passed two men and a woman who were hiking northward. One of the men waved. “How are you today? Sure is a nice day out.” 
 
    Kane barely nodded and did not speak. He kept pushing forward. A military machine fueled by pent-up anger. 
 
    How could Sergeant Major Kendall have been fooled by those people? Kane wondered as he effortlessly pushed up a steep incline. What else was he wrong about? 
 
    He jammed his walking stick into the turf as he crested the hill and began traversing a downslope. They never valued my presence. They never respected my work. If they had, I would’ve been elected to the council. Not that Jack guy. 
 
    Kane broke into a slow trot as rage pulsed through his veins. I was their protector. I was their food provider. They used me. No more. 
 
    He let out a primal scream and broke into a full sprint, charging non-stop up a 45-degree incline that lasted nearly a quarter-mile, then leap-frogging boulders and logs on a steep downslope. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later Kane burst into a clearing, stopped and put his hands on his knees, panting like a thirsty animal. After catching his breath he realized there were several cabins just ahead, accompanied by numerous tents. Several people were milling around outside the cabins. 
 
    Interesting, Kane thought. I wonder if this is another camp similar to ours? Maybe one where real patriots live. And where I would be appreciated. He resumed walking along the trail, on a trajectory that would take him directly in front of the cabins. Keep your cool, Martin. You’re just passing through.  
 
    Kane studied the makeshift village as he passed. A flagpole proudly displayed Old Glory in front of the center cabin. Three black Suburbans and a dark green Hummer were parked between the cabins. A slender man who appeared to be just under six feet tall was walking toward the center cabin. The man, who had black hair with streaks of grey and wore a holstered sidearm, made eye contact and fixated on Kane. He’s sizing me up. Kane nodded and kept walking.  
 
    Upon reaching the other side of the clearing he found a stump he could use for support and started a stretching routine. Act natural, he thought. After completing a dozen stretching exercises he began making his way back past the camp. The same man sized him up as he passed. Kane nodded and continued walking.  
 
    A tall, curvy blonde stepped onto porch of the final cabin. Kane realized he had stopped walking and was staring at the woman. She made eye contact just as he resumed walking. Kane felt her gaze focused on him like a laser. She was beautiful. Striking. The woman smiled and waved. Kane nodded, but did not return the wave. He noticed her smile fade as he passed. 
 
    Kane hiked about a quarter of a mile north, then stopped, sat down on a log and buried his head in his hands. Moron, he thought. You couldn’t even muster the guts to wave at her? Idiot. 
 
    *** 
 
    8:07 a.m. – Banks of the Tellico River near Vonore, TN 
 
    Melanie found enough coffee in the cupboard to scrape together a pot of java. While the pot was brewing she searched every cabinet in the kitchen. No sugar, she thought. Nothing sweet in this place. And no creamer of any kind. 
 
    She poured a cup of the pitch-black coffee and reluctantly took a swig. She closed her eyes and grimaced. It was as though every vile, disgusting taste on earth had been combined into this one tiny mug.  
 
    “That bad, huh?” The voice jarred her out of her moment of self-pity. 
 
    “I guess I don’t have much of a poker face,” she answered. 
 
    “None whatsoever.” Craig poured himself a cup without asking permission, then inhaled a huge gulp of the caffeinated liquid.  
 
    “How can people drink this stuff black?” Melanie asked. 
 
    “You get used to it,” he said.  
 
    “I guess so,” she answered. “I’m going outside for a bit. Just need to think.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    She took her still-steaming cup and exited through the door facing the Tellico River. A thick, haunting fog hung over the water, and the handrails on the deck were still damp from the morning dew. Melanie made the lonely walk to the end of the dock and seated herself on a bench with her knees elevated in front of her. She heard the sound of a boat passing on the river, but was unable to discern its form amid the thick fog. 
 
    Melanie felt a tear trickle down her cheek. I am all alone, she thought. My country is lost. My heroes are gone. All of my friends are dead. She closed her eyes, put her head on her knees and let the tears come. The flow of pent-up grief rivaled that of the river beneath the dock. After what seemed like an hour she raised her head and noticed the sun beginning to pierce the previously impenetrable fog. She heaved a deep sigh and sat in silence. 
 
    A few minutes later she heard footsteps behind her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. I really don’t want to deal with Craig right now.  
 
    “Melanie, are you okay?” The voice that pierced the silence belonged to Major Chinn. 
 
    Melanie turned to face him. “I am. Thanks for checking on me.”  
 
    “I have some news for you,” Chinn said. “General Cloos had one of his contacts check on your parents. They are safe, and they are moving to an alternate location. They sent word to tell you they’d be at the farm, and that you’d know what that meant.” 
 
    Melanie leapt to her feet and embraced Major Chinn, her tears transforming to ones of joy. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” She released the embrace. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for that to be awkward.” She wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m just so happy to have some good news. THANK YOU for asking him to check on them.” 
 
    “You are welcome,” he responded in a monotone voice. “The three of us need to discuss where we go from here. You don’t have to do so immediately, but please come inside within the hour.” 
 
    *** 
 
    9:46 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua looked on as Caroline disassembled his satellite receiver. Perry returned from the kitchen with a fresh cup of coffee and claimed an open chair across the room. Caroline opened up a small tablet computer, plugged it into a power outlet, and connected a cable from the tablet the cable box.  
 
    “She knows what she’s doing.” Beaming, Perry gestured in the direction of his wife. 
 
    “That makes one of us.” Rebecca entered the room and positioned herself on the couch beside Joshua and rested her hand on his thigh. “Caroline, I never fully understood what you did at work.” 
 
    “That’s because a lot of it was highly confidential.” Caroline opened an application on the tablet and began typing furiously. “We worked for clients who, let’s just say, didn’t want the world to know what they were up to.” 
 
    After a few minutes Caroline disconnected the tablet and reconnected the satellite receiver to the television. She flipped to through the American news channels, all of which came through clearly. “Now let’s see if this worked.” She grabbed the remote and changed the channel. An anchor speaking in a British accent appeared, and a BBC logo was displayed on the screen. 
 
    “Impressive,” Joshua said.  
 
    “If you need something hacked, she’s your girl,” Perry said. 
 
    Joshua flipped to one of the national news channels. The anchor relayed a report that hit close to home: A planned AIS attack in the western North Carolina town of Bryson City was thwarted yesterday. While there has been no official statement, sources tell us that the Armando administration’s Homeland Security Police were responsible for stopping the attack. 
 
    “Somehow I don’t buy that.” Joshua switched the channel. “Let’s see what BBC has to say.” 
 
    The BBC announcer offered a different take: According to sources on the ground in western North Carolina, a group of local citizens took it upon themselves to combat a planned AIS terrorist attack in Bryson City. When the terrorists showed up at a local church, the citizen vigilantes reportedly killed them all and hung their bodies from signposts outside of the town. 
 
    “Those two accounts couldn’t be more different,” Rebecca said. “I think you were right about the media being taken over by the Armando administration.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1:45 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Benjamin looked up from his notes as President Armando turned to Abdar. “Do we have any intelligence on who stopped the AIS attack in Bryson City?” 
 
    “None at this time, sir, but we are working on it,” Abdar replied. 
 
    “You’re always ‘working on it,’ but you never get anything done,” Anthony interjected.  
 
    Abdar shot up out of his seat, but Armando interrupted him. “Russo, that was uncalled for.” 
 
    “My apologies, Mr. President,” Anthony said. “I would be remiss if I didn’t inform you that our man, Austin Phillips, is on the ground in that area. He has a team, and they will find out who did this. They are also searching for Drew Thompson. Mr. Phillips is available by videoconference now if you’d like to speak to him directly.” 
 
    “Thank you, Russo,” Armando replied. “Please conference him in.” 
 
    Anthony motioned to one of the aides seated at the far end of the conference table. The video screen flared to life, revealing a man with black hair highlighted by streaks of gray. Hello, Mr. President, the man on the screen said with a slight southern drawl.  
 
    “Good morning,” Armando said. “So you’re Austin Phillips. I hope you’re prepared to walk on water after all of the praise Russo has heaped on you.” 
 
    Austin chuckled. I just want to do the best I can to help repair our nation. 
 
    Armando leaned toward the webcam. “How do we know where your loyalties lie?” 
 
    My loyalty is to the United States of America, Austin answered. You are the president, so that means my loyalties lie with you. 
 
    Armando reclined in his chair and scratched his chin. “Very well.” 
 
    “Austin has the connections and network to help us in that part of North Carolina,” Anthony interjected. “If anyone can root out the vigilante domestic terrorists and find Drew Thompson, it’s Austin Phillips.” 
 
    “We shall see.” Armando motioned for the aide to end the videoconference. 
 
    Benjamin raised his hand as the screen faded to black. “Mr. President?” 
 
    “What is it, Liebowitz?” 
 
    “I’m sure Mr. Phillips is capable, and I don’t doubt that he has a solid network in western North Carolina, but should we be doing more to combat the growing AIS presence there?” 
 
    Abdar again launched out of his seat. “I will deal with that!” 
 
    Benjamin raised his hands in front of him. “Abdar, if you’ll give me a moment and let me finish, I think you’ll find out we agree on this issue.” He turned to face the president. “Mr. President, I agree with Abdar that we need to use the military to combat AIS. While the Federal Protective Service has a role, it’s not enough.” 
 
    Armando leaned back in his seat and rested his chin on his right hand. Benjamin continued: “As I’ve stated in the past, people are taking the law into their own hands because they don’t see us doing anything. They don’t think they have a choice.” 
 
    Anthony raised his hand. “Mr. President, I stand by my previous statements that we would be overstepping our bounds if we utilize military personnel in this fashion, on our own soil.” 
 
    Armando raised his right hand and the room went silent. “We will give Mr. Phillips a chance to show us what he can do. Russo, make sure he has access to all of the personnel he needs.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Russo responded.  
 
    Armando rose from his seat. “Meeting adjourned.”  
 
    The president made his way to Benjamin as the others filed out of the room. “Liebowitz, I don’t want you to think your points are not valid. They are well taken, but so are those raised by Russo and Abdar.” Armando extended his hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President.” Benjamin accepted the president’s handshake and they both turned toward the exit. “How is the First Lady?” 
 
    Armando looked down at the floor. “She’s well.” 
 
    *** 
 
    5:54 p.m. – US 129 near Chilhowee, TN 
 
    Melanie silently stared out the window as the mountainside whizzed by. Major Chinn guided the Explorer down Route 72 toward the North Carolina state line. Craig sat silently in the back seat. 
 
    After a few miles Chinn broke the silence. “Craig, are you sure about this? You just want me to drop you off at the Appalachian Trail and you’ll find your way home?” 
 
    “Absolutely certain,” Craig said resolutely. “It won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a satphone so you can reach me if you run into trouble.”  
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” 
 
    “It’s not negotiable.” Chinn turned around and briefly made eye contact with Craig. “Besides, I’d like to have a way to reach you in the future.” 
 
    Melanie turned around and looked at Craig. “So would I.” 
 
    Craig grinned. “I knew you’d come around.” 
 
    Major Chinn audibly snickered. 
 
    “You’re just jealous Major,” Craig said. 
 
    Chinn shook his head. “You two are so young and naïve.” 
 
    “Not naïve,” Craig retorted. “Just not cynical. I still have hope for us.” 
 
    “Us?” Melanie cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Us,” Craig restated. “America.” 
 
    Melanie pursed her lips as she turned and again fixated on sights outside the vehicle. The last person I dared to admit I liked was blown to smithereens right before my eyes. I shouldn’t be attracted to this guy. I don’t even know him. It’s not worth it. Not now. 
 
    A few miles later Craig leaned forward and pointed to a building ahead on the right. “Stop here if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Major Chinn wheeled the Explorer into the gravel parking lot. The white wooden building was marked with a sign displaying bold red letters that simply read “Guns. Ammo. Tactical.” The vehicle was barely stopped when Craig jumped out and entered the store, followed by Chinn and Melanie. 
 
    Melanie watched as Craig methodically selected items from the shelves: ammunition for his .357, a large black knife with a serrated blade, a compass, a sleeping bag, rain gear, a Duluth backpack with a metal frame, a small, dark green haversack, a folding hand saw, a hatchet, a spool of rope and a set of outdoor cooking utensils. This guy doesn’t seem fazed by anything, she thought. He handed the shopkeeper something wrapped in paper as payment for the goods, and the shopkeeper provided him with four jars filled with clear liquid.  
 
    Major Chinn acquired ammunition for his Glock 19, and the group returned to the Explorer and resumed their eastward trek, Craig began packing the items he had purchased in his backpack and haversack.  
 
    “What’s in the jars?” Melanie asked. 
 
    “A little something for the trip,” Craig answered. 
 
    Chinn chuckled. “Moonshine?” 
 
    Craig smirked, but did not answer. 
 
    They crossed the North Carolina state line and continued on Highway 129, then turned right onto Route 28. The winding two-lane road paralleled the Little Tennessee River as it climbed the mountain. 
 
    After about 18 miles they turned left. A few minutes later Fontana Dam came into view. The sun was beginning to set as Major Chinn pulled into a parking lot just east of the dam. “The Appalachian Trail crosses the dam,” he said. “I’ll ask one more time, are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Craig opened his door and exited the vehicle. Chinn and Melanie followed suit.  
 
    “Take this with you.” Chinn handed Craig a satellite phone and charger. “It’s fully charged, and it’s secure. Not on a U.S. government channel. I recommend keeping it powered off unless you absolutely need it. My number is programmed in.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Craig extended his hand. 
 
    “Glad to help.” Chinn accepted the handshake. “You seem like a tough cookie. Take care of yourself, and check in with me and let me know how you’re doing.” 
 
    “Will do.” Craig turned to face Melanie. “Well, I guess this is it.” He extended his hand.  
 
    A handshake? Melanie grabbed his hand, pulled him toward her and hugged him tightly. “Maybe not. You take care of yourself.” 
 
    “I will, and you do the same,” he said.  
 
    Melanie felt a spark as Craig’s right hand touched the small of her back and he cupped her head with his left. She leaned back and gazed into his eyes. “How can we contact you?” 
 
    “I have the number to his satphone,” Major Chinn interjected. “Craig, with your permission I will give it to her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”  
 
    Melanie felt herself blush as Craig blew her a kiss, then pulled his backpack over his shoulders and started toward the dam.  
 
    “He’s a cocky little bastard, isn’t he?” Major Chinn asked with a chuckle as he opened the Explorer door and climbed in. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Melanie silently returned to the passenger seat. Why am I so upset that he’s leaving? Get it together, Mel. 
 
    Major Chinn fired up the engine. “So you’re sure there isn’t somewhere you want me to take you?” 
 
    Melanie leaned her head back, closed her eyes and heaved a deep sigh. “I don’t have any connections to this area. None. My family is nowhere near here.” 
 
    “Then stick with me for now. I’ll keep you safe and we’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Where are we going now?” 
 
    “General Cloos arranged for us to have access to a cabin at Fontana Village. We passed it a few minutes ago. It’s just a few miles back down 28.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Monday, October 22, 2018 – 10:54 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Two days later, Joshua, Perry, Jack and Thomas made the trip to the local exchange. The U.S. dollar was now essentially worthless, and the exchange was an outdoor barter market that had sprung up in the wake of the terrorist attacks. Farmers and anyone else who had something of value to offer traded their goods at the exchange. 
 
    After arriving at the market Joshua, Thomas, Perry and Jack unloaded their valuables from the back of Thomas’ white Suburban. Items they brought to trade included three dozen eggs, venison from one of Jack’s kills, eight five-gallon jugs of gasoline from the tanker Drew had secured and hidden in their camp, two dozen trout, six hens, ten heads of cabbage and a dozen live rabbits. The eggs, meat and fish were iced down in old coolers, a nice perk given that people living farther away from the dam had no electricity. 
 
    Joshua noticed Jack suddenly perk up. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    Jack nodded in the direction of a stocky Asian man in khaki cargo pants and a dark green shirt. The man was accompanied by an attractive, petite woman with reddish-blonde hair and piercing green eyes who appeared to be at least fifteen years younger than him. 
 
    “What about them?” Joshua asked. 
 
    “I haven’t seen them here before,” Jack said. “And they look like an odd pair.” 
 
    “That doesn’t automatically mean they’re up to something.” 
 
    “No, but it does mean they bear keeping an eye on. And something about that guy is familiar. My instincts tell me he’s not someone to take lightly.” 
 
    “Man, I’m sure they’re fine.” Thomas removed his beat-up tan baseball cap and used it to scratch his head. 
 
    “Thomas, with all due respect you tend to give everyone the benefit of the doubt,” Jack said. “We can’t afford to let our guard down.” 
 
    As Jack finished speaking Joshua realized the man and woman were walking toward them. Jack visibly tensed up and reached for his pocket. Joshua made eye contact with him and shook his head, and Jack pursed his lips and dropped his hand to his side. 
 
    “Gentlemen, my name is Michael.” The man pointed toward one of the merchant booths. “Those guys said you might have some gasoline you’d be willing to part with.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Michael.” Joshua extended his hand. “That depends. What do you have to trade?” 
 
    “Not a lot,” Michael replied. “We didn’t expect to be here. But I do have some ammo.” 
 
    “What kind?” Jack asked. 
 
    “40 caliber.” 
 
    Jack looked at Joshua and nodded. 
 
    “I think we can work something out,” Joshua said. “Let’s have a look at the ammo.” 
 
    “No problem. And I’d like to check out the gas cans.” 
 
    After the two parties examined each other’s wares Joshua traded three five-gallon cans of gasoline for 300 rounds of 40 caliber ammunition. The man who called himself Michael shook everyone’s hands and took the gas cans to his vehicle. The young woman silently followed him. 
 
    Once they were out of earshot Jack looked at Joshua. “Something still doesn’t sit right about that guy.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on them while we’re here, but don’t make a scene,” Joshua said.  
 
    Jack nodded and began perusing a vendor table two down from the one where Michael was studying a large knife. Joshua shook his head and went to the opposite side of the open-air market with Perry and Thomas in tow. 
 
    “Man, Jack sure is paranoid lately,” Thomas said. “He’s wound a bit tight.” 
 
    “He’s just looking out for us,” Perry said. 
 
    “We’ve all learned the hard way what happens when we get too comfortable,” Joshua added. “Jack is just being extra vigilant, and that’s a good thing.” 
 
    Joshua negotiated with one of the vendors to trade two dozen eggs, the remaining jugs of gasoline, all six hens, two female rabbits and one male rabbit for virtually every edible portion of what was purported to be a 600-pound hog.  
 
    The men loaded their acquisitions into Thomas’ Suburban and began their trek back to the camp. Joshua’s stomach twisted when they rounded the first curve after leaving the community market. Thomas slowed the vehicle as they approached a roadblock comprised of three white SUVs bearing the U.S. Department of Homeland Security Federal Protective Service logo. Six armed agents in black uniforms were fanned out across the road.  
 
    “Everyone just stay calm,” Joshua said. 
 
    Two male agents in black uniforms approached the vehicle as it came to a stop and Thomas rolled down his window.  
 
    One of the agents held up a photograph. “We’re looking for this man. Have any of you seen him or do you know of his whereabouts?” 
 
    Thomas leaned out the window. “Man, he doesn’t look familiar to me. Mind if I show the other fellas the picture?” 
 
    The officer handed Thomas the photo, and he passed it to Joshua. “Do any of y’all know this fella?” 
 
    Joshua clenched his teeth as he stared at the photograph of Drew Thompson. He hesitated for a moment. “No… I, ummm… I don’t know him.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” The officer leaned in. 
 
    I hope I didn’t give us away, Joshua thought, then answered. “I’m sure, officer.” He turned and looked at Jack and Perry, who were in the back seat. “How about you guys?” 
 
    “No, but he looks like a tool,” Perry said. 
 
    “Don’t know him,” Jack said. 
 
    Joshua could feel the officer’s eyes focused on him. We’re done for, he thought. After a moment the officer backed away from the vehicle and motioned for them to pass. Joshua exhaled a deep sigh of relief as they rounded the next curve. “I thought they were on to us.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you don’t play poker for a living.” Perry pointed out the right window. “Check this guy out. Heck of a place for a panhandler.” 
 
    Joshua looked and spotted an old man with scraggly white hair, a white beard and moustache seated on a log beside the road. He was attired in bib overalls and a red-and-white checkered long-sleeve shirt and wore a denim conductor’s cap. The man made eye contact with Joshua, held up a hand-written cardboard sign that read “Will work for ammo” and flashed a grin. Mordecai! 
 
    Jack leaned forward and pointed at Mordecai. “It’s that crazy old man from up on the mountain! Let’s stop and take him to camp!” 
 
    “Not here,” Joshua said. “We’re too close to the checkpoint.”  
 
    Jack leaned back in his seat and sighed. “You’re right. But I’d love to question him.” 
 
    “How did that turn out last time, tough guy?” Perry sneered. 
 
    “Very funny,” Jack answered. “I didn’t see you up there. Next time, get out of your camper and come up there with us.” 
 
    Joshua shook his head and again made eye contact with Mordecai. When he did, the old man flipped his sign over to reveal a second message: “You still have a mole.” Joshua bit his lip as the old man flashed a grin and faded in the rear-view mirror. 
 
    As they rounded a curve three miles down the road, Joshua’s eyes were drawn to the right shoulder. He pointed. 
 
    “What in the world?” Perry asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it could be bait.” Jack drew his Glock .40 and rested it on his thigh. 
 
    “Bait?” Thomas asked. 
 
    “Bait to get us to stop,” Jack said. “Just like the burning truck.” 
 
    As the vehicle slowed Joshua’s mind flashed back to a scene he recalled from eight months earlier on this very road. He, Perry and Jack had stumbled onto a burning vehicle on their way back from the community market. When they stopped to investigate they were ambushed and taken hostage. Joshua shuddered. They had come within an inch of being beheaded by the AIS terrorists who had captured them. 
 
    Joshua rolled down the passenger window as the Suburban approached the strange sight on the roadside. 
 
    “What the hell?” Perry said. “That’s a bit on the sick side.” 
 
    As the vehicle came to a stop Joshua silently stared at the bodies of five dead terrorists. The corpses were still clothed in the black robes that AIS militants typically wore. The bodies were riddled with bullet holes and each one had what appeared to be a knife wound in the abdomen. A pig’s foot protruded from each dead terrorist’s mouth, and a severed pig head sat atop the pile of bodies. 
 
    “Somebody wanted to make a statement,” Jack said. 
 
    “A pretty warped statement,” Joshua said. “Get us the hell out of here.” 
 
    Thomas gunned the Suburban and they sped away from the twisted pile of terrorist carnage. 
 
    *** 
 
    1345 – Camp Lejeune  
 
    General Cloos spat loudly into a Styrofoam cup as the video screen on the conference room wall flared to life. Colonel Brookhart was seated across the table. After a moment Major Chinn appeared on the screen. 
 
    “What’s the latest, Major?” Cloos again spat into the cup. 
 
    We are still at the cabin you secured in Fontana Village, Chinn answered. The people in this area seem to be holding their own. Fontana Dam is still operational. Today we visited a community market where citizens trade goods. The market was active, and people seem to be getting by. We were even able to barter for several cans of gasoline. Some of the infrastructure is beginning to show wear and tear, but all in all the folks people here are hanging in there.  
 
    “What about the reports of an increased AIS presence in the area?”  
 
    There have been several reports of recent AIS attacks in the surrounding area, Chinn said. Within the past week there have also been reports of locals standing up to AIS. At least two attacks have been thwarted, and whoever stopped them seems to be intent on making a statement. 
 
    “What kind of statement?” 
 
    Well, they stopped an attack in Bryson City, killed all of the terrorists and hung their bodies from signposts outside the town. Here in Fontana, we’ve heard reports of authorities finding a pile of dead terrorists with pigs’ feet stuck in their mouths and a severed hog head on top of the pile. 
 
    Cloos chuckled. “Then whoever stopped these attacks sound like my kind of people.” 
 
    Maybe so, sir, but there is also a strong Homeland Security presence in the area, Chinn said. Based on what we’ve seen from the Armando administration, my guess is that the Homeland Security Police will focus on stopping what they view as ‘vigilante justice.’ 
 
    Cloos leaned back and cupped his chin in his hands. After a few moments of silence he cocked an eyebrow. “It sounds like we have some people with passion to fight these terrorists, but they need training. See if you can find out who they are.” 
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    “One more thing,” Cloos said. “Homeland Security is after someone named Drew Thompson. They think he is in that area.” 
 
    Who is he? 
 
    “They are trying to connect him to the attack that killed the governors, but I don’t buy it. Based on our research he is a former Chief of Staff to the Speaker of the State House in North Carolina. While you’re there, see if you can find this Drew Thompson.” 
 
    What do you want me to do if I find him? 
 
    “Keep him safe.” 
 
    Yes sir. Chinn looked away from the camera for a moment. What about Miss Blanchard? 
 
    “You keep her out of harm’s way as well,” Cloos said. “We are in a whole new world, and we need every bit of help we can get.” 
 
    Yes, sir. Chinn looked away and pursed his lips. 
 
    *** 
 
    2:30 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Benjamin was fixated on his computer monitor when he heard a knock on his office door. He deftly opened a new window to conceal the one he was viewing. “Come in.” 
 
    Anthony Russo entered, closed the door behind him and took a seat. “I’m disappointed that you chose Abdar’s side on the issue of whether to use military personnel to fight AIS on our soil.” 
 
    “I didn’t choose Abdar’s side. I simply happen to agree with him on this particular issue.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, you’re wrong on this one. The Posse Comitatus Act clearly limits the powers of the federal government in using military personnel on American soil. This is a job for the Federal Protective Service.” 
 
    “You are partially correct,” Benjamin countered. “The Posse Comitatus Act does place limits on the use of military personnel to enforce domestic policies on American soil. But this isn’t about enforcing domestic policies. It’s about fighting a foreign invader. Speaking of that, why haven’t you pushed for more action against the terrorists? It seems like your Homeland Security police would be more valuable in that effort than wasting time trying to prevent citizens from defending themselves.” 
 
    “We cannot let anarchy reign in our streets,” Anthony said. “We must maintain order.” 
 
    “At what cost?” Benjamin shook his head. “If we lose our nation to AIS, we’ve lost our liberty.” 
 
    “AIS will be taken care of soon enough,” Anthony said with a confident smirk. 
 
    “I wish I had your faith,” Benjamin said. “But given the reports that the AIS Supreme Leader is operating on American soil, I don’t.” 
 
    Anthony cocked an eyebrow. “The AIS Supreme Leader? Here?” 
 
    “Based on the intelligence we’ve received, yes.” Interesting, Benjamin thought. He hasn’t heard that rumor. 
 
    “Where did you get your information?” Anthony inquired. 
 
    “I obtained it from a source that I believe is reliable, but who wishes to remain anonymous.” 
 
    Anthony leaned back in his chair. “If you obtain more intelligence on that issue, please let me know.” 
 
    “I will,” Benjamin said. “Are your people any closer to finding Drew Thompson?” 
 
    “We’re getting there,” Anthony said. “Austin Phillips’ team believes Thompson is hiding out somewhere in the vicinity of Fontana Dam, and we believe he is being assisted by locals.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tuesday, October 23, 2018 – 5:47 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The lone wayfarer stood silently in the edge of the forest before dawn the next morning, surveying the landscape ahead of him. Cautiously confident that he was alone, the man pulled his cap down close to his eyes and stepped out into the open.  
 
    The man silently traversed the trail across Fontana Dam. The moon felt like a spotlight exposing his every step for all the world to see. Every hundred feet or so he checked to make sure he was not being followed. So far, so good, he thought. After crossing the dam, the man remained exposed as the trail paralleled the road through several turns.  
 
    The traveler breathed a sigh of relief as he stepped into the woods southeast of the dam. He made his way up the trail, guided only by the moonlight. Fifteen minutes later he deviated onto a side trail, then stopped to catch his breath before resuming his search. After another five minutes he came upon what appeared to be a hedgerow of some sort. Is this it?  
 
    The man ran his hands along the hedgerow until he found an opening. The entryway was concealed by a patchwork of foliage that someone had taken great pains to assemble. He gently removed the cover, exposing a door into a passageway. This is it. He stepped inside, quietly closing the door behind him. 
 
    *** 
 
    6:11 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua sat up straight in the bed, suddenly wide awake. What was that sound? he wondered. Was I dreaming? 
 
    Rebecca rolled over and rubbed her eyes. “What is it?” 
 
    “I heard something.” 
 
    “It’s probably nothing.” 
 
    The words had barely left her mouth when Reagan, who had been asleep in the living room, unleashed a torrent of angry barking and growling. 
 
    “It’s something.” Joshua jumped out of the bed, pulled on a robe and grabbed his Beretta 9mm. “Stay here.” 
 
    As he entered the hall Joshua heard three loud knocks on the door. Reagan, who was positioned just inside the door, responded with five deep barks, followed by an ongoing, low growl. The dog’s tail was pointed straight up into the air. 
 
    “Who is it?” Joshua raised his weapon toward the door. 
 
    “It’s Jack,” came the answer.  
 
    Joshua looked through the peephole. After verifying that Jack McGee stood on the other side of the door he opened it. “It’s 5:30 in the morning.” Reagan bolted through the door as soon as it was opened, still growling. He calmed down and Jack scratched him on the ear. Joshua did a double-take when he realized Drew Thompson was standing beside Jack. 
 
    “Look what the cat drug in.” Jack pointed at Drew. 
 
    “Where in the world have you been?” Joshua asked. “You guys come inside.” 
 
    Joshua flinched when he turned around, startled to see Rebecca standing behind him with her compact Beretta .380. Jack shoved Drew through the door, then followed him in. Reagan made his way back to his cushion in the corner and curled up. 
 
    Joshua took a seat in his recliner. Jack pushed Drew onto the couch and claimed the seat beside him, fixating on him with an angry glare. Rebecca claimed the other recliner. 
 
    “Drew, you’ve got some explaining to do,” Joshua said. “The news is reporting that you had something to do with the bombing at Watts Bar Lake that killed the governors. We got stopped by some Homeland Security police asking if we knew you. What’s going on?” 
 
    Drew removed his wire frame glasses, wiped his face with a handkerchief, then leaned back and closed his eyes. “I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    Jack back-handed him on the chest. Drew grimaced and jerked forward. “How about with the truth?” Jack snapped. “You’ve really put us all at risk this time.” 
 
    Joshua shook his head and leaned forward. “Jack, lay off. I don’t trust any of Armando’s propaganda. Let’s give Drew a chance to tell his side of the story.” 
 
    “Thank you, Joshua,” Drew said. “I was there when the bombing happened.” 
 
    “Did you have anything to do with it?” Jack demanded. 
 
    “No, I did not. I had been keeping up with Governor Harper for some time. I wanted to be a part of what he was doing, and was able to get into the summit.” 
 
    “Why do they think you had something to do with it?” Joshua asked. 
 
    Drew pulled out his smartphone and launched a video. “This is why.” The video started at the beginning of the summit. “As you can tell, I was fairly far from the stage. That’s why I’m alive today.” The video captured every moment of the event. Joshua cringed when the stage was suddenly vaporized in a booming fireball. The camera jerked toward the sky, then captured a close-up of the ground.  
 
    Then the camera re-focused on an object in the sky. “Drone,” Drew said. The video zoomed in on an unmanned aircraft. 
 
    Joshua leaned back in his recliner and cupped his right cheek in his palm. He sat silently for a full minute before asking, “How do they know you were there?” 
 
    “I’m guessing the drone had video capability. Either that or they had someone on the ground.” 
 
    “What happened to the drone?” Joshua asked. 
 
    “As I was trying to get out of there it fired a second missile and took out the cabin. Then some guy with a rifle shot it down.” 
 
    Jack leaned forward and cocked an eyebrow. “Ummm… shot down a drone?” 
 
    “Yep,” Drew said. “Then I got the hell out of there. I was able to hitchhike back to a trailhead north of here, and then hiked my way back.” 
 
    “I caught him when he was entering the hedgerow passage,” Jack said.  
 
    Joshua stood up, walked over and put his hand on Drew’s shoulder. “Drew, I want you to listen to me very carefully. For the time being, you are not to leave this camp at all. Period. Homeland Security is looking for you, and you will compromise yourself, and all of us, if you leave. If you do have to leave the camp, we need to arrange for you to do so without being exposed.” 
 
    Drew nodded. 
 
    “Is that clear?” Joshua asked. “And do you commit to stay here unless cleared by the council or me?” 
 
    “Yes I do.” 
 
    “Good,” Joshua said. “Jack, please escort Drew to his cabin. I’m going to try and get some more sleep.” 
 
    *** 
 
    8:15 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Two hours later Joshua was awakened by the sound of a whining dog at his bedroom door. He threw on a tattered N.C. State Wolfpack baseball cap, lumbered into the kitchen and turned on the coffee pot, then trudged to the front door to let Reagan out.  
 
    Joshua spotted a piece of paper that had been wedged into the doorway. The paper fell to the floor, barely missing Reagan as the anxious canine trudged across the porch and out into the yard. Joshua snatched up the paper and unfolded it, revealing a note: Thompson is not your mole. Sincerely, Mordecai. Joshua shook his head, folded the note and hid it in his pocket as Reagan made his way back inside. How in the world does he even know Drew is back? 
 
    After pouring a cup of coffee Joshua staked himself out in the recliner. Let’s see what the Armando propaganda machine is spewing today. He fired up the television and turned it to one of the national news networks. 
 
    The anchor was discussing the investigation into the Watts Bar Lake bombing: An Armando administration spokesman says that AIS was behind the bombing that killed Texas Governor Bennett Harper and 17 other governors. Additionally, the administration says that Drew Thompson, former chief of staff to the Speaker of the N.C. State House, is suspected of aiding and abetting the terrorists, and that he has the support of local extremist groups in western North Carolina. 
 
    Joshua gritted his teeth. What a load of crap.  
 
    He switched the television over to BBC, where the anchor offered an entirely different take: Intelligence sources in the United States tell us that, despite public claims to the contrary, the Armando administration has no real suspects in the Watts Bar Lake bombing. Further, there appears to be some dissent within the administration on how to best deal with the increasing trend of citizens taking up arms in their own defense. 
 
    “Imagine that, Americans defending themselves.” Rebecca made her way through the living room to the coffee pot. 
 
    “It’s a concept that seems foreign to Armando,” Joshua said. 
 
    Rebecca returned with a cup of coffee and joined Joshua on the couch. He held the cup with his left hand and clasped her hand with his right. 
 
    The anchor moved on to more global topics: The void created by America’s weakness continues to impact events around the world. Iran is being increasingly belligerent toward Israel, and the Jewish state has its forces on the highest level of alert. The Israeli prime minister has promised that his nation’s response to any Iranian attack will be “swift, merciless and complete.” The Middle East would already be in a state of all-out war if not for British support of Israel. Elsewhere, an emboldened Russia is amassing ground troops on its border with Ukraine. In a show of force that seems aimed at Russia, China is conducting joint maneuvers with North Korea. The United Kingdom and France have both promised to support and defend Israel, Ukraine, Japan and South Korea, but could quickly be spread too thin to mount an effective defense.  
 
    Finally, the anchor continued, we are receiving reports that the AIS Supreme Leader is on American soil, personally leading the terrorist group’s effort to establish an American caliphate. This information is unconfirmed, but is believed to be credible. 
 
    *** 
 
    10:13 a.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Benjamin leaned back in his conference chair as President Armando turned off the television.  
 
    “Is there any truth to the rumor that the AIS leader is here?” Armando slammed his fist on the table. “Where the hell is BBC getting their information?” 
 
    Benjamin cocked an eyebrow as Anthony responded. “This is the first I have heard of this rumor. We will look into it.” 
 
    That’s interesting, Benjamin thought. Russo didn’t pass the information I gave him along to the president.  
 
    Abdar shook his head. “Russo, you’re always looking into things, but you never actually seem to find any information.” He turned toward Armando. “Mr. President, I learned about this rumor several days ago. We have looked into it and do not believe it is credible. AIS is bold, but their leader has to be smart enough to know that he should not be on our soil.” 
 
    Benjamin leaned forward in his chair. “Abdar, I’d feel more confident about that if we actually did something to combat AIS. Right now they’re more afraid of rank-and-file citizens than they are our military.” 
 
    Abdar rocketed out of his chair, his fist clenched. Benjamin held up his hand and continued. “Mr. President, they might be more afraid of our military if you would allow us to actually use it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Wednesday, October 24, 2018 – 7:06 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The next morning Joshua poured a cup of coffee, donned a faded red baseball cap emblazoned with a strutting N.C. State University Wolfpack logo, grabbed his Bible and made his way to one of the rocking chairs on the front porch. Reagan made his way to the edge of the clearing and did his usual morning business there. 
 
    There was a chill in the air, and the steam from the hot coffee seemed thicker than it had on recent, warmer mornings. The mountainside was carpeted with red, brown and orange leaves that had fallen to their final resting place in recent days.  
 
    A lone squirrel scampered through the leaves into the clearing. Reagan’s ears perked up and the feisty canine kicked up dirt and leaves in his wake as he charged. The squirrel spun and deftly avoided Reagan’s jaws. The beagle-bulldog mix let out a deep bark and pursued the rodent, which made a beeline for a nearby tree. Reagan’s jaws appeared to graze the squirrel’s tail as it shot up the tree trunk. Joshua chuckled as the dog angrily barked and growled at the squirrel, which stopped about twenty feet up the tree and looked down at him tauntingly.  
 
    “Looks like he’s feeling better.” Rebecca made her way onto the porch.  
 
    “And not a moment too soon.” Joshua brushed his hand across her back as she passed in front of him and planted herself in the second rocking chair. She wore a pair of faded jeans with a hole in the left thigh, a brown plaid flannel shirt and had her brown hair pulled into a ponytail. 
 
    “Still no flag?” Rebecca pointed toward the empty pole in front of the cabin. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” Joshua shook his head. “I think it may be time to have a talk with Kane.” 
 
    “Josh, maybe John has a point about the flag.” Rebecca took a swig of her coffee. “I mean, does our country even still exist?” 
 
    “That’s not a decision for me to make,” Joshua said. “That’s one we’d have to discuss as a council and then as a whole camp.” 
 
    “I think that’s why John brought it up at the meeting.” She gently back-handed him on the leg. 
 
    “Thanks, Miss Obvious.” Joshua smirked. “I wish he’d bounced it off of me first so I could’ve had time to think about it. I would’ve been better equipped to handle Kane’s reaction.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have predicted that he’d blow up like that.” 
 
    “No, but I would’ve had a chance to think through the ‘what-ifs.’” Reagan made his way back on to the porch. Joshua sat his cup on the rail and scratched the dog behind the ears. Reagan’s tail thumped loudly against the porch. “If we do have a conversation about the flag at some point down the road, I’d like to talk with Kane first. And I’d like to get our flag back either way.” 
 
    *** 
 
    0807 – Camp Lejeune  
 
    General Cloos took a sip of coffee from a stainless steel mug, which proudly displayed a U.S. Marine Corps logo, then centered the mug on a coaster near his Bankers’ lamp. Major Chinn appeared on the teleconference screen. “Good to see you, Major.” Cloos turned to Colonel Brookhart, who was seated in one of the guest chairs. “What’s the latest, Colonel?”  
 
    Brookhart rose from his chair and stepped toward a map positioned on an easel. “As we have discussed, AIS appears to be making aggressive moves to claim territory and infrastructure up and down the east coast.” He pointed at a location in Virginia between Roanoke and Danville. “When we last met, they controlled Smith Mountain Dam in Virginia, Carters Dam in Georgia, the Port of Charleston in South Carolina and the Bayway Refinery in New Jersey. They have since seized the Kerr Dam in southern Virginia and have been spotted scoping out the Watauga Dam in Tennessee, the Calvert Cliffs Nuclear Power Plant in Maryland, the Intercession City Power Plant in Florida and the Vogtle Nuclear Plant in Georgia. While AIS has made some gains, they have lost control of the Port of Charleston.” 
 
    Cloos cocked an eyebrow. “How did that happen?” 
 
    “Cadets from the Citadel have remained on campus and continued their education since the attacks. They organized and launched an operation to root them out.” 
 
    “Impressive.” Cloos leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. “Go on.” 
 
    “We are receiving increasingly credible intelligence that the AIS Supreme Leader is somewhere on our east coast,” Brookhart continued. “Several AIS attacks in New England have been thwarted by U.N. peacekeeping forces. However, in the past week AIS has seized control of several small towns in North Carolina, South Carolina and Virginia. Their goal appears to be to establish a lasting AIS caliphate here in the United States, beginning with the east coast.” 
 
    “Hence why they are targeting strategic infrastructure assets,” Cloos said.  
 
    “That’s not all,” Brookhart said. “They are continuing to hit smaller soft targets. We have seen an increasing number of small arms attacks as well as a few roadside bombs. They tried to attack a county fair in Alabama, but didn’t realize it was hosting a gun show. That didn’t go well for them.” 
 
    “God bless the Second Amendment.” Cloos inhaled a swig of coffee and wiped his mouth with his camouflage sleeve. “And Armando wonders why people are fighting back. Moron.” 
 
    Major Chinn’s voice crackled over the videoconference system. Colonel, it appears that dams and power plants are among their high priority targets. Have you received any intelligence indicating that Fontana Dam, Watts Bar Dam or any others in this area being targeted? 
 
    “Not at this time,” Brookhart answered. 
 
    Cloos took a puff of the cigar that had been smoldering on the edge of his desk. “But that doesn’t mean one or more of them are not on their list. Major Chinn, make it a priority to identify locals who are capable of defending Fontana Dam and let them know to get ready for a fight. I’ll get the word to my contacts near Watts Bar.” 
 
    Will do, sir, Chinn said. We also made contact with someone who has connections in the area of Watauga Dam. I will attempt to notify him. 
 
    “That’s fine.” Cloos blew a ring of cigar smoke into the air. “Just be discreet.” 
 
    “General,” Brookhart interjected. “We have also received reports of an active AIS cell in the Myrtle Beach area. They were apparently in that area prior to the 2017 attacks, and are believed to have some sort of training facility there.” 
 
    Cloos clenched his teeth. “If we knew they were there, then why the hell are they still there?” 
 
    The administration prior to President Wagner was more worried about offending our enemies than protecting our own citizens, Chinn opined. And Wagner was barely in office long enough to warm his seat in the Oval Office. 
 
    “This alleged president doesn’t seem to have any more of a spine than Wagner’s predecessor,” Cloos said. “We need to monitor the cell closely. Colonel Brookhart, make a list of potential high value targets within a 120-mile radius of Myrtle Beach. Please also identify any assets in that area who might be able to provide us with intelligence on their movements.” 
 
    *** 
 
    2:47 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    That afternoon Joshua followed Jack into the woods toward Kane’s campsite, with Reagan trailing close behind. Joshua took a deep breath. He was not looking forward to this conversation. Kane’s explosion at a recent camp meeting over the issue of whether the camp should continue to show loyalty to the American flag had been weighing on Joshua, and he was hoping to bring the soldier back into the fold.  
 
    Reagan pawed at Joshua’s leg, almost as if he sensed his owner’s mood and wanted to comfort him. Joshua leaned down and scratched him on the head. “Good boy.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later they arrived at a small campsite that was deep in the woods and isolated from the rest of the camp. Two dark green, one-man canvas tents sat side by side. A small wooden cross constructed from shaved branches had been erected in front of the tent on the right. A small fire pit surrounded by rocks had been constructed ten feet in front of the tents, and two logs sat beside the pit. 
 
    Joshua fought back a tear. “It’s been eight months and he hasn’t even touched Bob’s tent.” 
 
    “Definitely a show of respect,” Jack said. “Or idolatry.” 
 
    “Either way, he clearly hasn’t moved on,” Joshua said. “Kane, are you here?” There was no response. 
 
    Joshua knelt down in front of Bob’s tent and pulled back the flap covering the entrance. His sleeping bag and pillow were still there, likely in the same position he had left them before his untimely death at the hands of AIS terrorists eight months earlier. Joshua lowered his head and closed his eyes for a moment, then knelt down in front of Kane’s tent. “Kane, are you in there?” Again, there was no response. 
 
    “He’s not here,” Jack said as Joshua rose to his feet. “Any sign of the flag?” 
 
    “I’m not planning on digging through his stuff to find it,” Joshua said. 
 
    “It’s your flag,” Jack responded. 
 
    “That may be so, but I’m still going to respect Kane’s privacy,” Joshua said. “You should, too.” He rose to his feet and gestured for Jack to follow. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    Reagan started growling as they left the clearing and re-entered the woods. His ears perked up and his tail pointed toward the sky. 
 
    Jack un-clipped the holster which held his Glock .40 as Joshua dropped to one knee and put his arm around Reagan’s torso. “What is it, boy?”  
 
    Reagan remained fixated on something in the woods. As the dog’s growling intensified Joshua’s ears alerted him to the sound of someone -- or something -- in the woods. Running through the woods. Getting closer. 
 
    Joshua made eye contact with Jack, who un-holstered his Glock and held it at his side. Joshua attuned his ears to the sounds of the forest. Whatever was running through the woods was almost on top of them. Any moment. He slipped his hand into his pocket and gripped his Beretta 9mm. 
 
    Reagan’s growling suddenly ceased and his tail started wagging as Kane burst into the clearing, stopped on a dime and crossed his arms in front of him. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We came to talk to you.” Joshua sat down on one of the logs beside the fire pit and gestured toward the second log. 
 
    “I prefer to stand,” Kane said in a monotone voice. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Joshua said. “First and foremost, I just wanted to check on you. We haven’t seen much of you in the past few months. I wanted to make sure you know that you’re more than welcome to move closer to the cabins. I’m sure we could find space for you in a cabin or one of the campers if you’d like.” 
 
    “I like it here.” 
 
    “If that’s what you prefer, I’ll certainly respect that,” Joshua said. “But the offer stands if you change your mind.” 
 
    Kane nodded but did not speak. 
 
    “The second thing I wanted to mention is the flag,” Joshua continued. “I’ve noticed that it hasn’t been raised in a couple of weeks. I’d like to see us get back to flying it daily.” 
 
    “You guys made it clear at the camp meeting that you are no longer loyal to the flag.” 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips. “Kane, that’s not what happened. One person raised the question of whether or not the country whose flag we’re saluting still exists. One person.” 
 
    “None of you challenged him.” Kane’s face flushed red. “Only I had the guts to do that. And then none of you had my back.” 
 
    “The topic caught me off guard.” Joshua felt his heart racing. “I’m sorry if you felt--" 
 
    “Don’t patronize me!” Kane raised his voice. “Sergeant Major Kendall thought you people were patriots. I can’t believe I trusted you. I can’t believe he trusted you. It’s clear that you people don’t appreciate me!” 
 
    Jack removed his tan baseball cap. “Kane--" 
 
    Kane spun and faced him. “And you. I don’t want to hear a word from you. You should have supported me for the council after Sergeant Major Kendall was killed.” 
 
    Reagan pawed at Joshua’s ankle as Kane did an about-face and silently departed into the woods. Joshua reached down and touched the dog’s nose. “I know, boy.” 
 
    Jack scratched his dirty blonde hair before donning his cap. “Well, that was interesting.” 
 
    “And disconcerting.” Joshua heaved a deep sigh. “Do you remember anything Mordecai said the day we confronted him on the mountain?” 
 
    “Not really.” Jack chuckled. “I was mainly trying to figure out if my head was still attached to my body. I can’t believe that old man got the best of us the way he did.” 
 
    “That’s a whole different topic.” Joshua motioned for Jack to follow him back toward the main camp. “The first time I encountered him he said we have a mole in the camp. He repeated it that day. Prior to now I haven’t discussed this with anyone but Perry, Jim and Rebecca.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s right?” 
 
    “Hard to say, but in the interest of being vigilant we have to assume that he is,” Joshua said. 
 
    “Any theories on who it might be?” 
 
    “We’ve tossed around a few,” Joshua said. “Drew obviously came to mind, as did Kane. I’m starting to lean toward him.” 
 
    “Drew would be the obvious choice,” Jack said. “And I agree that after what we just saw Kane has to be on the list. But if the old man is right, and that’s a big ‘if,’ then the obvious choice is likely not the right choice.” 
 
    *** 
 
    8:43 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    That night Melanie unpacked the contents of the computer bag she had retrieved from Governor Harper’s Ford Excursion following the attack at Watts Bar Lake: a Dell laptop and power cable, six flash drives, a padfolio and pen, a smartphone and charger and a Sony cyber-shot digital camera she had purchased six months before the first wave of AIS attacks. She spread the items out on the kitchen table at the Fontana Village cabin where they were staying, then plugged in the laptop and powered it up. 
 
    As the computer slowly booted up she turned on the camera and began scrolling through pictures. The images brought back a flood of memories: her parents at Governor Harper’s second inauguration; herself with Governor Harper and Chief of Staff Heather Tate; Brandon with his arm around her. She felt a tear stream down her cheek. 
 
    Melanie jumped as Major Chinn barged into her emotional moment. “I hope you like fish,” he said.  
 
    She wiped the tear from her cheek before turning toward him. “Fish is one of my favorites.” 
 
    “Good. I was able to snag a couple of trout from one of the locals.” He pointed at the computer equipment that consumed the tabletop. “What’s all this?” 
 
    “There is a lot of important data on this laptop, and I want to make sure I have it backed up,” she said.  
 
    “What kind of data?” 
 
    “Contact lists, correspondence with people around the country on the governor’s behalf.” 
 
    “Make sure your backup is secure and well hidden,” Chinn said. “And--" 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not going to try to connect to the Internet.” Melanie chuckled. “I may be young and cute, but I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Chinn said dryly. “Now the onus is on you to prove yourself right. What I was going to say is that I won’t pressure you, but if any of that information could be useful to General Cloos, it would be greatly appreciated.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “General Cloos wants me to stay in this area for a few days and try to make some contacts with locals,” Chinn said. “You are welcome to stick close to me, and I’ll do my best to keep you out of harm’s way, but at some point we need to discuss where you want to go long-term.” 
 
    Melanie felt a lonely chill trickle down her spine. “I know.” 
 
    “Do you have any thoughts about that?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and swallowed hard. “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “I promise I won’t leave you hanging, but at some point I’m sure I’ll be in the thick of a battle, and I don’t want to put you in harm’s way.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Melanie fought back a tear. “I really don’t know what would’ve happened to me if you hadn’t helped me get out of there after the attack. I… I think you probably saved my life.” 
 
    “I’m a Marine, Mel,” Chinn said. “That’s what we do.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Thursday, October 25, 2018 – 7:03 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The next morning Joshua poured his cup of coffee, grabbed his Bible and ventured onto the porch, followed by Reagan. In his rocking chair he found his American flag, which had been folded with military precision.  
 
    Kane decided to return the flag, he thought. Maybe he’s not completely off the reservation. 
 
    Ten minutes later Joshua finished his morning devotional, polished off his second cup of coffee, and made his way down the side trail toward Jack’s camper trailer. As the trailer came into view Joshua spotted Jack with Perry and Caroline, who were squared off in hand-to-hand combat stances. Joshua cocked an eyebrow. That’s interesting. 
 
    “At ease,” Jack thundered. Perry and Caroline assumed more casual stances. “What’s up, Joshua?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you could help me put up the flag,” Joshua said. 
 
    “So you recovered it,” Jack said. “Good to hear. Let me finish with these guys and I’ll be right up.” 
 
    Joshua nodded and started to turn back toward his cabin, but his curiosity brought him to a stop. He turned back to Jack and the others. “What are you guys up to?” 
 
    “A few months back Caroline and Perry asked me to teach them how to fight,” Jack said. “I meant to mention it to you but must have forgotten. I’ve been teaching them hand-to-hand combat tactics, as well as how to use a variety of weapons. Want to see a demonstration?” 
 
    “Sure!” 
 
    *** 
 
    7:17 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Perry struggled to regain his breath as his wife stood over him. Caroline extended her hand, and he waved her off. “I.. I just need to lie here for a minute.” 
 
    Caroline shook her head. “That was too easy. I shouldn’t be able to put you on the ground like that.” She did an about-face and marched away. 
 
    Joshua dropped to one knee beside Perry, shook his head and chuckled. “Buddy, I hate to tell you, but she made that look effortless.”  
 
    “That she did.” Jack extended his hand to Perry. “Come on, get up.” 
 
    Perry closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then accepted Jack’s assistance. He had been caught off guard by Caroline’s raw aggression. She had gone into attack mode the moment Jack opened the sparring match, and had put Perry on his back within seconds. His once-sweet wife now seemed to be completely consumed and fueled by rage. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” Perry said. “She caught me a bit off guard.” 
 
    Joshua slapped him on the back. “I’d have a hard time squaring off with ‘Becca. I love her too much to even pretend to fight with her.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good spin,” Perry said. “Mind if I steal it?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Joshua chuckled. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Friday, October 26, 2018 – 0658 – Camp Lejeune 
 
    The first streaks of sunlight were beginning to pierce the pre-dawn sky when General Cloos left his quarters for his run the next morning. Colonel Brookhart and four other Marines met him in front of the mess hall. A brisk, cool breeze added to the morning’s slight chill. Cloos and Brookhart led the way, while the younger men struggled to keep pace. 
 
    “We’ve identified a list of potential targets within striking distance of the Myrtle Beach cell,” Brookhart said as they rounded the first corner. 
 
    “Go on.” Cloos spat on sidewalk just before they left the pavement and made their way onto a wooded trail. 
 
    “Three potential targets are in southeastern North Carolina. The Southport nuclear plant, the Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point, and the Port of Wilmington. There are also—“ 
 
    “Defending those three assets will be our priority,” Cloos growled. “Have your plan of action ready to present this afternoon. You leave tomorrow.”  
 
    “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Cloos said. “And set up a videoconference with Armando.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I want to see his reaction when I tell him about the Myrtle Beach cell.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1145 – Appalachian Trail near Fontana Dam 
 
    Kane’s heart raced with anticipation as he left the safety of the woods and entered the clearing where he had seen the striking young woman several days earlier. He slowly jogged along the path at the edge of the camp. As he passed the cabins and tents he closely examined everyone and everything in the area while trying to look like he was not paying them any mind.  
 
    He made eye contact with the same slender man he had seen when he stumbled onto this camp nearly a week earlier. The man, who was just under six feet tall and attired in solid black, positioned his right hand near his holstered sidearm. Kane felt the man’s stare burning through him like a laser. 
 
    Keep your cool, Martin, Kane thought. He nodded at the man and continued his slow jog through the outskirts of the camp, feeling the man’s gaze focused on him all the while.  
 
    Upon reaching the far side of the clearing Kane found the same stump he had utilized on his prior visit and repeated the same stretching routine, then began retracing his steps past the camp with a slow jog. The same man was seated in a rocking chair on the porch of one of the cabins. This time the man nodded at Kane. Maybe that means he doesn’t plan to shoot me. Kane returned the nod and continued on his path. As he passed the last cabin Kane looked over his shoulder, hopeful. All he saw was the same man. Oh well, he thought. Today’s not my day. 
 
    He exhaled deeply and resumed his jog toward the safety of the woods. As he reached the edge of the trees a female voice stopped him in his tracks. “Hey, soldier. Where are you off to in such a hurry?” The silky voice sent a tingling chill down his spine. 
 
    Kane turned and made eye contact with the same tall, curvy blonde he had seen six days earlier. She was the main reason he had returned today. He stared at her, but could not muster the strength to speak. She was every bit as striking as the first time he had laid eyes on her. He was mesmerized. 
 
    “What’s wrong, cat got your tongue?” She spoke with a dripping Southern drawl. “I’m Virginia.” She extended her hand. “What’s your name?” 
 
    Kane felt a spark as the softness of her hand touched his. “I’m… ummm… I’m Kane.” 
 
    “Kane. That’s a nice name. Nice to meet you, Kane.” She smiled and gestured for him to follow. “We’re getting ready to eat. Why don’t you join us?” 
 
    Kane nodded and silently followed, admiring her figure as she led the way -- straight to the same tall, slender man who had eyed him suspiciously when he jogged through the camp. She gestured toward the man. “Kane, this is Austin Phillips.” She turned and flashed a smile that made Kane melt. “Austin, Kane will be joining us for lunch.”  
 
    *** 
 
    1:32 p.m. – Virginia Beach  
 
    The display flickered to life as Benjamin took his seat at the conference table early that afternoon. General Cloos appeared on screen, attired in a green and khaki service uniform. He was flanked by a tall officer with light brown hair and wire-rim glasses and two other enlisted personnel in service uniforms. Cloos took a puff of his cigar. 
 
    This should be interesting, Benjamin thought. The guy clearly has cahunas. 
 
    Abdar began the meeting. “General, you called this meeting. Given that you refused to relay your message to me and demanded that the president participate, I hope whatever you want to discuss is worth interrupting his busy schedule.” 
 
    Busy doing what? Cloos blew a puff of cigar smoke toward the camera. Certainly not fighting AIS. 
 
    Abdar launched out of his seat. “How dare you disrespect the President of the United States? You have--” 
 
    Let’s cut to the chase, Cloos demanded. We have solid intelligence that there is an active AIS cell operating out of Myrtle Beach. 
 
    “We are aware of that!” Abdar raised his voice. 
 
    But you haven’t lifted a finger to do a damn thing about it, Cloos thundered. Given AIS’ obvious strategy of trying to seize major pieces of U.S. infrastructure, we have identified several likely targets in southeastern North Carolina. Consider your administration notified that my men and I will be taking aggressive steps to defend those assets. 
 
    “You are ordered to stand down until we direct you to take action!” Abdar took a step toward the webcam and waved his fist in the air. 
 
    Cloos leaned forward. I wasn’t asking for permission. I was giving you a courtesy notification. 
 
    President Armando and his team sat in silence as the screen went black.  
 
    Abdar’s shrill Middle-Eastern accent broke the silence. “Mr. President, we cannot allow General Cloos to disrespect you in this manner! We must take action to put him in his place.” 
 
    “And just what do you propose to do?” Anthony Russo piped up. “Bomb a U.S. Marine Corps base on American soil and then use the press to blame it on AIS?” 
 
    Abdar clenched his fist and took a step toward Russo, who was seated three seats down. Adilah put her hand on Abdar’s arm and gave him a silent, stern look. He returned to his seat, panting like an angry bull, never releasing Anthony from his stare.  
 
    Benjamin cocked an eyebrow. Russo seems to have figured out Abdar’s MO. He raised his hand.  
 
    President Armando gestured toward Benjamin. “Yes, Liebowitz?” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President.” Attired in a black suit and starched white dress shirt, Benjamin sat up straight in his chair. “Unlike others, I felt it was proper and respectful to wait until recognized to speak, but I do have a few comments.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “First, I agree with Abdar that General Cloos was out of line with his remarks.” Benjamin’s gold square Menorah cufflinks sparkled in the light as he straightened his dark blue tie. “With that said, we must be discerning in how we respond.” 
 
    Abdar again shot up out of his seat. “We cannot allow--” 
 
    Benjamin raised his voice and continued. “We cannot respond out of anger. We must rise above that, or we are no better than the very behavior we are criticizing. We should also seek to understand the source of General Cloos’ frustration.” 
 
    Russo leaned back in his chair and cocked an eyebrow. “And just what do you think is the source of his frustration, Benjamin?” 
 
    “Anthony, I was getting ready to explain that before you interrupted me,” Benjamin continued. “As I have said on numerous occasions, people are frustrated because they don’t see any action from this administration to fight AIS. General Cloos has stated this. We simply have to show that we are making an effort to defeat AIS.” 
 
    The room went silent as President Armando raised his right hand. He spoke in his strong New York accent. “Liebowitz, you make valid points. With that said, I agree that we must take steps to rein in General Cloos. But they must be measured steps.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Saturday, October 27, 2018 – 0600 – Camp Lejeune 
 
    General Cloos took his seat at the conference table at 0600 the next morning, joined by Colonel Brookhart and several other officers. Two privates and a private first class placed plates in front of the attendees and delivered steaming cups of coffee to each place setting. Each plate was adorned with a mountain of scrambled eggs, a pile of grits that appeared to be equal part butter, and several strips of bacon. Major Chinn’s image appeared on the screen hanging adjacent to the table.  
 
    In between ravenous gulps of food Cloos provided Major Chinn with an overview of the potential threat from the AIS cell in Myrtle Beach. “We have identified potential targets within a 120-mile radius. They include the Southport nuclear plant, the Military Ocean Terminal Sunny Point, and the Port of Wilmington. Colonel Brookhart will be departing at ten hundred hours with resources to defend those and other assets. I have reached out to people in South Carolina to alert them about other potential targets.” Cloos chugged half a cup of coffee. “Colonel Brookhart, what is your plan of action?” 
 
    “Thank you, General.” A slender man who stood about six feet tall, Brookhart rose from his seat. “Per your orders, we are prepared to depart at ten hundred hours this morning. The 24th Marine Expeditionary Unit will deploy teams from the 3rd Battalion, 6th Marines to the assets being defended. Combat Logistics Battalion 24 will provide support. In regard to the port, we will assume defensive positions at various points along the river and along vehicle routes to the port. We will also cooperate with Army personnel at MOTSU and assume defensive positions along the river and on Highway 133 and Highway 87. Finally, we will assume defensive positions along water and land access routes to the nuclear plant.” 
 
    “Good work, Colonel.” Cloos reclined in his chair. “However, that will spread your personnel quite thin. How will you compensate for that?” 
 
    “That is a concern, General. Our people will maintain constant communication, and we will respond and move personnel as threats emerge.” 
 
    Cloos tilted his head back and scratched his chin, silent for a few moments. “I am still concerned that you will be spread too thin to mount an effective defense, but we cannot spare any more personnel to send with you. We need to be able to respond to other threats.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Attempt to make contact with the Coast Guard if they are still in the area,” Cloos continued. “And reach out to any law enforcement personnel you can locate.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Cloos picked up a strip of bacon with his fingers and consumed it in one quick bite. “How will you defend against a potential air assault?” 
 
    Brookhart heaved a deep sigh. “Other than a few surface-to-air missiles, we are unprepared to defend against an air attack.” 
 
    “We will send two F/A-18 Hornets and have them on standby at the Cape Fear Regional Jetport at Oak Island,” said Cloos. Brookhart nodded, and Cloos continued. “On a different topic, we have received intelligence, apparently provided by a foreign government, indicating that AIS’ video transmissions are being routed through a location on the east coast, possibly within driving distance of Camp Lejeune. If we can identify the location, we will send a team to check it out. This may be the clue we need to locate the AIS Supreme Leader.” 
 
    Cloos chugged the remainder of his coffee and silently held the empty cup over his shoulder. A private hurried over and took the cup, returning moments later with a full cup of java. 
 
    “Major Chinn,” Cloos continued. “Any progress in locating Drew Thompson?”  
 
    Chinn’s voice rang out over the speaker. We are getting closer, but we haven’t found him yet. We’ll find him. 
 
    “Do so quickly,” Cloos said. “The longer he remains out there, the more likely he will be hunted down and silenced.” He wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “If you haven’t found him within two days I may need you here.” 
 
    What should I do with the girl when I return to Camp Lejeune? 
 
    “Try to find someone there that will take her in.” 
 
    Yes sir. Chinn paused for a moment. Sir, I’m not going to leave her with just anyone. 
 
    Cloos heaved a deep sigh. “Understood, Major. If you can’t find someone trustworthy for her to stay with, then bring her here.” 
 
    *** 
 
    7:14 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Melanie took a lonely sip of black coffee as a few streaks of sun penetrated the dreary gray clouds that darkened the cold mountaintops. A solitary squirrel scampered down the rail on the deck just in front of her, seemingly oblivious to her presence.  
 
    Two weeks had passed since the attack at Watts Bar Lake. The attack that had killed Governor Bennett Harper. Her political hero. The man who should have been the next leader of the free world. Her friend. Chief of Staff Heather Tate. Her role model. Brandon Slater. The one guy she could’ve seen herself settling down with. All dead.  
 
    Melanie closed her eyes and planted her face on her elevated knees. She exhaled a deep, cold sigh. Major Chinn had been nothing but a gentleman, and he had helped her every step of the way. But he couldn’t babysit her forever. What will I do? she wondered. Where will I go? 
 
    Major Chinn’s voice broke the morning silence. “Good morning.” He sat a second cup of coffee beside her. “I thought you might want this. Everything okay this morning?” 
 
    Melanie combed her fingers through her reddish-blonde ponytail. “Just wondering what I’m going to do.” 
 
    Major Chinn dropped to one knee on the steps leading from the deck to the ground, which was still damp from the morning dew. “I know this is difficult, but you’ll be okay. You’re a strong young woman.” Chinn cleared his throat. “General Cloos may order me to return to Camp Lejeune in two days.” 
 
    A wave of hopelessness washed over her. “What will happen to me then?” 
 
    Chinn sat down beside her on the bench. “I’m hoping we can find someone here who will put you up for the time being. Someone trustworthy.” 
 
    Melanie’s lips pursed, but she remained silent.  
 
    “But if we can’t, I’ll take you with me,” Chinn said. “Either way, I’ll make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But it’s not fair to you to ask you to keep looking after me.” 
 
    “That what Marines do,” Chinn said. “I’m going back down to the community market this afternoon. That seems like a good place to listen to people talk. We might pick up some intelligence. After that I have to go to Bryson City. You’re welcome to join me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    10:17 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Reagan led the way as Joshua and Jack made their way through the woods to Kane’s campsite. The curious but territorial canine sniffed nearly everything he encountered and marked his territory at least a dozen times.  
 
    Three days had passed since they had last visited Kane’s campsite. The fact that Kane had chosen to return the flag after their last visit gave Joshua a glimmer of hope that his rage had subsided as time had passed. He wanted to bring Kane back into the fold – out of loyalty to Bob Kendall, if for no other reason. 
 
    “He’d be dangerous if you hadn’t had him fixed.” Jack gestured at Reagan as the dog again marked his territory. 
 
    “He’s no lightweight as it is,” Joshua said with a chuckle. “When he gets riled up you can see the pit bull in him.” 
 
    “How do you think Kane will respond to seeing us?” Jack asked.  
 
    Joshua shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Joshua reflected on the recent camp meeting in which Kane had lost his cool when John Moore publicly questioned whether the camp should pledge allegiance to the American flag given that the United States was now essentially nonexistent. While he was not yet ready to throw in the towel on America, part of Joshua agreed with John’s sentiment. At the same time, he understood Kane’s perspective. Kane was an important member of the camp, and his connection to Joshua had come through the late Bob Kendall. Without Bob, Joshua and the others would likely never have made it to the mountains, and almost certainly would not have survived the first year. Joshua wanted to bring Kane back into the fold, in part out of respect for Bob, and in part because the camp needed him. 
 
    Five minutes later they reached the clearing where Kane had maintained his campsite and where Bob Kendall’s tent had sat undisturbed since his death. The two logs still sat adjacent to the fire pit, and the wooden cross remained in front of Bob’s tent, but Kane’s tent was nowhere to be found.  
 
    Joshua cocked and eyebrow and looked at Jack.  
 
    Jack pursed his lips. “Looks like Kane is MIA.” 
 
    Joshua shook his head. “I’m surprised he’d just skip out like that. When Bob was around Kane was Mr. Reliable.” 
 
    “That was when Bob was around,” Jack said. “He’s been different ever since that day. And I think ‘AWOL’ is more appropriate than ‘MIA.’” 
 
    “This does lend credence to the idea of him being our mole,” Joshua said.  
 
    “If he was spying on us, why would he just leave? That takes away his access to get information.” 
 
    Joshua clenched his teeth. “Unless he already has everything he needs.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1:17 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Shortly after lunch Joshua ventured onto the porch to enjoy a few moments of peace. Reagan left the porch and nosed around the edge of the clearing, where he took the liberty of watering a small tree.  
 
    The ground was carpeted with a yellow, red and brown patchwork of slightly damp leaves, and there was a chill in the autumn air. A wall of thick, grey clouds prevented the sun from peeking through. Joshua closed his eyes and leaned back in the rocking chair. After a few minutes a single deep, echoing bark pierced the otherwise quiet air. Thomas’ white Suburban rumbled down the mountain path as Joshua opened his eyes. Is it that time already? Joshua thought. 
 
    “Hey man.” Thomas rolled down the window and twisted a toothpick in his mouth. “Y’all ready to head out?” 
 
    “As soon as Jack gets here,” Joshua said.  
 
    Joshua locked Reagan in the small pen behind the cabin as Rebecca made her way onto the porch. When he returned to the clearing Rebecca was talking with Chuck and Sheri Jones and John and Ruth Moore, who had congregated near the Suburban.  
 
    “Hey guys.” Joshua shook everyone’s hand. “We’re headed out to the market. Need anything?” 
 
    “If you can find it, I need some ammo for my .44 Magnum,” said Chuck, a hulking African-American who had played linebacker in college.  
 
    Joshua chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    The two couples headed up the trail just as Jack made his way to the Suburban and claimed the front passenger seat. Joshua staked himself out in the back seat behind Thomas, and Rebecca took the seat to his right. Jack made sure a round was chambered in his Glock .40 as Thomas put the Suburban in gear. 
 
    *** 
 
    1:36 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Benjamin pulled his jet black, armored Yukon into the alley, his senses on high alert as he backed into the parallel parking space. His eyes scanned every nook and cranny, looking for any potential threat. Dark spaces like this were the type of place where danger could lurk, but were also a good place to make private calls without being disturbed.  
 
    We just met an hour ago, he wondered. What could be so important to require an emergency conference call? 
 
    Benjamin activated the encrypted tablet and opened the videoconference application. Abdar and Adilah appeared on screen, as did Anthony, two low-level aides, and President Armando. Benjamin placed his SIG-Sauer P229 on the console as the videoconference began. 
 
    I hope this is important, President Armando said.  
 
    It is, Mr. President. Russo flashed an ear-to-ear grin. We have received a tip that we believe will help us locate Drew Thompson. We expect Austin Phillips to apprehend one or more of the people who are harboring him within the hour. 
 
    Armando cocked an eyebrow. That is good news, Russo, but a simple message would have sufficed. 
 
    Unsurprisingly to Benjamin, Abdar agreed. I concur, Mr. President. This call is a waste of time. Benjamin noticed Russo’s face flush red.  
 
    Mr. President, one other thing. Russo’s angry scowl was defied by the air of calm in his voice.  
 
    Another participant’s image appeared on the video screen. The man, who was in a different location, was attired in a blue U.S. Army service uniform and service cap. His uniform jacket displayed an array of medals and insignia, and his expression projected dignity and confidence. A general, Benjamin thought. Interesting.  
 
    This is General Mason Palmer, Russo continued. He is currently headquartered at the Joint Base Langley-Eustis in Newport News. 
 
    I’ve met General Palmer, Armando said. What is the purpose of him joining this call? 
 
    The general has offered to assist Homeland Security with our efforts to put a stop to the vigilante justice that is occurring throughout the nation, as well as rein in-- 
 
    Abdar’s voice pierced the airwaves. This is outrageous! For weeks I have suggested using the military to combat AIS, and you argued against it. Now you go behind our backs and make this arrangement? 
 
    Mr. President, may I speak? General Palmer’s deep voice boomed over the speakers. He spoke with a neutral accent. 
 
    Go ahead. 
 
    I would like to clarify one point, Palmer said. Mr. Russo did not contact me, I reached out to him. He seemed like a logical first point of contact. It was never my intention to cut anyone else out of the loop or go behind anyone’s back. We simply want to help. 
 
    While we can use all the help we can get, I would have appreciated being apprised of your participation on this call in advance, the President said dryly.  
 
    I agree, Mr. President, Abdar interjected. Russo, you have overstepped your authority! 
 
    Armando held up his hand. I’ll handle this, Abdar. 
 
    Mr. President, may I say one more thing? General Palmer asked. 
 
    Armando let out a frustrated sigh. Go ahead. 
 
    I understand you’re dealing with a rogue Marine General who is off the reservation. Perhaps I can be of assistance. 
 
    *** 
 
    1:49 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua reached over and grabbed Rebecca’s hand as Thomas navigated the Suburban down the winding mountain road toward the community market. Out of concern for her safety he had publicly objected when Rebecca insisted on accompanying them, but was secretly happy that she was with them. He enjoyed every moment in her presence. Joshua squeezed Rebecca’s hand, and she returned the gesture and leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.  
 
    Joshua noticed Jack perk up as the Suburban passed a small road on the right. Jack looked in the passenger side mirror, then turned and looked through the back window. 
 
    Joshua’s brow furrowed. “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ve got company. White SUV just started tailing us.” 
 
    “Man, I’m sure it’s a coincidence.” Thomas gnawed on his toothpick as he spoke. “They’re probably just headed down to the exchange.” 
 
    Jack sat silent for a moment, his gaze fixed on the vehicle behind them. He shook his head and turned around. “I hope you’re right, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why would they be following us?" Joshua asked. 
 
    “If they are, we’ll find out soon enough.” Jack concealed his Glock .40 inside his jacket. “Be on your toes, everyone.” 
 
    Joshua felt Rebecca’s grip tighten on his hand. He leaned over and whispered into her ear. “Becca, I’m sure it’s nothing. It’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I hope so, Josh. We don’t need any more trouble.” 
 
    Silence overcame the vehicle as they traveled the last two miles to the exchange. Jack broke the silence. “We’re almost there. Be alert.” 
 
    Thomas turned into the exchange, which looked like a massive flea market. Jack exhaled loudly when the SUV that had been behind them did not follow suit, instead continuing down the road. “Didn’t mean to spook you guys.” 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” Joshua said.  
 
    The entire plateau where the exchange was set up was covered with tables and vehicles from which locals bartered their wares, separated only by narrow aisles. People traded nearly everything: a wide variety of meat, eggs, fish, livestock, chickens, hand-made furniture, rope, vegetables, and so forth. People who possessed skills such as carpentry, metalworking and sewing traded their services for goods. Others had sought-after goods such as coffee and gunpowder. Joshua marveled at how self-reliant the people in this area were. They were surviving and thriving, in spite of all that had happened. Thomas backed the Suburban into an open space near the road.  
 
    Jack tapped Joshua on the shoulder as they began walking toward the trading area. He spoke in a voice barely louder than a whisper. “It’s him. He’s here again.” 
 
    “Who’s here?” Joshua asked. 
 
    “The same guy we saw last time.” Jack nodded in the direction of a man talking to a trader behind one of the tables.  
 
    Joshua recognized him as the same Asian man who had traded ammunition for gasoline during their last trip to the exchange. He was accompanied by the same young woman with reddish-blonde hair. “Jack, he didn’t do anything suspicious last time. He’s probably just here doing his business.” 
 
    “There’s something about him that makes the hair stand up on my neck,” Jack said. “I can’t put my finger on it.” 
 
    Joshua heaved a sigh. “Calm down.” 
 
    “Man, I’m sure there ain’t nothing up with him,” Thomas said. “We don’t need to be so dern paranoid.” 
 
    “Paranoia saves lives,” Jack retorted.  
 
    The man turned around and made eye contact with Jack. He nodded, and Jack returned the nod, but neither spoke as they passed. Joshua watched as Jack nonchalantly made his way to another table, then positioned himself at an angle where he could monitor the man. The man made his way to a tan Ford Explorer, followed by the young woman, and they departed the area. 
 
    “Man, see, there wasn’t anything to fret about.” Thomas removed his worn, stained tan baseball cap and used it to scratch his matted, light-brown hair. “He’s just doing his business.” 
 
    Jack cocked an eyebrow. “We’ll see.” 
 
    Rebecca gently elbowed Joshua in the side. “Now she looks like a duck out of water.” She nodded toward a tall, curvy blonde who stood nearly six feet tall. The woman wore a black, professional pantsuit that had the appearance of being brand-new. 
 
    “No doubt,” Joshua whispered. “Haven’t seen her here before. And where would she be able to get new clothes like that?” 
 
    “That’s a very good question,” Jack chimed in. “Something’s not right here.” 
 
    “Man, you’d freak out if a black helicopter flew by,” Thomas said. “You’re too dern jumpy!” 
 
    Joshua chuckled. His laugh was interrupted by a different voice: “Joshua Winston!” The voice was a familiar one, and it froze him in his tracks. 
 
    As Joshua turned in the direction of the voice a slender man dressed in all black approached and extended his hand. “Joshua, I’m Austin Phillips. I served in the State Senate during your last term in the House.” 
 
    Joshua reluctantly extended his hand. He recalled having met Austin Phillips in Raleigh, but didn’t remember much about him. They had not served on any committees together, and had not developed a relationship. He was surprised the man was so friendly toward him. “Good to see you, Senator. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “That it has,” Austin said. “I’m glad to see you’ve survived the mayhem of the past two years. What are you doing way out here?” 
 
    “This seemed like a good place to get away from the mayhem you just mentioned,” Joshua said.  
 
    “I see,” Austin said. “Well, I’m glad to see you’re still around. We’ll need good men like you to help rebuild our country.” 
 
    “I’m not sure it can be rebuilt.” 
 
    “Sure it can.” Austin cocked an eyebrow. “I’m working with the Armando administration trying to get things back in order.” 
 
    A chill shot down Joshua’s spine. He briefly made eye contact with Rebecca. She pursed her lips and looked at him, clearly concerned. Jack’s eyes were focused on Austin like a guard dog staring down an unwelcome intruder. Joshua quickly returned his gaze to Austin. “I’m glad you’re so optimistic.” 
 
    “I’d like to introduce you to someone.” Austin motioned for the tall blonde in the pantsuit to join them. “Joshua Winston, meet Virginia Pennington. Virginia is part of the team I’m working with here in Western North Carolina.” He gestured toward Joshua. “And Mr. Winston was in the State House during my first term in the Senate. He was well respected in Raleigh.” 
 
    Virginia extended her hand. “Nice to meet you.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Your name sounds familiar.” 
 
    Joshua clenched his teeth. “I don’t recall us ever meeting.” As Joshua was speaking two white SUVs came up the road and stopped at the entrance to the exchange. Both vehicles’ doors were emblazoned with “Federal Protective Service.” Three men and a woman exited the vehicles, all attired in black. Two of the men carried MP5s, and all four agents bore holstered sidearms. 
 
    Virginia turned to one of the Homeland Security officers. “Captain, does the name Joshua Winston ring a bell to you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. We believe he may have knowledge of the whereabouts of Drew Thompson.” 
 
    Joshua’s stomach twisted into knots as Virginia gestured toward him. “Well, here he is.” 
 
    Austin stared at Virginia, his brow furrowed.  
 
    “Sir, you need to come with us.” The captain took a step toward Joshua.  
 
    Rebecca stepped forward and grabbed Joshua’s left bicep with both hands. Jack took a step toward the captain. Onlookers began crowding around as the four Federal Protective Service agents raised their weapons in unison.  
 
    Joshua felt a bead of sweat form on his forehead. He looked at Jack and waved him off. “Guys, it’s okay.” He turned to face the captain. “What was the name of the person you think we’re connected to?’ 
 
    “Drew Thompson.” 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips. “I don’t know who that is.” 
 
    The captain cocked an eyebrow. “We have reason to believe otherwise, and you’re coming with us.” 
 
    Jack took another step forward. “No, we’re not.” 
 
    The female agent deftly spun and kneed Jack in the midsection, then kicked him in the chest. He collapsed onto his back and the other two male agents trained their weapons on him. 
 
    Joshua waved the agents off. “Jack, we’ll go with them. No one needs to get killed here today.” 
 
    Jack slowly rose to his feet, his eyes filled with rage. He stood silently for a moment, his glare focused on the female agent. Then he looked at Joshua. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    The agents searched the four and confiscated their weapons and Thomas’ keys. They handcuffed the four prisoners and placed Joshua and Thomas in the back seat of the lead SUV.  
 
    Joshua spoke up as the agents pushed Jack and Rebecca toward the second SUV. “Please let me ride with my wife.” 
 
    The male agent escorting Rebecca spun and pointed his pistol in Joshua’s direction. “Not another word from you. You’ll ride where I damn well tell you!” 
 
    Joshua made eye contact with Rebecca. Her eyes were moist, and she shook her head. He watched helplessly as the agents forced Jack and Rebecca into the SUV. 
 
    The female agent placed a black bag over Joshua’s head, completely obscuring his view. He assumed the others received the same treatment. America is becoming the kind of dictatorship we always stood against, he thought. It feels like we’re on a Nazi death train. 
 
    Joshua’s mind wandered as the vehicle sat motionless for what seemed like an eternity. The darkness that had descended upon him when the bag was lowered over his head rekindled memories of the agonizing hours he had spent blindfolded while in AIS captivity eight months earlier. The bag’s bland, dry texture was disconcertingly similar to that of the gag used by the AIS terrorists. Joshua heaved a deep sigh. Lord, you helped us escape from the AIS terrorists eight months ago. All of us but Bob. He swallowed hard before finishing the unspoken prayer. Please help us again today. A few minutes later his body lurched as the vehicle jerked into motion and began transporting them like cattle destined for an unknown slaughterhouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Saturday, October 27, 2018 – 2:21 p.m. – Route 28 near Fontana Dam and Bryson City, N.C. 
 
    Melanie watched the mountains whizz by as the Explorer made its way down Highway 28. Neither occupant of the vehicle had spoken for at least fifteen minutes.  
 
    “You’re unusually quiet.” She turned toward Major Chinn. 
 
    “Something was off back there,” he said. 
 
    “At the exchange? What do you mean?” 
 
    “One of the men there looked like he was sizing us up,” Chinn said. “And he seemed familiar, but I can’t place him. And if the two people who showed up at the end weren’t federal agents then they missed their calling.” 
 
    “The tall, overdressed blonde and the pretty boy with her?” Melanie chuckled.  
 
    “You got it.” Major Chinn said. “And I have to say that it’s just a bit ironic that you’re implying someone is high maintenance.” 
 
    Melanie felt her face flush red. “I can’t believe you said that! I’ve been easy to deal with the whole time!” 
 
    Chinn let out a loud belly-laugh. “I’ll give you that, but you seem like the kind of girl who would have expensive tastes and nitpicky preferences in a normal situation.” 
 
    Melanie smacked Chinn on the arm, then felt herself freeze. I just hit a Marine. Not smart! She heaved a subtle sigh of relief when Chinn laughed again, even more loudly this time. 
 
    The Explorer made its way down Highway 28, then turned left onto Highway 74 toward Bryson City. They passed an abandoned fire department, a gas station that had been overrun by vines and other plant life, and an empty grocery store. So barren, she thought as Chinn swerved to avoid a large pothole. So desolate. No longer a shining city on a hill. 
 
    Melanie spoke up they turned left onto Spring Street. “By the way, what do we have to do here?” 
 
    “There is someone I need to see.” 
 
    “How do you know them?” 
 
    “I don’t,” he said. “General Cloos does.” 
 
    The Explorer turned right onto Main Street, then left onto Everett Street and crossed the Tuskegee River. They wound their way through Bryson City, then traveled north for several miles on a narrow two-lane road before turning left onto a dirt road that led to a large house in the edge of the woods. Two smaller houses sat off to the left, and a large metal building was positioned behind the main house. Chinn drove around the homes and parked near the front door of the metal building, where he was greeted by two belligerent pit bulls. The dogs’ deep, guttural growl made the hair on Melanie’s neck stand up. 
 
    “Stay in the vehicle while I calm the dogs down.” Chinn unhooked his seatbelt. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Melanie locked her door. 
 
    Major Chinn stepped out of the vehicle and stared down the two dogs. The pit bulls’ growls became more high-pitched, and Melanie’s jaw tightened as the one on the left lunged in Chinn’s direction. Chinn faced the dogs, took a step toward them and uttered a deep, authoritative “BACK OFF!” Appearing startled by Chinn’s boldness, the dogs maintained their constant growl but did not approach him.  
 
    The front door of the metal building opened with a loud, slow creak and an old man wearing a black U.S. Marine Corps World War II Veteran baseball cap slowly stepped out. The man whistled sharply, and the dogs immediately assumed a submissive posture, turned around and retreated behind the building.  
 
    “Good afternoon, son.” the man spoke with a slow, subtle drawl. “Are you from Shanghai?” 
 
    “No, sir. I’m from Tianjin.”  
 
    The man smiled. “Oorah! Come on in.” He motioned toward the Explorer. “You too, young lady.” 
 
    Melanie cautiously exited the vehicle, keeping her eyes peeled in case the pit bull greeting party made a repeat appearance. Her heart jumped into overdrive when her peripheral vision picked up a sudden, quick movement off to the right, but immediately retreated to a normal pace when she realized it was a cat, not one of the dogs. She exhaled and quickly made her way inside and closed the door behind her. 
 
    The interior of the building looked like a museum of man-cave artifacts from the past century. The wall to the left was adorned with numerous hunting trophies, including several large bucks, an elk, a bear and a Cape Buffalo, as well as several large fish. The wall to the right featured numerous axes and other yard tools, many of them antiques, as well as several swords and other exotic weapons.  
 
    A huge sheet of plywood with a target painted on it hung from the wall. A throwing knife was stuck near the center of the target, a hatchet was embedded near the bottom right corner, and a smaller dart board hung on the wall several feet to the right. Numerous antique signs and pictures, as well as a huge American flag, hung on the back wall. A lip about five feet up the walls had been converted to a makeshift shelf, which was covered with old kerosene lanterns, mason jars, and other collectibles that could have easily been for sale in a mountain gift shop prior to the fall of the republic.  
 
    Four classic cars and five trucks, each of them appearing to date back to the 1950s, 60s and 70s and seemingly in mint condition, were scattered throughout the building. Sunlight penetrated the building through plastic windows that circled the entire structure near the top of the walls, and several lighted kerosene lamps were strategically positioned throughout the building. 
 
    The man slowly made his way to four chairs positioned near an old pot belly stove. The glow of flames and accompanying warmth emanated from the stove, and a flu made its way from the stove to the ceiling. “Have a seat.” The man gestured toward two of the chairs, then claimed the one closest to the heater and removed his hat.  
 
    A Chocolate Lab slowly rose from a straw-filled basket near the wall, meandered to their position and curled up on the floor at the old man’s feet. Melanie jumped when the man whistled so loudly that it seemed to echo within the confines of the metal structure. A boy who appeared to be about 16 years old emerged from behind one of the old cars near the back of the shop and trotted toward them. “Ricky, get these fine folks some coffee.” The teenager nodded and departed in the direction of a second wood stove, atop which sat two old, aluminum coffee pots. 
 
    “That’s a fine young man. One day he might be as sharp as his great-grandpa.” The old man chuckled. “So, you know Sammy?” 
 
    Chinn’s brow furrowed. “Sammy?” 
 
    The man cocked an eyebrow. “Sammy Cloos.” 
 
    Chinn nodded. “General Cloos. I’m sorry, I’ve just never heard anyone call him Sammy.” 
 
    “Heh. I’ve called him a hell of a lot worse than that.” 
 
    Ricky returned and handed large, stainless steel cups full of steaming hot coffee to Chinn and Melanie. Melanie took a sip of the brew and grimaced. This was how she imagined used motor oil would taste. “Do you guys have milk?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Ricky disappeared into the back of the building.  
 
    “Where did you get milk?” Major Chinn asked. 
 
    The old man chuckled. “From the barn. Bessie does her job well. So do the goats.” 
 
    Ricky brought Melanie a small cup of milk and then returned to whatever he had been doing prior to their arrival. She hoped and prayed that the milk was from a cow, not a goat, but chose not to verbalize her concern. 
 
    Chinn leaned forward and fixated his stare on the old man. “How long have you known General Cloos?” 
 
    “I’ve known Sammy since the day he stepped onto the base as a wide-eyed, wet-behind-the-ears newbie. He’s one of the few I stayed in touch with. Had the chance to get to know him over the years. Never would’ve thought he’d make it to Major General.” 
 
    Chinn leaned back and took a sip of the coffee. “Tell me more.” 
 
    Melanie watched as the man leaned forward and focused a laser-like stare on Chinn. “Don’t be stupid enough to think you can push him around now because of what he was back then.” 
 
    “That was not my intent.” Chinn shook his head. “By the way, I didn’t catch your name?” 
 
    “Lester Wade. Colonel Lester Wade.” 
 
    “I’m Major Michael Chinn.” He gestured toward Melanie. “And this is Melanie Blanchard.” 
 
    “Chinn, huh?” Lester said with a chuckle. “I served in the European theater, so I probably didn’t kill any of your people.” 
 
    Chinn chuckled. “Interesting. Most Marines were in the Pacific.” 
 
    “I was one of the few in Europe. Was attached to a Navy unit. Conducted covert ops in Europe and North Africa.  
 
    “Colonel Wade, were you General Cloos’ CO?” 
 
    Lester chuckled as he slowly rose up out of his chair. “Yes I was. Long time ago. Near the end.” He retrieved a piece of split wood from a large metal tub, opened the door on the front of the stove, tossed the log into the flames, closed the door and slowly ambled back to his seat. “Sammy’s come a long way since then. Just like I did.” He pointed at Chinn. “Just like I’m sure you did.” 
 
    “Yes I have, sir.” 
 
    “When you talk to Sammy, tell him he only made it to Major General because I taught him everything he knows.” 
 
    Chinn chuckled. “I’ll be sure to do that.” 
 
    Lester leaned forward in his seat. “So what brings you way out here? How can I help you?” 
 
    “We’re trying to find someone,” Chinn said. “Someone we think might be in danger.” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “Someone named Drew Thompson. Do you know him?” 
 
    Lester leaned back in his seat, removed his cap and scratched his head, tracing his finger along a scar that ran up the right side of his neck, in front of his ear, three-fourths of the way up his nearly bald head, then donned the cap once again. “What kind of danger do you think this fella might be in?” 
 
    “You’ve probably heard that the Armando administration is trying to blame him for the attack at Watts Bar Lake.” 
 
    Lester let out a grunt that sounded partly like a belch, partly like an expression of frustration. “Yep. Heard that. The attack that killed Harper, the guy from Texas. Damn shame.” 
 
    Melanie felt her eyes fill with tears. She swallowed hard and tried to fight them back. 
 
    “Yes it is, sir,” Chinn agreed. 
 
    Lester sat up straight and gestured toward Chinn. “You said Armando is blaming this Thompson guy for the attack. What do you think?” 
 
    Chinn polished off the coffee. “I was there when the attack happened. The attack came from a drone. I think they’re using him as a scapegoat, and they’ll try to take him out.” 
 
    Lester relaxed in his seat again and chuckled. “Sounds like Sammy taught you at least some of what I taught him.”  
 
    “Maybe a little. But I’m a better learner than him.” 
 
    “Sounds like the humility lessons didn’t take,” Lester said. “But I agree with your instincts. I’ve met Drew Thompson.” He gestured toward Chinn. “He’s been in the chair where you now sit. No question he’s on the right side of things. He’s actually become a bit famous in these parts.” 
 
    Chinn cocked an eyebrow. “Famous for what?” 
 
    “He’s holed up with some folks that have established a camp that could be a model for settlements all over the place.” 
 
    Chinn scratched his jaw in his hand. “You have my attention. How so?” 
 
    “Nothing fancy. Him and a fellow named Joshua put together their own constitution. Haven’t read it, but from what I hear it’s all about personal responsibility and private property rights. Many of the same things in the U.S. Constitution, but they actually seem to follow it. The feds are trying to act like Mussolini, and the state basically got wiped out. Local is all we’ve got, and they seem to be doing it right. Thompson has built a network that covers quite a bit of territory out here, and he’s helped lots of little settlements replicate the organizational structure they’ve set up.” 
 
    “Interesting. Do you know anything else about him?” 
 
    “He’s bankrolled a lot of things out this way. And he seems to have access to a bottomless pit of gasoline.” 
 
    “Any idea where he gets his resources?” 
 
    “Nope. Figure if I need to know, he’ll tell me.” 
 
    Chinn nodded. “Thanks for the insight. What do you know about this Joshua?” 
 
    “Not much, but from what I hear he’s a humble leader. Right motives, right values. Not all about himself.” 
 
    “Any idea where their camp is located?” 
 
    “Not sure.” Lester snorted loudly and spat on the concrete floor. “They’ve done a good job of staying below radar. And I figure I’m better off not knowing.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea where I can find Mr. Thompson?” 
 
    Lester pushed himself up out of his chair and began slowly walking toward a wooden cabinet next to the coffee counter, using his cane for balance. “I don’t, but I know someone who might.” He motioned for Chinn and Melanie to follow him. He had to jerk on the cabinet door twice to open it, then pulled out an old, worn map of Swain County. He pulled out an old sharpie, then threw it aside when it failed to make a mark. Three sharpies and two pens later, he finally found a writing utensil that worked and circled a spot on the map. “Be here this Thursday night at 6:00. There will be a bunch of guys with grills and cookers in an old barn.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll be welcoming to a stranger?” Chinn asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Lester said. 
 
    Melanie cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    Lester chuckled. “Ask for a fellow named Ray. Tell him I sent you.” He scribbled a note on a sheet of paper, folded it up and handed it to Chinn. “And you’ll need this.” 
 
    Chinn unfolded the note, quickly scanned it, then folded it and put it in his pocket. “Thank you, Colonel, and will do.” He extended his hand to Lester. “It’s always a privilege to meet a member of our Greatest Generation. Thank you for your service, Colonel.” 
 
    Lester returned the handshake. “I can’t help when I was born. My generation just did what history demanded.” He jabbed Chinn chin in the chest with his index finger. “Make sure yours does the same.”  
 
    Chinn nodded, and they exited the building. Melanie quickly made her way to the passenger side door, cautiously surveying her surroundings for any sign of the pit bulls that had greeted them upon their arrival. A bolt of terror shot down her spine when she heard a deep bark. The bark was followed by a deep belly laugh from Major Chinn. 
 
    Melanie felt her heart pounding as she pointed at Chinn. “Was that you?” 
 
    Chinn laughed and unlocked her door. “Get in.” 
 
    “Not funny!” Melanie clenched her teeth, and Chinn continued snickering as he started up the Explorer and began driving toward the road. 
 
    She shook her head and looked out the window, trying to tune out his obvious amusement at her expense. She took a deep breath as they reached the road and changed the subject. “Weren’t you offended by what that man said to you?”  
 
    “No. What did he say that you found offensive?” 
 
    “He asked you if you were from Shanghai,” she said. “I took that as an obvious jab at your ethnicity. 
 
    Chinn chuckled. “Did you notice that I immediately responded that I was from Tianjin?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m not from Tianjin. I’m actually from Wilmington, North Carolina. That was a prearranged passcode established by General Cloos to ensure that we were talking to the right person and that Colonel Wade would welcome us in rather than shoot us.” 
 
    “Is that what was in the envelope Wade handed you back there? A passcode for Thursday?” 
 
    Chinn smiled. “You catch on quickly.” 
 
    “Weren’t you insulted by his comment that he served in the European theater?” Melanie asked. “That also seemed like a direct jab at you.” 
 
    “Yes, it was a jab, but no, I was not insulted. Colonel Wade was testing me to see what I’m made of. Thin-skinned people who are easily offended wouldn’t have made it in his era. America was tougher then.” 
 
    *** 
 
    2:47 p.m. – Fontana Dam area 
 
    The darkness imposed by the bag over Joshua’s head was amplified by the abrupt bumps, stops and turns as the U.S. Department of Homeland Security SUV in which he was imprisoned snaked its way through the North Carolina mountains. Dictators in years past had used trains and other means of transportation to move prisoners to the location where they would be executed. Joshua had no way of knowing if the current administration had stooped that low – yet – but he had no doubt that those who had taken him captive were Armando administration enforcers. He also had no doubt that Armando and those in his inner circle fancied him as the first American dictator.  
 
    Joshua felt the SUV slow down and then turn left. The ride went from smooth to bumpy in an instant, and his teeth felt like they were being shaken out of their sockets. Dirt road, he thought. Remote location. Not good. The bumps were so violent that Joshua wondered if the driver was intentionally trying to torture his prisoners. The vehicle mercifully slowed to a stop. He heard the car door open, and someone grabbed his arm and yanked him out of the car.  
 
    Joshua heard a minor commotion from the other side of the car, followed by Jack’s voice: “Ease up, jackass.” 
 
    A deep, authoritative voice answered: “Move and do exactly what I tell you, or you’ll regret it. And I don’t want to hear you speak again.” 
 
    Joshua swallowed hard and spoke up. “Jack, do what he says.” 
 
    The person holding Joshua’s arm shook him, and he heard another male voice: “And I don’t want to hear a word out of you, either.” 
 
    Joshua felt gravel beneath his feet. Then a more solid surface. Then he heard a key being inserted into a door ahead of him. Then a door opening. The Homeland Security goon escorting him jerked him forward. “Move!” His right arm brushed against what felt like a wall. He was pulled forward. Then turned left down what must have been a hall. Then shoved into a room. He felt the bag being yanked off his head. The room was dark, other than a few specks of light that managed to sneak past the covered windows. As his eyes adjusted he realized Rebecca, Jack and Thomas were in the room with him.  
 
    The agent at the door pointed at them. “Stay here and don’t try anything stupid.” He slammed the door behind him. 
 
    Jack snorted like an angry bull. “If I ever—“ 
 
    Joshua motioned for him to be quiet, then embraced Rebecca and ran his fingers through her shoulder-length brown hair. “I was afraid they’d take us to two different places.” He paused for a moment. “That we might not see each other again.” 
 
    Rebecca stroked the back of Joshua’s neck, giving him goosebumps. “I’m here. And hopefully our government hasn’t fallen that far.” 
 
    “I fear it has,” Joshua released the embrace and kissed her. “And that they’re just getting started.” 
 
    Reassured that his wife was okay, Joshua turned to Jack and Thomas. “Guys, we’ll get out of this. I don’t know how yet, but we have to be calm.” 
 
    Jack cocked an eyebrow and silently nodded, albeit unconvincingly. 
 
    Rebecca planted herself at Joshua’s side and grabbed his arm. “So what’s your plan?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, but we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Everyone turned toward the window as sound of voices from outside penetrated the room more clearly than they should have. Joshua motioned for everyone to be quiet, then whispered. “Window’s open. Let’s see if we can hear what they’re saying.” 
 
    Joshua quietly seated himself on the floor near the window and listened intently. A male voice spoke with a hint of confusion: “The Joshua Winston I knew in Raleigh would never work against the United States of America. He loves this nation and would do anything to preserve it.”  
 
    Austin Phillips, Joshua thought. Maybe there is hope for him. 
 
    Another male voice responded: “Our current situation has changed people. Some we believed were loyal have turned against our country.”  
 
    Homeland Security Agent, Joshua thought.  
 
    The man continued: “Regardless of what you may have once known about Mr. Winston, we have reason to believe he is connected to Drew Thompson. We need to find Thompson, and then we need to transport all of them to Virginia Beach.” 
 
    “How do you intend to locate Mr. Thompson?” Austin asked. 
 
    “That would be easier if Miss Pennington’s inside source would give us the location of their camp.” 
 
    Joshua and Rebecca made eye contact. So we do have a mole, he thought.  
 
    A female voice with a southern drawl jumped into the conversation, speaking with an agitated tone: “We’d still be looking for Mr. Winston if it wasn’t for my inside source. Moore just doesn’t trust you Homeland Security types.” 
 
    Joshua stomach twisted as he made eye contact with Jack and whispered, “Moore?” 
 
    Jack’s eyebrow was cocked. “John?” he mouthed in response.  
 
    I never would’ve suspected John Moore to be our mole. Joshua shook his head and tuned back into the conversation.  
 
    “Enough marking your territory,” Austin said. “Both of you. While I still have my doubts about whether Joshua Winston could be involved in something like this, it’s not for me to decide. We’ve got him in custody. Once we secure Drew Thompson, we’ll transport them all to the headquarters in Virginia Beach for questioning.” 
 
    “And just how do we plan to find Thompson?” Virginia asked. 
 
    “One of these four will talk,” an unknown male voice growled. 
 
    *** 
 
    1517 – Camp Lejeune 
 
    General Cloos sat at his desk, flanked by a sergeant and a corporal. The images of Colonel Brookhart and Major Chinn appeared as the screen on the back wall flared to life.  
 
    “Good morning, men.” Cloos scratched what was left of his short, brown hair. “Status reports, please. Colonel, you first.” 
 
    Thank you, General, Brookhart said. We have arrived in Wilmington. Our first objective is to scout the area in and around the port. We have made contact with the remaining Coast Guard personnel in the area. Once we have a good feel for the situation here, we will turn our attention to assets on the west side of the Cape Fear River in Brunswick County. 
 
    “We have no time to waste Colonel. Anything else?” 
 
    Understood, sir. There is one more thing. Not directly related to our mission, but I thought you’d find it interesting. When we arrived, we noticed several small boats moored in the Cape Fear River near the Battleship. There are also tents lining the parking lot near the ship. 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    Apparently local veterans who’ve taken it upon themselves to protect the ship. They caught some AIS terrorists casing it a few months ago. They disposed of the terrorists and have been there ever since. 
 
    “My kind of people.” Cloos spat into the Styrofoam cup on his desk. “Major Chinn, you’re up.” 
 
    Thank you, General. I’ll start by saying that it was a privilege meeting Colonel Lester Wade yesterday. I understand he was your CO. 
 
    Cloos let out a sarcastic chuckle. “That he was. Don’t believe everything he told you about me.” 
 
    Major Chinn grinned. He said you were tough as nails from day one. 
 
    “Son, you know I’ll demote you for lying.” 
 
    Yes, sir. He did say to tell you that he taught you everything you know, sir. 
 
    “Actually, he taught me everything he knows. And it’s only part of what I know. How is he these days?” 
 
    He seemed to be doing well for his age, and he was very helpful. He gave me a lead on where I might track down Drew Thompson this weekend. 
 
    “That’s good, because that trail appears to be running dry otherwise. I may need you back here sooner rather than later.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sunday, October 28, 2018 – 0916 – Fontana Dam area 
 
    Kane could sense the adrenaline pumping through his veins as he slowed to a jog. This morning’s run had commenced well before dawn, and he had been at least eight miles. He took a deep breath as he trotted down the trail toward the camp he now called home. The camp where his new friends lived.  
 
    And Virginia. Sweet Virginia. Kane had never felt this attracted to a woman. She was beautiful. Her eyes hypnotized him. He melted at the sound of her syrupy southern drawl. She listened to him in a way no one ever had, to the point that he had unloaded his frustrations about Joshua and the camp on her. They had spent hours talking about the America that had been lost and what had to be done to restore the nation to its former glory. She was a true patriot, and he trusted her. Kane had only known Virginia for a few days, but could not imagine a day without seeing her. He felt butterflies in his stomach as he approached the edge of the woods.     
 
    As he left the woods and entered the clearing he spotted three Suburbans, two white and one black, exiting on the opposite side. They were following a dark green Hummer. Kane cocked an eyebrow; he had seen several black SUVs in the camp, but had not previously noticed the white ones. As one of the vehicles rounded a curve he noticed “Federal Protective Service” emblazoned on its door. Homeland Security police. Jayvee military. They shouldn’t even exist. What are they doing here? 
 
    As he slowed to a walk his legs began throbbing, as though some creature trapped within his calves was trying to burrow its way out. He used a large log near the edge of the woods for support as he stretched his calves, then hamstrings and then thighs. He gritted his teeth, igniting each muscle as he extended it to the breaking point. The pain was energizing. 
 
    After completing his stretching routine Kane made his way to his tent, which was positioned near several other tents behind the first cabin. He retrieved a tattered washcloth, made his way to the rippling mountain stream behind the camp, removed his sweat-drenched shirt and wiped the sweat off his face, torso and arms. Soaked in cool stream water, the washcloth sent shock waves throughout his body. He felt goosebumps form on his arms and back. The cold water was as refreshing as the stretching pain was energizing. 
 
    Kane made his way back to his tent, used a makeshift towel that was actually the remnant of an old t-shirt to wipe the beads of cold water from his torso, and put on clean clothes. He made his way past a lone black Suburban to the center cabin. Since no one else was milling around outside, he assumed most of the camp residents had been in the three vehicles he saw leaving. His heart quickened as he approached the door, which was ajar, and pushed it open. 
 
    “Good morning, soldier.” Kane was spellbound by Virginia’s southern drawl. She made a beeline for him, and he barely noticed the Homeland Security agent who had entered the hall behind her. Kane embraced Virginia, who was nearly his own height, and felt her hand caress his neck. The kiss was electrifying, sending sparks throughout his entire being. He forgot about everything else – for a moment. 
 
    “Kane!” The deep, male voice invaded the moment of euphoria.  
 
    Kane recognized the voice. He pulled back from Virginia. The Homeland Security agent was standing in an open doorway that had been closed moments earlier. Looking past the agent, he spotted Jack McGee standing in the room. A spark of rage surged through him. These were the people who had betrayed him. “What are you doing here?” he boomed. 
 
    “I could ask you the same question,” Jack said. 
 
    The agent in the doorway turned to face Jack and stepped toward him. “And you won’t say another word unless I ask you a question.” 
 
    Jack’s face flushed. “Back off. We know Kane. And the last time I checked, we still have freedom of speech.” 
 
    “Not here, you don’t. Now sit down and shut up!” 
 
    Kane pursed his lips and looked at Virginia. “Why are they here? What’s going on?” 
 
    Virginia’s striking blue eyes penetrated Kane’s with an icy stare – a marked contrast from her warm, inviting demeanor moments earlier. “They are suspected of being affiliated with a known domestic terrorist.” 
 
    Kane’s stomach twisted. “Virginia, I know these people. I’ve had my differences with them, but they are not terrorists and would never support terrorism against this country. And what is your connection to these Homeland Security police?” 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by a commotion from within the room. Kane’s peripheral vision picked up the agent stumbling backward, followed by a deep, authoritative directive from Jack. “Back off!” The agent quickly recovered and launched a right hook at Jack. Jack blocked the right hook, but a follow-up left hook connected with his jaw, sending him to the floor. 
 
    Kane glared at the man through narrowed eyes. Homeland Security scum. As he stepped toward the room his peripheral vision picked up a quick motion that was followed by a command that almost sounded palatable in Virginia’s twang. “Stop! Don’t do it, soldier!” 
 
    Kane turned toward her. Instead of being met by her seductive blue eyes, he found himself staring down the barrel of a SIG P229. “Virginia, this is wrong.” 
 
    Virginia tightened her hands around the pistol grip. “These people are aligned with enemies of the United States government.” 
 
    Kane made eye contact with her. He froze for a moment, fixated on her alluring yet volcanic blue eyes. The beautiful woman who had mesmerized him was now pointing a gun at him, and was apparently connected to the Homeland Security Police. She was falsely accusing people he had lived with for the past twenty months of being enemies of the United States. While he had his differences with Joshua and the others, he knew they were not domestic terrorists. He wondered if he had unwittingly aided and abetted these Homeland Security goons in capturing Joshua. Now, he had a decision to make: was his loyalty to the beautiful woman who had rapidly captured his heart and his imagination, or to Joshua and those in the camp? 
 
    Virginia pursed her lips and tightened her grip on her SIG P229. In that instant, Kane’s loyalties became crystal clear in his mind. In one quick motion he grabbed her wrists and pushed them to his left. He secured her right wrist with a vise-like grip and claimed the pistol. He spun her around, clasped his forearms around her neck and applied pressure to her carotid artery. Within moments the exotic blonde who had captured Kane’s heart just days earlier collapsed to the floor, unconscious. 
 
    His senses on high alert, Kane heard footsteps behind him. He spun just in time to block a right hook from the agent who had punched Jack. The agent responded with his weaker hand, and Kane deftly deflected the strike. He grabbed the agent’s shirt and jerked him closer, head-butting him in the nose. Kane felt the agent’s blood splatter onto his face. He landed a blow to the agent’s throat, crushing his windpipe, and kicked him to the ground. The man gasped and moaned in a futile struggle to secure the oxygen needed to prolong his life. 
 
    Jack was back on his feet, caressing the jaw that had fallen victim to the agent’s punch. Kane motioned for Joshua, Rebecca and Thomas to get up. “We need to get out of here.”  
 
    “Kane, I’m glad we ran across you here.” Joshua jumped to his feet and extended his hand to Rebecca. “Thanks for bailing us out. At some point I’d like to know what the hell you were doing here.” 
 
    “Later.” Kane quickly bound and gagged Virginia, who was still unconscious. He gently kissed her on the forehead. Such a waste. He retrieved a keyring from a desk just inside the front door and tossed it to Thomas. “You’re driving. Black Suburban out front. I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    “Kane, where would they put weapons they confiscated from us?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Probably the storage building behind the house. Joshua, come with me and check the storage building. Jack, go with Thomas. Pull the truck around back.” 
 
    “Man, see if my car keys are there,” Thomas said. 
 
    *** 
 
    9:31 a.m. – Fontana Dam Area 
 
    Joshua followed Kane out the back door as Rebecca, Jack and Thomas exited through the front. Kane pointed him toward a small storage building, where a musky odor greeted him when he opened the door. A rat that looked like it could take down a small squirrel bolted across the dirt floor and disappeared into a wall. Inside, Joshua found the weapons that had been confiscated from his group, along with a number of others and countless boxes of ammunition. He found an empty box, loaded it with fifteen handguns and about twenty boxes of bullets, then put the weapons belonging to him, Rebecca, Jack and Thomas on top. There was no sign of Thomas’ keys.  
 
    Joshua quickly made his way to the Suburban, where Kane was loading a tent, sleeping bag and duffel bag. Joshua put the weapons into the back and joined Rebecca and Jack in the back. Kane claimed the front passenger seat. Thomas put the vehicle in gear and gunned it. The road was so bumpy it felt like one long rumble strip.  
 
    At the end of the dirt road Thomas slowed the Suburban just enough to make sure they weren’t going to be t-boned by an oncoming vehicle, then hit the gas and spun out onto the paved road. Two white Suburbans were approaching the intersection as they pulled out. 
 
    “Damn it!” Jack said. “Gun it, Thomas!” 
 
    “Man, I am. I ain’t a Nascar driver.” Thomas nervously twisted a toothpick in his mouth. 
 
    The SUV tightly hugged the narrow, winding road, with its pursuers close behind. Jack turned and looked through the back glass. “They’re tailing us, but aren’t pushing us too hard.” 
 
    Rebecca looked at Joshua and whispered. “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    Joshua squeezed her hand. “I’m guessing it means they’ve called ahead.” 
 
    Several miles later they rounded a curve and came face-to-face with a roadblock. Joshua counted three Suburbans, a Hummer and at least ten heavily armed agents. Four of the agents were pointing weapons that looked like MP5 machine guns at them. Another Hummer was parked adjacent to an abandoned store on the right, and several small homes sat atop the hill behind the store. A crowd of people had congregated at the bottom of the hill. Thomas slowed the SUV to a stop. 
 
    Jack punched the dash. “Well, this just went from bad to worse.” 
 
    “It’s not good, but we’re clearly outgunned,” Joshua said. “We don’t need to get ourselves killed.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Forgive me if I’m cynical, but I wouldn’t put it past these guys to off us.” 
 
    “They might, but let’s don’t do any more to incite them. Maybe we’ll live to fight another day.” 
 
    Four agents wielding MP5s approached the Suburban, each weapon trained on a different occupant. Four additional agents fanned out and approached the vehicle from four different vantage points.  
 
    Austin Phillips exited the Hummer closest to them and approached the Suburban, his hand on his holstered sidearm. “Open your doors slowly, exit the vehicle, and put your hands on your heads. Joshua, I always thought highly of you. I’d hate to see you get killed today.” 
 
    Joshua’s heart pounded like a bass drum. “Do what they say and we might just make it out of here alive.” Rebecca squeezed his hand, and the two of them slowly opened their doors, exited and put their hands on their heads. Thomas and Joshua followed suit. The agent beside Austin grabbed Joshua’s left hand and pulled it down behind him, did the same with his right and started binding his wrists together.  
 
    The agent abruptly stopped binding Joshua’s wrists. “Get out of here!” 
 
    Confused, Joshua turned to see whom the officer was addressing. He saw the backside of an old man sporting a wrinkled, worn green coat and faded camouflage pants. The man appeared intoxicated and barely able to stand. His words sounded slurred: “Hey hey! You sell collards?” 
 
    “I said leave, you old drunk!” 
 
    “But I just want some collards.” The man staggered wildly, nearly falling onto his side. “You got ‘em?” 
 
    The agent shoved the old man. “Go, now, or I’ll lock you up too!” 
 
    The man spun around clumsily and raised his hands. “Okay, okay. But I just want collards.” He staggered away from the agent, made eye contact with Joshua and winked.  
 
    Mordecai! Joshua thought. Perfectly lucid. Not drunk at all. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    Sunday, October 28, 2018 – 10:37 a.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Benjamin filled a glass with water from his purifier and plopped down onto the plush leather couch in his one-bedroom apartment later that morning. He had furnished the apartment with only the basics: a simple bed, nightstand and dresser, a cheap lamp and a small table with two folding wooden chairs. Those items, along with his clothes and daily essentials, were all he had brought with him when the Armando administration had set up camp in Virginia Beach after the terrorist attacks twenty months earlier. The refrigerator, washer, dryer and microwave had been supplied by the landlord, and he had picked up two small folding end tables. The apartment’s plain white walls were barren, and the couch was the nicest piece of furniture in the place. Benjamin paid his rent in cash, which seemed to please the landlord.  
 
    He sat the glass of water on a stone coaster emblazoned with the Star of David on the end table to his left, opened up his secure tablet and activated the administration’s private videoconference application. He was placed into a queue, and the words “waiting on host” appeared on the screen. 
 
    Several minutes later the conference attendees appeared on the display. As usual, Abdar and Adilah appeared on screen, along with Russo, President Armando and two junior staffers, one male and one female. General Mason Palmer joined the videoconference. 
 
    President Armando’s thick New York City accent emanated from the tablet. Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. We have a lot to cover, so let’s get started. Abdar, where are we on ascertaining the AIS threat to major infrastructure assets? 
 
    Benjamin flipped his middle finger toward the screen as Abdar’s Middle-Eastern accent came through the speakers, making sure to keep his hand low enough that the camera would not pick up the gesture.  
 
    Thank you, Mr. President, Abdar said. In addition to the assets and territory they already controlled, AIS has now seized the Intercession City Power Plant in Florida, and AIS members have been spotted near the Vogtle Nuclear Plant just outside of Waynesboro, Georgia. We are monitoring both situations. 
 
    Monitoring? Russo interjected. Shouldn’t we be taking action to recapture the power plant in Florida? 
 
    Abdar’s voice ticked up to a higher, more shrill frequency. They just seized the plant yesterday. We are on top of the situation! 
 
    Mr. President, we have Federal Protective Service assets in the area, Russo said. I can have them on site in no time. 
 
    Abdar’s pitch became even more harsh. If I were granted permission to use military assets, we could solve this problem in no time! 
 
    These two really despise each other, Benjamin thought. And they’re both right about the other. 
 
    President Armando interrupted the back-and-forth. Enough! Abdar, anything else? 
 
    Yes, Mr. President. Abdar lowered his eyebrows as he spoke, glaring at the screen. We have received another video posted by the AIS Supreme Leader. He promises new attacks on American soil in the immediate future. AIS is specifically threatening U.S. government leaders and military and security personnel. 
 
    All the more reason we need to unleash the full power of our Homeland Security personnel, Russo interjected. 
 
    That’s enough, Russo, the President declared. Everyone, be advised that General Palmer will handle our response to AIS from this point forward. 
 
    Benjamin’s eyes darted to the portion of the screen where Abdar’s likeness appeared. Abdar appeared rattled by Armando’s declaration. Interesting, he thought. 
 
    Abdar attempted to object. But, Mr. President-- 
 
    Abdar, it’s done. We can discuss this privately if you’d like. On a related note, have you received any intelligence on a potential AIS threat to infrastructure in southeastern North Carolina? 
 
    No sir. Abdar was unusually concise, and his eyes displayed the anger of a scorned lover.  
 
    Let us know if you do, President Armando instructed. As you know, General Cloos seems to believe there is a threat to the area, and he has once again taken matters into his own hands by sending assets to that area. General Palmer. 
 
    Sir? General Palmer answered. 
 
    General, make contact with Cloos. See if you can convince him to stand down and be a team player. Having a high-ranking Marine officer handle a situation in this manner communicates weakness and disunity, but we need to handle this peacefully if possible. 
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    General, please update us when you have made contact, Armando said. Russo, do you have anything to report? 
 
    Thank you, Mr. President. Yes sir, I do. Austin Phillips and our operatives in western North Carolina captured former North Carolina State Representative Joshua Winston, who is believed to be an associate of Drew Thompson, yesterday. Mr. Winston and his associates escaped this morning with the help of an accomplice. Russo smiled broadly. However, I am pleased to report that we have him back in custody, along with his accomplice. We believe they have information about Mr. Thompson’s whereabouts. Our personnel we will be transporting them back to base camp and interrogating him shortly. 
 
    Benjamin glanced at Abdar’s image again. His eyebrows were lowered, and his lips were pursed. He was breathing heavier than normal, and his eyes seemed distant. Next he studied Adilah’s image. As usual, she was expressionless. Hard one to read, Benjamin thought. 
 
    Good work, Russo, the President said. That’s all for today. Meeting adjourned. 
 
    The participants’ images faded to black as the meeting window closed. Benjamin tapped the touch screen and opened the meeting application’s menu, then clicked on “replay recorded event.” He fast-forwarded through the just-completed meeting, stopping just prior to the president’s revelation that General Palmer would now be handling the administration’s response to AIS.  
 
    Benjamin utilized a feature that allowed him to scroll through the recording one image at a time. As a participant in the meeting, he had clearly observed Abdar’s reaction to the news in real-time. Now, he fixated on Anthony Russo. As frame after frame passed, Russo’s countenance remained consistently neutral. He’s got quite a poker face, Benjamin thought. And then, there it was: a brief smirk that passed so quickly the average observer would never have noticed it -- just before Armando revealed that Palmer would be his administration’s new point man for dealing with the terrorists.  
 
    *** 
 
    10:45 a.m. – Fontana Dam  
 
    Caroline gripped Perry’s hand as they quickly walked up the path from their camper trailer to the community shelter where a crowd had gathered. She and Perry had become increasingly concerned when Joshua, Rebecca, Thomas and Jack had not returned from the community market the day before. Word of their disappearance had now spread throughout the camp.  
 
    Perry released Caroline’s hand and stepped to the front of the crowd. He motioned for Ruth Moore and Drew Thompson, the other camp council members present, to join him. A hush fell over the group as Perry spoke. “Here’s what we know. Yesterday, Joshua, Rebecca, Jack and Thomas went to the community market. A couple of hours after dark last night, Kim Page came to our camper, worried because Thomas hadn’t come home. This morning Chuck, Tommy, Caroline and I went to the market site. Thomas’ truck was still parked there.” 
 
    Kim Page started sobbing. Ruth left the front of the room and put her arm around her. Caroline joined them and did the same. “I’m sure they’re okay,” Ruth assured her. “We’ll find them.”  
 
    Jim Davidson raised his hand. “Perry, were there any witnesses? Did anyone see what happened?” 
 
    “There weren’t many people there this morning, but we did find one person who had some info. He said some federal agents took a few people into custody. We have to assume they were talking about our people.” 
 
    Caroline felt a spike of rage pulse through her being. The terrorists that killed my babies are still out there, and these agents are busy arresting good people who just want to be left alone? She clenched her right fist so hard she could feel her veins bulging against her skin. “What’s our plan, Perry? We have to go find them!” 
 
    Perry paused for a moment. “We don’t have a plan at this point. We need to think this through.” 
 
    Caroline pursed her lips. “We don’t have time to sit around and talk. We need to do something!” 
 
    Jim weighed in. “Caroline, I can understand the desire to take action, but we need to be smart about it, especially with Jack not being here.” 
 
    Chuck Jones, who had worked as a deputy sheriff for over 20 years, stepped to the front. “Here’s the plan. Jim, you and John Moore stay here and guard the camp. I’ll take Perry and Tommy and form a search party.  
 
    I’ll be damned if you’re leaving me here, Caroline thought. I’ll be joining the search party. 
 
    Chuck continued: “We will provide you with our planned search route before leaving, and we’ll be back before dark. If we don’t come back, stay here overnight and look for us in the morning. Any questions?” 
 
    “Good plan, Chuck,” Perry said. “Thank you. Meeting adjourned. We’ll see you guys tonight.” 
 
    Caroline clenched her teeth as Perry walked to her. He grabbed her hands and said, “Babe, will you be okay here while I’m out?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Perry arched his neck. “No?” 
 
    “No, because I’m not staying here. I’m going.” 
 
    Perry’s brow furrowed. “Caroline, I don’t think that’s a good idea. We have no idea what we’re going to run into out there.” 
 
    Anger charged through Caroline like a lightning bolt. She felt her face flush red. “I’m absolutely not staying here.” She jabbed Perry in the chest with her index finger. “And don’t you try to convince me otherwise.” 
 
    Perry heaved a deep sigh. “Okay…” 
 
    Caroline grabbed her husband’s hand and squeezed it tightly as they started down the path toward their camper. A series of images, memories and feelings flashed through her consciousness. The day Perry proposed. Their kiss at the altar on their wedding day. The feeling of sheer joy just over twelve years ago, when the doctor told her and Perry that she was pregnant with their first child. The image of her newborn son, Charlie. The image of her daughter, Allie, shortly after birth two-and-a-half years later. She felt a lump form in her throat. Moving into their beautiful home in Wake Forest. Allie’s first dance recital. Charlie’s first tee ball game. She squeezed Perry’s hand so hard she felt him recoil. Pulling up to Joshua and Rebecca’s picturesque Chatham County farm. Sitting on the back deck with Joshua, Rebecca, Jim and Drew. The bright nuclear flash that lit up the sky over Raleigh.  
 
    She struggled to hold back tears. My babies. Burned alive, she thought. She gritted her teeth as the images continued. The mushroom cloud billowing over Raleigh as Perry drove toward the blast zone in a futile effort to find Charlie and Allie. The arrogant Homeland Security officer who refused to let them enter the blast zone to search for their children and who confiscated their cell phones for no reason. The AIS Supreme Leader brazenly bragging about killing Charlie, Allie and millions of other Americans. Nelson Armando, the spineless excuse for a president, blowing hot air at the television screen while doing absolutely nothing to fight the terrorists who had murdered her babies.  
 
    She released Perry’s hand as they approached their camper, picked up a hatchet that was leaning against one of the awning supports and flung it at a tree, ten feet away. The blade easily penetrated the thick bark, and the hatchet remained embedded about five feet above the earth. She glared at Perry, whose eyes were fixated on her. His eyebrows were furrowed.  
 
    Caroline pushed her way past Perry and silently made her way into the camper. She stopped at the storage cabinet, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She opened her eyes and looked at the scar that was still visible on her left wrist. I will cut your throat the way I tried to cut my own wrist, she thought. She pulled her shoulder-length auburn hair into a ponytail and donned a denim baseball cap. Upon opening the cabinet door she retrieved a faded denim haversack, .22 caliber Ruger SP101 revolver with a faux wooden handle and silver barrel, two boxes of ammunition, a small serrated knife and several other exotic weapons. She loaded the pistol, hid the knife in her jeans and slung the haversack around her shoulder. 
 
    Perry greeted her as she made her way to the door. “Caroline, are you okay?” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be gruff, but I’m tired of sitting here in this little camp and not doing anything.” 
 
    “While I still think it’s a bad idea for you to come with us, I understand where you’re coming from,” Perry said. “And I’ve got faith that we’ll bring Joshua and Rebecca back safely.” 
 
    “It’s about more than just Joshua and Rebecca,” Caroline said. “It’s about hiding up here and pretending like things are hunky dory, when the world all around us is burning to the ground. We need to do something.” 
 
    Perry nodded but did not otherwise respond. 
 
    They made their way to Perry’s red crew cab Dodge Ram. Perry claimed the drivers’ seat, and Chuck snagged the passenger seat. Tommy Page, Thomas’ 18-year-old son, claimed the seat behind Perry, and Caroline positioned herself behind Chuck. She unzipped the haversack, sat it on the floor between her ankles, and placed the revolver in it for easy access. 
 
    Jim Davidson approached the vehicle, along with his wife, Keri, and John and Ruth Moore. “I’d like to pray for you before you leave.” 
 
    Jim removed his cap, and Tommy followed suit. Caroline bowed her head toward the floor, but did not close her eyes. Jim offered up a prayer: “Father, we come to you as your humble servants in these uncertain times. We don’t know what’s going on or why it’s happening, but we do know that you’re in control. I ask you to keep those in this vehicle safe, and I ask that you empower them to find our friends and bring them back here safely and without incident. I ask these things in the mighty name of your Son, Jesus Christ. Amen.”  
 
    How could God allow this to happen? Caroline asked herself. Sometimes I wonder if He is even up there.     
 
    As Perry started up the truck they heard the whirring of a motorcycle engine. Drew waved as he passed.  
 
    “Where the hell is he going?” Perry asked.  
 
    “There’s no telling with that kid,” Chuck said. “I just hope he doesn’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    “I do wish he’d tell us what he’s up to,” Jim said. 
 
    John Moore chuckled. “Some people never learn. One of these days he’s going to get himself in trouble.” 
 
    Perry put the Ram in gear. Caroline silently stared out the window as they made their way down the path, then took a left onto Route 28. All she could think about was exacting revenge on the sub-human pieces of garbage who had killed her babies. She squeezed the armrest with a death grip that would make a boa constrictor jealous. A short time later they turned right onto Route 143 toward Robbinsville. The vehicle remained silent, with all eyes fixated on the terrain. Several miles later she felt the vehicle begin to decelerate. 
 
    “What the hell?” Chuck said. 
 
    Caroline leaned forward and peered through the windshield, where she saw the burning remains of a vehicle. On the far side of the vehicle sat a pile of something, but she was unable to identify it from this distance.  
 
    “I’m not sure, but it could be a trap,” Perry said. “We stumbled onto a similar scene when we were captured by AIS.” 
 
    Caroline reached into the haversack and retrieved her revolver, resting it on her right thigh. To her left, Tommy rested his 12-gauge Remington shotgun on his lap, with the barrel pointing toward the door, and clicked the safety off. 
 
    As they rolled past the charred remains of an old Jeep the previously undiscernible pile came into clearer focus. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Chuck asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Perry said. “A pile of dead terrorists.” 
 
    “Somebody wanted to make a point.” Chuck gestured toward the pile. The scene was virtually identical to the one Perry, Joshua and Jack had seen a few days earlier: the terrorists’ bodies were riddled with bullet holes and each one had what appeared to be a knife wound in the abdomen. A pig’s foot was protruding from each dead terrorist’s mouth, and a severed pig head sat atop the pile of bodies. 
 
    “That they did,” Perry said. “Jack, Joshua and I stumbled onto something like this a few days ago.” 
 
    Caroline’s peripheral vision picked up a subtle motion and a flash of yellow behind the dead terrorists. She gestured. “What is that?” 
 
    Perry slowed the vehicle to a stop. Chuck leaned out the window and described what he saw. “Looks like a flag of some sort. Yellow flag with a coiled rattlesnake in the middle.” 
 
    “Gadsden flag,” Perry said. “Dates back to the American Revolution.” 
 
    “This one is different,” Chuck said. “The words ‘Don’t Tread On Me’ are missing. And in the top left corner there is what appears to be a modified American flag.” 
 
    “Modified how?” Perry asked.  
 
    “The stripes are consistent with the American flag, but there are no stars.” 
 
    Caroline rolled down her window and fixed her gaze on the strange flag, which appeared to be about a foot tall and a foot-and-a-half wide. It was attached to a branch that had been converted into a makeshift flagpole and stood four feet above the ground. The flag whipped in the breeze. Who did this, and what does this flag represent? she wondered. Someone out there is intent on making a difference. 
 
    *** 
 
    11:15 a.m. – Fontana Dam area 
 
    An hour and a half after being recaptured, Joshua, Rebecca, Jack, Kane and Thomas were still at the location where they had been reacquired by Austin Phillips. They had been bound, gagged and sequestered in the back of a pickup truck, but were not blindfolded. Although their captors had forced him and Rebecca to opposite sides of the truck bed, Joshua had managed to switch places with Jack and had taken the spot next to his bride and pressed his arm against hers. He felt more at ease being next to her and touching her, even though the gags prevented them from conversing. Joshua watched as Jack identified a sharp spot on the bottom of the toolbox that was affixed to the truck bed and began slowly grinding away at his bindings. 
 
    Joshua perked up when a black Suburban whipped into the parking lot. The same tall blonde who had shown great affection for Kane stepped out of the passenger side, slammed her door, and marched directly to where they were being held. A male agent was close behind. 
 
    Virginia jerked the gag off of Kane. “I can’t believe you knocked me out! And you killed a federal agent!” 
 
    “I can’t believe you pointed a gun at me. And I can’t believe you’re in league with these Homeland Security thugs.” 
 
    The male agent glared at Kane. “Watch your mouth!” 
 
    Kane fixated a laser-like stare on the agent. “The fact that your job even exists is an affront to the Constitution! You are doing work that should be done by local police. And the National Guard. You’re just a low-level enforcer for a would-be dictator. A federal rent-a-cop.” 
 
    The agent took a step toward Kane, but Virginia waved him off. 
 
    Kane shifted his gaze to Virginia. Joshua could see the conflict in his eyes. He appeared both hurt and angry. Both betrayed and infatuated. 
 
    Kane held up his bound wrists. “Virginia, why don’t you take these off and let me settle this with him man-to-boy?” He refocused his glare on the agent. “I promise it won’t take long.” 
 
    Virginia silently stared at Kane for several seconds. Then she abruptly grabbed his head, kissed him, replaced the gag over his mouth, and marched back to the Suburban. The vehicle kicked up a few rocks in its wake as it spun out of the parking lot and ventured off in the same direction from which it had appeared. 
 
    As the Suburban left the parking lot Joshua sensed Rebecca’s gaze focused on him. She was always beautiful to him, even now when her straight brown hair was disheveled and her countenance conveyed sheer exhaustion. Her puppy-dog brown eyes met his and, somehow, reassured him in spite of the visible bags beneath them. He could almost hear her saying, Josh, you’ve got this. I know we’ll get out of this somehow. She rested her head on his shoulder, and he closed his eyes and nuzzled his face against hers. How do I keep getting you into these situations? he wondered to himself. Am I going to get you killed by staying here and leading the camp? Should we leave this area and go somewhere else, by ourselves? Even further off the grid? He felt a lump form in his throat.  
 
    A few minutes later the sound of Austin Phillips’ voice pierced the silence. Joshua opened his eyes and attuned his senses, trying to hear the conversation. “You six, take the prisoners back to camp and prepare them for transport to Virginia Beach. Everyone else, come with me.” Six agents followed Austin to two white Suburbans bearing the “Federal Protective Service” moniker and an unmarked black Suburban. The three vehicles left the parking lot and took a right at the intersection just past the abandoned store. Two of the remaining agents entered the same unmarked black Suburban in which Joshua and his friends had tried to escape, two more went to a white Suburban, and the final two made their way to the burgundy pickup in which Joshua and the others were imprisoned.  
 
    The driver looked at the agent who was going to the passenger side. “Shouldn’t we put the prisoners inside the SUVs?” 
 
    “Hell no,” the second agent replied. “Let ‘em enjoy the bumpy ride.” He waved a pistol at the prisoners. “Don’t try anything stupid or we will kill you.” 
 
    The white Suburban did a 180-degree turn and headed back down the road toward their captors’ camp, followed by the black Suburban and then the pickup. Joshua gritted his teeth as the driver jerked the pickup violently, sending him and the other prisoners careening back and forth.  
 
    The ride smoothed out as the vehicle began traversing the two-lane mountain road. Joshua closed his eyes. Lord, help us make it out of this situation. His eyes remained closed as he meditated on their predicament. Joshua opened his eyes when felt the vehicle decelerate, slowing almost to a stop. Then it veered to the right. Then he heard a sound. A strange sound. A familiar sound. “Eeeeeeeeeee! Eeeeeeeeeee! Eeeeeeeeee!” 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips and leaned forward, trying to visually confirm the origin of the noise. Then he heard one of the agents yell, “Get out of the road, you damn freak!” Just as the agent finished speaking Joshua laid eyes on the same strange individual he had seen on the trail immediately prior to his first encounter with Mordecai Stone.  
 
    The man, who appeared to be in his mid-twenties, was leaning against a light-blue Ford pickup truck that appeared to be at least 35 years old. He was overweight and had trimmed his hair so short that his head bore what resembled a five o’clock shadow. The man’s glasses were so thick Joshua wondered if they were bulletproof. He sported a pair of brown pants and a green t-shirt with white letters that said “Paddle faster, I hear banjo music.” That’s fitting, Joshua thought.  
 
    The chorus of “Eeeeeeeee! Eeeeeeeee!” continued as the caravan of Suburbans passed a truck stopped in the middle of the road. Joshua snickered, and Rebecca shot him a perplexed look. The convoy rounded three more curves, then settled into a short straightaway.  
 
    WHOOOOSH! A familiar, piercing sound penetrated the mountain air. Joshua instantly recognized the sound: he had last heard it when an AIS rocket-propelled grenade had destroyed Perry Edwards’ Dodge Ram pickup eight months earlier. The white Homeland Security SUV leading the group erupted into a fireball, sending shrapnel into the sky. Joshua’s stomach twisted into knots as the other prisoners frantically tried to loosen their restraints. I sure hope that’s the good guys. 
 
    The explosion was followed a second WHOOOOSH! This rocket fell short of its target, hitting the roadside and flipping the black Suburban onto its roof. Joshua felt his throat tighten. We’re next.  
 
    Joshua felt the pickup lurch to a stop. The doors flew open, and the agents jumped out, drew their weapons, pointed them forward and opened fire. Joshua peered through the back glass and laid eyes on their targets: four shadowy figures in black robes. AIS, he thought. This just went from bad to worse. 
 
    Joshua heard the crack of a rifle, and the agent on the passenger side went down. Joshua heard him crying out in pain. Still alive, Joshua thought. He heard another shot, and the left side of the pickup descended. Took out a tire. 
 
    Suddenly Joshua felt his head jerked to the left. His heart jumped violently.  
 
    Jack removed Joshua’s gag, then unbound his wrists. “Stay low and free Rebecca. I’ll free Kane and Thomas.” 
 
    “Glad you finally got those off.” Joshua pointed at Jack’s wrists as the lone still-standing agent continued to trade gunshots with the advancing terrorists. “Now how the heck do we get out of this?” 
 
    “The same way we always do,” Jack answered. 
 
    “Blind luck?”  
 
    Another shot rang out, and the agent let out a primal scream and went down. Joshua heard him moaning. They let him live too. They want us alive. Joshua peeped through the back glass, staying as low as possible. Two of the jihadis moved to the left of the truck and two to the right. The lead terrorist on the left lowered his rifle and unsheathed a large knife. He stepped ominously toward the fallen Homeland Security officer, who was engaged in a futile struggle to stand up. Joshua gritted his teeth as they approached the vehicle.  
 
    Another shot rang out, this one louder than those from the terrorists’ rifles. The militant with the knife’s head exploded and disappeared from atop his shoulders. As the three remaining militants spun toward the unknown threat behind them, a second shot claimed the life of the terrorist on the far right. The terrorists began screaming in Arabic, firing wildly in the direction from which the shots had come. No shots came in return. 
 
    “Who the hell is shooting at them?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No clue,” Joshua said. “But I wonder if they got him.” 
 
    Kane quietly slipped over the right side of the truck and claimed the wounded Homeland Security agent’s rifle. He fired a round into the base of the remaining terrorist on the right’s spine, sending him to his eternal destiny. 
 
    The final terrorist spun to confront Kane. As Kane pivoted toward him, another shot rang out. This one was different, and it came from behind the pickup, off to the left. The blast was followed by the sound of a pumping shotgun as the terrorist went down in a hail of buckshot. Joshua turned, surprised to see the same strange young man they had passed on the road a few turns earlier and who he had seen on the trail prior to meeting Mordecai. The man’s still-smoking 12 gauge was trained on the dead terrorist’s corpse. His Ford pickup sat about fifty feet behind them, the engine still running. 
 
    “How did he sneak up on us like that?” Joshua wondered aloud. 
 
    “Well it was kind of loud.” Rebecca rubbed the spots where the restraints had ground against her wrists. “And we were slightly preoccupied.” 
 
    “We still should have seen him coming,” Jack said. “We need to be more alert.” 
 
    As Jack finished speaking Joshua’s ears picked up the sound of another old vehicle, this one coming from the direction in which the mysterious shots that killed the first two terrorists had originated. An antique red pickup was making its way toward them, and the strange young man who had killed the last terrorist had lowered his shotgun and moved to the area where the jihadis’ corpses lay. 
 
    “Man, that’s a cool truck,” Thomas said. “I’d like to have one of them.” 
 
    “Yes it is,” Joshua said. “Can you tell what it is?” 
 
    Jack shielded his eyes from the sun with his hands. “Looks like an old Ford. 1950-ish. F1. The more important question is who is in the truck.” 
 
    The truck rumbled to a stop, and Mordecai Stone stepped out of the drivers’ seat and gestured toward Joshua. “Sonny, how many times am I going to have to bail you folks out?”  
 
    Jack cocked and eyebrow and took a step toward Mordecai. “You’re the crazy old man from the mountain. We have some questions for you!” 
 
    The strange young man known only for saying “eeeeeee!” stepped to Mordecai’s side and raised his shotgun toward Jack. Mordecai waved him off. “Stand down, Tater.” Mordecai gestured toward Joshua. “It is time for us to have a talk, sonny, but first we’ve got to get you out of here.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “Did you just call him ‘Tater’?”  
 
    The young man’s eyes widened. “That ain’t funny!” He huffed and stormed off toward his truck. 
 
    Jack shrugged his shoulders. “I guess I said something wrong?” 
 
    “Tater doesn’t like folks makin’ fun of his name.” 
 
    Rebecca asked, “I’m assuming you mean ‘nickname?’” 
 
    “Nope,” Mordecai said. “’Tater’ is his given name.” The old man chuckled. “Don’t ask.” 
 
    “I won’t.” Jack snickered. “I feel like I’ve stumbled into a casting call for a remake of Deliverance.” 
 
    Tater made his way back to the group. “They’d better not do a remake of that.” 
 
    Jack cocked an eyebrow. “Okay, I’ll bite. Why not?” 
 
    “It’s a classic. They’d dern sure screw it up.” 
 
    Jack shook his head and looked at Joshua. Joshua chuckled to himself.  
 
    Joshua felt the hair stand up on his neck as a blood-curdling roar rang out from somewhere on the mountainside. The roar was high-pitched at first, then transitioned into a low, rumbling growl. 
 
    Tater grabbed his shotgun and pointed it at the mountainside, his eyes as big as hubcaps. “It’s the Gorilla Bear!” 
 
    “Umm… Gorilla Bear?” Jack asked. 
 
    “You ain’t never heared of the Gorilla Bear?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” Jack shook his head. “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “It’s exactly how it sounds. Part gorilla, part bear. Nocturnal critter. That means it usually comes out at night. Bear body and claws. Gorilla hands and head, but bear teeth. You notice how you don’t never hear of no bigfoot sightings no more? Bigfoot was in these here mountains. The Gorilla Bear ate him.” 
 
    Mordecai stepped toward Joshua and whispered, “Tater did a few drugs in his younger years.” He gestured toward the mountainside. “Most likely a mountain lion.” 
 
    Joshua heaved a deep sigh. “Are you sure his drug use is past tense?” 
 
    “He hasn’t used in years.” Mordecai pointed at Kane. “Corporal Martin, help me dress these men’s wounds and stop the bleeding.” 
 
    Kane’s countenance straightened and he stepped toward Mordecai. “How did you know my rank? I haven’t spoken of it since I was discharged.” 
 
    Mordecai grinned. “I know a lot of things. Now let’s dress these men’s wounds and then get out of here.” 
 
    “These men took us prisoner,” Kane said. “Why should we help them?” 
 
    “Because we’re soldiers, and we do the right thing.” 
 
    Joshua shook his head. WE’RE soldiers? Is Mordecai military? He is a strange old man, but he seems to be on our side. As he turned toward Mordecai’s truck he saw Rebecca down on all fours, rummaging through the back of the black Suburban that had been flipped upside down. He quickened his pace and walked toward her. “Becca, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I want my .380 back,” she said. “And I’ll see if I can find your nine-millimeter.” 
 
    Joshua smiled, once again reminded that he had married well out of his league.  
 
    Kane called out a request as he tightened a tourniquet on the thigh of the agent who was writhing in pain near the passenger side of the pickup. “Mrs. Winston, if you find a Springfield 1911 with a brown grip and silver barrel, please get it. It belonged to Sergeant Major.” 
 
    Mordecai chimed in. “That’s a nice weapon. Kendall loved that gun. Glad you still have it.” 
 
    Kane vaulted to his feet. “You knew Sergeant Major? How?” 
 
    Mordecai chuckled as he finished applying a makeshift bandage to the wounded agent near the drivers’ side. “Tell you later, Corporal.”  
 
    Rebecca and Joshua rejoined the group, and Rebecca reunited everyone with their weapons. “Thomas, no sign of your keys,” she said. 
 
    Two minutes later Mordecai rose to his feet and gestured to the agents. “Gentlemen, I’m sure your comrades will be along to retrieve you shortly.” He pointed to Joshua, Rebecca and Thomas. “You three, follow me.” He gestured toward Kane and Jack. “You two, with Tater.”  
 
    Joshua clasped Rebecca’s hand as they walked toward Mordecai’s truck. He admired the classic pickup, which appeared to be in near-perfect shape. As Joshua approached the passenger side door he was greeted by a rather vocal bloodhound.  
 
    “Meet Annabelle,” Mordecai said. “She rides in the front. Y’all are in the back.” 
 
    Joshua scratched the dog on the head. “We should introduce Annabelle to Reagan.” 
 
    “I’ll have to check out your dog before I let him meet my Annabelle.” 
 
    Joshua chuckled as he walked around to the back and climbed into the truck. He turned around to offer Rebecca his hand and was surprised to find that she was already in the truck bed. The truck rumbled past the wreckage of the two vehicles that had been hit with RPGs and the bullet-riddled pickup in which Joshua and the others had been transported. Tater had turned his Ford around and fell in line behind Mordecai. After a few miles they turned off onto a small dirt path. Then another, and then another. 
 
    “Where is he taking us?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “I think I know what he’s up to,” Joshua said. 
 
    “Man, I’m glad one of us does.” Thomas pursed his lips, a toothpick dangling between them. 
 
    “I think he’s going way out of the way, off of any main road, to try and avoid being spotted by Homeland Security.” 
 
    An hour and a half later they emerged onto Highway 28, and after another thirty minutes they arrived at Fontana Dam. Thomas’ Suburban, which looked remarkably like the Federal Protective Service’s vehicles, was waiting for them. 
 
    “Man, how did this get here?” Thomas pondered aloud. 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips. “With these guys, there is absolutely no telling. I’m afraid to ask.” 
 
    Mordecai’s truck rumbled to a stop, with Tater’s vehicle close behind. Mordecai slapped his door twice. “This is where you get off, sonny.” He gestured toward Thomas’ truck. “The keys are on the ground behind the front driver’s side tire. Vehicle has been swept for bugs and tracking devices. You’re in the clear. Now get on outta here!” 
 
    Joshua jumped out of the truck bed, followed by Rebecca and Thomas. Kane and Jack jumped out of Tater’s truck and removed Kane’s tent and the weapons they had acquired. 
 
    Mordecai motioned for Joshua to approach him. “Told you there was a mole in your camp.” 
 
    “And it appears you were correct,” Joshua said. “Who is it?” 
 
    Mordecai flashed a grin. “Your mole’s name is Moore.” The old man waved at Joshua. “Until we meet again, sonny.” Mordecai’s truck kicked up a couple of pieces of gravel, crossed the road across the top of Fontana Dam and disappeared around the curve. Tater did a 180-degree turn and headed west on Highway 28. 
 
    As Joshua and the others piled into Thomas’ Suburban a red Jeep Wrangler hugged the curve on the far side of the Lake, sped across the road that sat atop Fontana Dam, and skidded to a stop. A familiar face stepped out of the driver’s seat, while the other three occupants remained in the Jeep. Two more trucks followed close behind. 
 
    “Mr. Winston. Looks like someone sprung you loose before we got there.” 
 
    “Good to see you again, Ray,” Joshua said. “You were on your way to help us?”  
 
    “Yep. Thompson said you might need help.” 
 
    Drew, Joshua thought. Maybe we’ve all given him a bad rap. Joshua cleared his throat. “Thanks for your willingness to help us. Again.” 
 
    “No sweat. I’m not sure which is worse, the terrorists or the feds.”  
 
    Joshua couldn’t help but agree. “Sadly, I think you’re right.” He extended his hand. “Well, we’d better be on our way.” 
 
    Joshua’s heart skipped a few beats as two men stepped out of each truck and raised their weapons. Then he realized they were aiming at something behind him. When he turned he saw a red crew cab Dodge Ram pickup making its way toward them. He raised his hands as the truck slowed to a stop, signaling for Ray’s men to stand down. “They’re with us.” 
 
    Perry stepped out of the truck, along with Caroline, Chuck Jones and Tommy Page. Tommy ran to the driver’s side of the Suburban and embraced his father. Caroline ran to Rebecca and hugged her.  
 
    “It’s good to see some friendly faces,” Joshua said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it.” Perry gestured toward Ray. “Good to see you again. I guess Drew tipped you off this time, too?” 
 
    “That he did,” Ray said. “You folks should really stop giving him such a hard time. You have no idea what kind of good he can do you. And all of us.” 
 
    Joshua nodded. “Thank you again. We do need to get back to camp.” 
 
    “One more thing before you go.” Ray handed Joshua a map and pointed to a location. “You need to be here at 6:00 Thursday night. Come hungry, and bring everyone you’d like. There are some people you need to meet.” 
 
    Joshua swallowed hard. “I appreciate the invitation, but we tend to keep to ourselves.” 
 
    “Look, son, we’ve saved your lives once and were ready to do so again. I insist.” 
 
    Rebecca stepped to Joshua’s side and gripped his bicep tightly. “We’ll be there.” She peered into Joshua’s eyes. “Won’t we, Josh?” 
 
    Joshua chuckled. “Well, I guess I’ll see you Thursday.” 
 
    “If not, I’ll be disappointed,” Ray said. “By the way, where exactly were you rescued?” 
 
    Joshua gave Ray directions to the location where Mordecai and Tater had set them free. After Ray departed, Joshua and the others made their way back to camp. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 9 
 
    Sunday, October 28, 2018 – 12:37 p.m. – Fontana Dam area 
 
    The cool mountain air stabbed against Drew’s face as his motorcycle wound through the curvy mountain road. Once again, he had tipped off his friend, Ray Sawyer, that Joshua and others from the camp needed help. If he had not done so eight months earlier, the terrorists would have killed Joshua, Jack and Perry.  
 
    For a moment, Drew wondered why he had risked his own life by leaving the camp today to ask Ray to help Joshua and the others. It was obvious that most of the camp residents didn’t respect him. Not only that, they openly disliked him. Ray had offered him a guest room in one of the small houses on his farm, but Drew had declined. In spite of what he thought of the others, he still respected Joshua. He believed in Joshua. This man was a different kind of leader. He was humble. And he had been there for Drew when no one else had. 
 
    Drew’s stomach twisted as he rounded the curve and came face-to-face with a Federal Protective Service roadblock. Two white Suburbans blocked the road, and two male agents stood in the road brandishing what appeared to be military-grade weapons. A tall blonde female with an angry scowl on her face stood near one of the vehicles, along with a man of average build who stood just under six feet tall and was attired in black. The man had black hair intermingled with streaks of grey.  
 
    The man raised his hand and stepped forward. Drew briefly contemplated trying to flee, but the idea was dashed when his rear-view mirror revealed another white Suburban behind him. 
 
    *** 
 
    1437 – Camp Lejeune 
 
    General Cloos stepped out of his green Humvee. The field in front of him was abuzz with Marines practicing hand-to-hand combat techniques. Behind them, another row of men and women were sharpening their aim on a firing range. As Cloos surveyed the hotbed of activity a sharp sound pierced the air before being consumed by a loud, concussive boom off to the left.  
 
    Four Marines in Cloos’ line of sight ducked and ceased their maneuvers as they felt the concussion from the blast. The general clenched his teeth. Pansies, he thought as he redirected his course and marched toward them.  
 
    “Marines!” he bellowed. The men were again visibly startled. “Why did you flinch?” 
 
    None of the men spoke. Cloos’ stomach churned with frustration. “If you cannot maintain your composure during a simple training exercise, how in the hell will you function in a real combat situation?” 
 
    The tall, brown-haired man closest to Cloos stammered, then responded. “We.. I apologize, General Cloos. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Cloos stepped toward the man and put his hand on his shoulder. “I hope not, Corporal. Learn from this, and use it to strengthen your fire team.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the corporal saluted him. 
 
    Cloos felt his satellite phone vibrate as he returned the salute. He answered with his usual gruff greeting. “Cloos.”  
 
    General Cloos, this is Lieutenant Medlin, the female voice on the other end of the connection said. A General Mason Palmer has requested a video conference with you. According to him, he is reaching out to you at the request of President Armando. 
 
    “Lovely. Met him but don’t know him well. What do we know about him?” 
 
    I knew you’d ask, sir. I’ve prepared a dossier and just sent it to your tablet. 
 
    “Good work, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Cloos ended the call, spat on the ground, did an about face and returned to his Humvee. He opened his encrypted tablet and spent several minutes studying the dossier. Palmer’s résumé was impressive: three-star general; graduated with honors from West Point in 1980; fluent in Russian, Arabic and Chinese; earned a Bronze Star in Operation Desert Storm; graduated from the U.S. Army War College; a laundry list of deployments around the globe; served as Chairman of the Joint Special Operations Command before being relocated to Joint Base Langley-Eustis in Newport News after AIS’ nuclear attacks against the United States. Attended high school in Richmond. Raised in an orphanage.  
 
    Cloos cocked an eyebrow as he activated his satphone. “Lieutenant Medlin, excellent work compiling this dossier in such a short time. I noticed that General Palmer was in an orphanage as a child. See if you can find additional details on his childhood, specifically what happened to his parents.” 
 
    Yes, sir, came the response. 
 
    “Tell General Palmer I’ll take his call now. Put it through to my tablet.” 
 
    Cloos disconnected the call and opened the videoconference app on his tablet. General Palmer appeared on the screen moments later. Palmer spoke in a polite, formal tone. General Cloos, thank you for honoring my request to have this conversation. 
 
    “Any time, General,” Cloos said. “How can we help the Army? Do our men need to rescue some of your boys?” 
 
    Very funny, General, Palmer calmly responded. This is a serious matter. President Armando and his team are quite concerned about your continued refusal to adhere to the administration’s strategy regarding AIS. 
 
    “This administration has a strategy for dealing with AIS?” Cloos sneered. “Do tell!” 
 
    Sarcasm will get you nowhere. Palmer leaned toward the camera. 
 
    “Hold that thought.” Cloos held his hand up as a high-pitched sound pierced the air. The mortar impacted its target a quarter-mile from his position. He looked away from the screen as the concussion rumbled across the training field, observing that the corporal and his men did not appear fazed by the most recent blast. Good job, son, he thought. Cloos returned his gaze to the tablet. “You were saying?” 
 
    You can lose the sarcasm, General. This is not a joking matter. 
 
    “I’m not joking,” Cloos said. I’ve seen no evidence of any strategy whatsoever from this administration.” 
 
    General, you and I both know that it’s not our job to determine strategy, it’s our job to execute strategy. You have taken it upon yourself to send personnel to southeastern North Carolina, without any authorization to do so. You are way out of line. 
 
    Cloos pursed his lips. How could a man with General Palmer’s pedigree and experience be so blind? “General, that’s a load of crap and you damn well know it. We’re generals. Of course we develop strategy. This administration is just hamstringing us. Beyond that, we can’t execute a strategy from the administration if there isn’t one.” 
 
    That’s not for you to decide. 
 
    Cloos leaned toward the camera. “This administration has sat on its hands for a year and a half and done nothing to combat these terrorists. Nothing. With all due respect, General, if you can’t see that, then maybe it’s time for you to step away.” He gestured toward the screen. “The time for fecklessness has passed. I will not sit idly by any longer.” 
 
    Your position is unwise, General Palmer said. And there will be repercussions. 
 
    “For you, if you get in my way.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Monday, October 29, 2018 – 7:46 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The next morning, Joshua summoned Jack, Thomas, Perry and Jim to a secluded spot on the lakeside. Rebecca and Reagan joined them. Reagan stuck close to Joshua, obviously still spooked by him and Rebecca having been gone two nights prior.  
 
    “Folks, we have three of our five council members here,” Joshua said. “This Mordecai character warned me several times that we have a mole in the camp, and it’s clear that he was right. The mole appears to be John Moore.” 
 
    “John?” Jim asked. “What makes you think it’s him?” 
 
    “Several things. The woman who was working with the Homeland Security agents referenced his last name, and Mordecai independently confirmed it. John was also present when we left the camp two days ago, and the Homeland Security thugs seemed to know we were coming. All of the evidence points to him.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jack said.  
 
    “Man, it’s hard to believe, but I think you’re right.” Thomas nodded. 
 
    “Joshua, you may be right, but I’d be very careful about declaring his guilt without hearing his side of the story,” Jim cautioned. “I know you, and that would go against everything you stand for.” 
 
    Joshua nodded and took a deep breath. Jim was right; this had to be done properly. “I agree. We should go tell him what we know and see what he has to say.” 
 
    “When?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “There’s no time like the present.” Joshua gestured for the group to follow him up the trail. As soon as he took his first step Reagan shot out ahead of the group, his tail wagging vigorously. The canine guardian stayed ten feet ahead of the group as they hiked back to camp. 
 
    Jim caught up with Joshua as they climbed the trail. He spoke barely louder than a whisper. “Joshua, I’m worried about something else. Drew never came back last night.” 
 
    “Not good,” Joshua said. “We’ll discuss that after we confront John.” When it rains, it pours, he thought. 
 
    When they reached the clearing, Joshua motioned for everyone to stop. “Give me two minutes.” He walked into his cabin, with Reagan trailing close behind. Rebecca followed him in. As soon as they entered the cabin Joshua double-checked to ensure that a round was chambered in his Beretta 9mm, which had been concealed beneath his jacket. He retrieved an extra magazine from the shelf behind his chair. 
 
    “Do you really think it’ll come to that?” Rebecca removed her tan baseball cap, scratched her shoulder-length brown hair and replaced the cap.  
 
    “Better safe than sorry. I’m surprised you don’t have yours.” 
 
    “Who says I don’t?” Rebecca smiled and stroked his cheek.  
 
    They made their way back outside, with Reagan underfoot the whole time. Joshua heaved a deep sigh as they crossed the clearing and approached John and Ruth’s cabin. John was such a mild-mannered, unassuming man that Joshua had a hard time believing he could be their mole. Yet all of the evidence pointed to him. It’s always the quiet ones, he thought. His heart pounded as they knocked on the door. Ruth opened it. Joshua bit his lip. “Ruth, is John here?” 
 
    Ruth nodded, and John came to the door. Joshua motioned for him to join the group outside. “John, we have something we need to discuss with you.” Ruth watched and listened from the cabin door as her husband joined Joshua and the others.  
 
    Joshua took a deep breath. “John, I don’t know any other way to say this than to just go ahead and lay it all on the table. We were recently warned that we have a mole in our camp. Over the past two days, two sources have independently indicated that you are the mole.” Joshua studied John’s facial expressions as he continued speaking. “Other evidence appears to corroborate their stories. Rather than assume you were guilty, we wanted to tell you what we’ve heard and give you a chance to tell your side of the story.” 
 
    John’s jaw dropped, and his eyes were as big as hubcaps. He pushed his wire frame glasses against his face, and he went pale. “I… I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Jack stepped forward. “Then why would two people, who don’t appear to know each other, both name you?” 
 
    “Who?” John demanded. “Who named me?” 
 
    Jack started to take another step toward John. Joshua waved him off. “First, a man named Mordecai, who approached me several times with warnings about a mole.” 
 
    “I have no idea who that is.” 
 
    “The second was a woman who--" 
 
    Joshua jumped, startled by a loud shriek that pierced the air. Ruth bolted from the nearby cabin door and charged her husband. “John! How could you?”  
 
    “Ruth, I--" 
 
    “I trusted you!” Ruth unleashed a wild barrage of slaps, hits and kicks on her husband. John tried to shield himself with his forearms. His wire-frame glasses flew several feet across the clearing. Ruth’s loud sobs devolved into a haunting wail that echoed throughout the mountain forest. 
 
    Rebecca and Jim grabbed Ruth’s arms and pulled her away from John. She buried her head on Rebecca’s shoulder, still sobbing. “I… I can’t believe it…” she moaned.  
 
    Joshua stepped toward John. The man’s shoulders sagged, and his face bore several scratches and red blotches. Blood trickled down his right cheek. Suddenly Joshua’s peripheral vision picked up a quick spinning motion off to his right. He heard Rebecca scream, “Ruth, no!” Then three loud cracks pierced the mountain air. Reagan yelped loudly and disappeared behind Joshua’s cabin. 
 
    Joshua froze. The entire world went into slow motion. John Moore gasped and clutched his abdominal area. Then he fell to his knees. And then collapsed onto the ground. Joshua felt his mouth go dry as he turned toward the source of the shots. Ruth was bawling as she gently dropped Rebecca’s still-smoking Beretta .380 onto the dirt and collapsed to the ground.  
 
    Rebecca quickly reacquired her weapon and took two steps back, glaring at Ruth and holding her pistol at the ready. “Ruth, what have you done?” 
 
    Joshua rushed to John, whose gasping and wheezing became more labored with each passing breath. John reached up and attempted to speak, but no words came. His eyes appeared rolled back as Keri Davidson and several others rushed to the scene. Keri, a nurse, placed her ear to John’s chest and then placed two fingers on his neck. Josh heard her exhale loudly. She looked up, her brows furrowed, and silently shook her head. He’s DEAD, Joshua thought. He looked at Ruth, who was still on the ground, sobbing violently.  
 
    Joshua stood silently, processing it all. Keri rushed to Ruth, who slowly rose to her feet. Still sobbing, Ruth buried her head on Keri’s shoulder. Keri motioned for Rebecca to follow her as they went into Ruth’s cabin. 
 
    Rebecca shook her head as she concealed her weapon. She made eye contact with Joshua, her eyebrows lowered, and marched toward their cabin rather than following Keri and Ruth. Growling, Reagan reappeared from behind the cabin and followed her inside. Jim, Thomas and Joshua stood silently while Jack dropped to one knee and examined the wounds that had claimed John’s life.  
 
    *** 
 
    Tuesday, October 30, 2018 – 9:29 a.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    The next morning, Benjamin rushed down the hall toward the Virginia Beach conference room where the Armando administration held its de facto cabinet meetings. This gathering had been called on short notice, and Benjamin wondered what necessitated yet another meeting. Abdar and Adilah were coming toward him from the opposite end of the hall. Abdar’s eyes were filled with venom, and Adilah was expressionless. 
 
    Anthony Russo emerged from a smaller room on the right. “’Morning, Liebowitz!” He flashed a grin, then spun and walked quickly into the conference room. He’s unusually upbeat, Benjamin thought. Abdar and Adilah stopped and waited for Russo to pass out of sight before resuming walking. Benjamin chuckled under his breath. They don’t want to be within fifty feet of each other.  
 
    Benjamin nodded at Abdar and Adilah as he made his way into the conference room and took his seat. They followed him inside and claimed two seats near the head of the table. Two minutes later General Mason Palmer entered the room. He was attired in a neatly pressed blue U.S. Army service uniform and held a service cap at his side. Palmer was slender, nearly six feet tall and had short, brown hair with streaks of grey. He looked like a career Army man who understood both combat and the political game. This was not a man to be taken lightly. Benjamin made a mental note to find out more about him. 
 
    President Armando entered the room less than a minute after General Palmer. All attendees stood as Armando entered, then reclaimed their seats when he motioned for them to do so. “Let’s get started. Russo, you said you had something to share?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President.” Anthony rose from his seat, grinning ear-to-ear. “I am pleased to report that Austin Phillips has Drew Thompson in custody.”  
 
    Armando reclined in his chair. “Good work, Russo. When was he captured?” 
 
    “Yesterday, sir. Our people are moving him to a secure location to find out what he knows.” 
 
    “Keep us posted. Anything else?” 
 
    “No sir.” Russo reclaimed his seat. 
 
    Abdar raised his hand.  
 
    “Go ahead, Abdar.” 
 
    “Mr. President, I am saddened to inform you that Mr. Phillips also had Joshua Winston and several of his associates in custody, but somehow allowed them to escape.” 
 
    “I am aware of that,” Armando said. 
 
    Abdar’s eyes narrowed. “Sadly, six Federal Protective Service agents were killed during the escape. The Homeland Security agents were lucky to capture Mr. Thompson, but that doesn’t make up for their chronic ineptitude.” 
 
    Russo launched up out of his seat and pointed at Abdar. “You’re just envious that my people caught him, not yours!” 
 
    Armando raised his hand and the room went silent. Russo reclaimed his seat, a smirk on his face. Abdar’s laser-like glare focused on Russo until Adilah put her hand on his arm and whispered in his ear. Anthony had intentionally taken jabs at Abdar on more than one occasion, and Abdar had returned the favor today. Benjamin had initially chalked their mutual dislike up to a simple power struggle, but was beginning to wonder if something deeper was driving their political tug-of-war. 
 
    “Gentlemen, that’s enough,” Armando said. “While it’s unfortunate that we lost six agents, we need to focus on what we can learn from Thompson. We’ll have another chance to capture Winston.” The President gestured toward Palmer. “General, do you have any updates?” 
 
    Palmer rose from his seat. “Yes, Mr. President. I have spoken with General Cloos, and thus far he is unyielding. He seems bound and determined to act out on his own.” 
 
    Armando leaned forward, rested his elbows on the conference table and clasped his hands in front of him. “General, that is worrisome. What’s our plan?” 
 
    “I intend to have another conversation with him,” Palmer calmly stated. “Hopefully he will reconsider turning the men and women under his command into traitors.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” Armando asked. 
 
    Palmer’s eyes narrowed. “Then we will meet him with force. This kind of insubordination from one of our top military leaders cannot be allowed to stand.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wednesday, October 31, 2018 – 6:14 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua and Rebecca silently walked up the path from their cabin as the sun began setting over the tree line the next evening. Reagan led the way, trotting about twenty feet ahead of them. His tail wagged vigorously as he sniffed nearly everything along the path, marking his territory at least ten times as they traversed the short distance to the community shelter.  
 
    Joshua squeezed Rebecca’s hand and heaved a deep sigh. Ten camp residents had left just after sunrise, traveling in groups of two in what had been a futile search for Drew. No one Joshua encountered seemed to have any information whatsoever about his whereabouts. 
 
    Flames were glowing in the stone fire pit when they arrived at the shelter, and the eight other camp members who had formed search groups were huddled close to the warmth of the fire.  
 
    Joshua rubbed his hands over the fire, savoring the warmth. “We had no luck at all. How about you guys?” 
 
    “Mr. Davidson and I made no progress, sir,” Kane said. 
 
    “Nada.” Jack shook his head and gestured toward Thomas. 
 
    “Nothing,” Perry said. Caroline nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Tommy and I found Drew’s motorcycle abandoned beside the road,” Chuck said. “We scoured it for tracking devices and brought it back here.” 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips. “Are you absolutely certain there were no tracking devices?” 
 
    “We’re certain,” Caroline interjected. “I double-checked it when they got here.” 
 
    “If there was a bug, she would’ve found it.” Perry put his arm around her. “We didn’t find any sign of Drew, but we did get stopped at a Homeland Security checkpoint. They seemed pretty uptight.” 
 
    “Especially that tall, angry blonde,” Caroline added. 
 
    Joshua looked down and shook his head. Drew’s disappearing acts seemed to have finally come home to roost, just as he and others had feared. At the same time, they owed him. He looked up and made eye contact with Jim. “Good effort, folks. We’ll give it another shot tomorrow. And I hope to pick up some leads tomorrow night.” 
 
    “What’s tomorrow night?” Perry asked. 
 
    “A little fact-finding mission,” Joshua said. “That’s all for tonight.” 
 
    Jack made his way to Joshua as the group dispersed. “Got a minute?” 
 
    “Sure.” Joshua gestured for Jack to join him outside of the shelter. “What’s up?” 
 
    “John Moore. Something still doesn’t sit right with me about the way that went down.” 
 
    “I think we all feel that way,” Joshua said. “He’s probably the last person I would’ve pegged as our mole.” 
 
    “I’m talking about the way it ended.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “For someone who seemed as hysterical as Ruth, she was a pretty good shot. She put three in his chest in a pretty tight grouping.” 
 
    Joshua put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “She probably just got lucky.” 
 
    “That’s not all,” Jack added. “What made her automatically assume John was guilty? She went from calm, loving wife to killing her husband in an instant. That just doesn’t add up.” 
 
    Joshua leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Was there more to this than he was seeing? He opened his eyes and shook his head. “Maybe she was already onto him.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    Thursday, November 1, 2018 – 3:45 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The next afternoon, Joshua met Thomas and his wife, Kim, in the clearing outside his cabin. “You guys know what to do, right?” 
 
    “Man, we got this.” Thomas twisted a toothpick between his teeth.  
 
    “I think Ruth could use a nice dinner to help get her mind off of things,” Kim said with a smile. “We’re glad to host her in our home.” 
 
    “Good job,” Joshua said. “And don’t forget, not a word about the fact that we’re leaving the camp tonight. No one needs to know.” 
 
    “You got it, man.” 
 
    Joshua sat down on the steps and Reagan planted himself beside him, nuzzling his head on Joshua’s leg. He scratched the happy canine’s ears as he watched Thomas and Kim make their way to Ruth’s cabin. Ruth answered the door and appeared to break down into tears almost immediately. Kim embraced her for what seemed like a full minute. Joshua wondered if Ruth was genuinely distraught, or if she was putting on a good show. Time will tell, he thought.  
 
    Ruth disappeared into her cabin for a moment before following Thomas and Kim to their Suburban. She climbed into the back seat and waved as the vehicle passed Joshua’s cabin. Joshua returned the wave with his left hand, scratching Reagan’s ears with his right. The dog’s tail thumped loudly against the steps. 
 
    Rebecca made her way onto the porch and sat down beside Joshua. “It’s about that time.” 
 
    “Yes it is.” He squeezed her hand. “You’re sure you want to go?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She kissed him on the cheek, sending a tingling sensation down his spine. “I’ll put Reagan in the cabin.” 
 
    Rebecca lured Reagan into the cabin with a piece of deer meat. She handed Joshua his Beretta 9mm and two magazines upon returning to the porch. “Thought you might need this.” She chambered a round in her .380 and concealed it in a holster under her shirt. “Game time.” 
 
    Joshua stroked his fingers through her shoulder-length brown hair. “I knew there was a reason I married you.” 
 
    Rebecca slapped him on the leg. “You know I would’ve shot you if you didn’t eventually get around to asking me.” 
 
    Thomas’ old, rarely-driven green van made its way into the clearing with Jim at the wheel. Perry and Caroline met Joshua in the clearing, along with Chuck and Sheri Jones. Jack and Kane joined them. Joshua gave hand-sketched maps to Chuck and Perry. He pointed at a spot on one of the maps. “Here’s where we’re going tonight.” He used his finger to trace several routes. “These are the possible routes, marked in order of our preference.” He gave Perry and Chuck hand-held radios he had retrieved from Bob Kendall’s stash of equipment. “Perry, you go ahead of us on the route marked with a one. Chuck, you do the same on route two. If you see any sign of a Homeland Security presence, use your radio to let us know so we can change routes. We’ll be five minutes behind.” 
 
    Chuck and Perry nodded. Chuck and Kane took Thomas’ van and made their way down the path toward the road. Perry and Caroline followed in Rebecca’s green Ford Explorer. Joshua took a deep breath as he walked to Bob Kendall’s green Yukon, which had only been started three times in the eight months since Bob’s untimely death. He worried that it wouldn’t cooperate. Here goes nothing, he thought. He was pleasantly surprised when the engine fired up on the first try.  
 
    “Jack, you drive.” Joshua pointed toward the driver’s seat.  
 
    Joshua and Rebecca climbed into the back seat, and Jim claimed the front passenger side seat. As they waited, Joshua contemplated the fact that all three vehicles happened to be the same color. Joshua was not a superstitious person, but wondered if there might be some divine significance in the fact that all three vehicles were green, a color often used to represent life, renewal and energy.  
 
    Five minutes after the first two vehicles had departed, Jack put the Yukon in gear and headed down the path to the road. Tommy Page, Thomas’ 18-year-old son, emerged out of the woods as they passed through the gate and locked it behind them. Jack turned left onto Highway 28 and began the trek down the mountain. 
 
    Joshua’s radio crackled to life ten minutes later, and the sound of Chuck’s voice broke radio silence. We’ve turned off of 28 and are headed south toward Robbinsville. Several Homeland Security vehicles parked here. 
 
    “Copy that,” Joshua replied. 
 
    Perry offered an update as well. Smooth sailing so far on 28. 
 
    Five minutes later Perry offered a less optimistic update. Homeland Security checkpoint about a mile past Medlin Branch. Approaching now. Will update you once we pass. Turning radio off. 
 
    “Roger that,” Joshua said. He looked at his map, leaned forward and tapped Jack on the shoulder. “In a mile or so you’ll see Little Bear Lane on the right. Turn there.” 
 
    Jack nodded, and within a few minutes made the right turn onto a small side road. Within moments he had come to a dead end. “What now?” 
 
    Joshua gestured toward a small, clear-cut dirt path. “There.” 
 
    “Where will that take us?” 
 
    Joshua smirked. “Trust me.” 
 
    Jack eased the Yukon on to the dirt path and began winding through the woods. In some places the path was so narrow and precarious that a slight jaunt in either direction would have sent the Yukon tumbling into a gulley. Branches slapped the windows, and Joshua thought some of the bumps were going to jar his teeth out of their sockets.  
 
    Perry’s voice came across the radio as the Yukon hit one particularly brutal bump. We’re through. All clear. J, just a heads-up, they’re looking for you. 
 
    Joshua clenched his teeth. “Go on.” 
 
    They had your picture and asked if we knew you.  
 
    Joshua squeezed Rebecca’s hand. “Copy that. We’re on an alternate route and will rejoin the main track shortly. Continue as planned.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later the path emerged onto a small road. Joshua again leaned forward. “Jack, this is Tobacco Branch Road. Turn left, and then take your first right.” 
 
    Jack did as instructed, and within minutes the Yukon had turned off of Tobacco Branch onto South Rhododendron. Joshua guided him through a series of turns, eventually ending up on Ivy Lane. Jack turned toward Joshua. “What now?” 
 
    Joshua pointed toward another small dirt path. Jack followed the path, which eventually led to Panther Creek Road. They turned left on Panther Creek, which placed them back on Highway 28 several miles past the checkpoint. Joshua picked up his radio. “Back on course.” 
 
    Copy that. 
 
    They continued on Highway 28 after it merged with 74, then turned south to stay on 28. After several miles Jack turned left on a small two-lane road, which they followed for three miles before turning onto a dirt road. Two large pickup trucks turned in behind them. The Yukon rumbled down the dirt road for two miles before reaching a large clearing. 
 
    As they entered the clearing, Joshua admired the rustic English-style home that was its primary feature. The house reminded him of the farm he and Rebecca had been forced to abandon after the initial attacks on America. A large red barn sat beside the home, and at least a dozen cows grazed in the fence behind the barn. At least thirty vehicles were scattered outside the barn, many of them with pig cookers and other large grills attached. Two horse-drawn carriages were parked near the edge of the clearing. People were scurrying around the area like angry fire ants whose nest had been poked with a shovel. Given the number of people Joshua saw, plus those who were already inside the barn, each vehicle must have brought three or four people.  
 
    “Exactly what kind of event is this?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” Joshua said. “We know Ray and his friends are on our side, but we should still stick together and watch each other’s backs. 
 
    Joshua noticed Jack suddenly perk up. “What is it, Jack?” 
 
    Jack remained silent for a moment, his eyes trained on a tan Ford Explorer that had just passed them and parked fifty yards away. “It’s him.” 
 
    “Who is ‘him’?” Joshua asked. 
 
    “The same Asian guy we kept seeing at the exchange. And the red-headed girl.” 
 
    Rebecca squeezed Joshua’s arm. “Josh, what is he talking about?” 
 
    “We ran into that guy a couple of times at the exchange. For some reason Jack is suspicious of him.” 
 
    “There’s just something about him that makes the hair on my neck stand up,” Jack said. “He’s familiar to me.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s just your imagination,” Joshua said. 
 
    “Let’s not forget he was there the day we got picked up by the Homeland Security goons.” 
 
    Joshua heaved a deep sigh. “Good point. Everyone keep your eyes open.” He opened his door. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The aroma of grilling meat filled the air as Joshua stepped out of the Yukon. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Not only did these folks seem to be on the right side, but they apparently knew how to properly cook a variety of animals. He felt a pang of hunger as his stomach roared to life. 
 
    Joshua and Rebecca led the way to the barn, with Jim and Jack bringing up the rear. Even though Jack was not in his line of sight, Joshua could sense his eyes trained on the Asian man they had now seen several times. Joshua’s instincts told him the man was a potential ally, but he had been wrong before. Perhaps he should trust Jack’s gut on this one. 
 
    Two men stepped in front of them as they approached a row of large trills and cookers. The tall man on the left, who sported faded jeans, a forest green button-down shirt, well-worn work boots and a “Remington” hat, motioned for them to stop. “Who are y’all?” 
 
    “Hello,” Joshua answered. “Ray told us to come.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask who invited you, I asked who you are.” 
 
    “I’m Joshua Winston. This is my--" 
 
    The man lowered his hand. “Mr. Winston, it’s an honor. Come on in!” He gestured for them to follow him. 
 
    Joshua looked at Rebecca and shrugged. He wasn’t sure what these people knew about him or why they thought so highly of someone they didn’t even know. Joshua noticed several large generators that appeared to be connected to the barn. The generators reminded Joshua how fortunate those in the camp were to have electricity. They were lucky Thomas had purchased land so close to the dam.  
 
    As they entered the barn they were swamped with a wave of hunger-inducing aromas. The barn was supported by rectangular wood posts and had a dirt floor. The interior was comprised largely of a large open area. Eight stables lined the back wall, and a large brown horse could be seen inside one of the stables.  
 
    “This place smells like my dream house.” Jim chuckled. 
 
    “You always were a pure carnivore,” Joshua said. 
 
    “PETA’s worst nightmare.” Jim chuckled. 
 
    The barn was teeming with people. If they were anything like their host, these were down-to-earth, salt-of-the-earth folks, the kind who likely shared Joshua’s love for America – or at least for what the United States had once been. The man led them a third of the way through the barn, where they found Ray. 
 
    “Mr. Winston, I’m glad you showed,” Ray said. “Wasn’t sure you’d actually come.” 
 
    “Please, just call me Joshua.” He extended his hand. “Thanks for the invitation.” 
 
    “Any time. Who are the folks with you?” 
 
    Joshua introduced Rebecca and his other companions, and Ray focused in on Jim. “You’re the pastor, right?” 
 
    “I guess you could say that.” 
 
    “Drew talked about you a good bit. Said you had been a mentor to him. Why don’t you say grace before we eat?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” Jim said. 
 
    “Good,” Ray said. “By the way, where is Drew? Is he coming?” 
 
    Joshua swallowed hard. “I don’t think he’s going to make it tonight.” 
 
    “Shame,” Ray said. “He doesn’t miss many of these.” 
 
    Joshua changed the subject to avoid having to explain why Drew wasn’t coming. “Speaking of that, exactly what kind of event is this?” 
 
    “Just a bunch of God-fearing patriots who like to get together and talk about the future of our country over a good meal.” 
 
    A short man standing next to Ray chimed in. “And we do more than just talk.” 
 
    Joshua’s stomach growled as he again savored the aroma emanating from the various cookers. “It smells like quite a meal at that.” 
 
    “You won’t be disappointed,” Ray said. “Make yourself at home. “We’ll eat in a few, and then we’ll start the program.” He turned and walked toward a group of people on the other side of the barn. 
 
    Joshua turned to Rebecca and the others. “This is quite the crowd. What do you guys think?” 
 
    “That it is.” Jack nodded toward two people standing ten feet away. “And there he is.” 
 
    Rebecca exhaled loudly. “If you’re so curious about him, why don’t you do something about it?” 
 
    “Like what?” Jack asked. 
 
    Rebecca rolled her eyes, grabbed Joshua’s hand and pulled him toward the strangers. “Come on. All of you.” She released Joshua’s hand and extended hers to the Asian man. “I’m Rebecca, and this is my husband, Joshua.” She gestured toward Jack. “This is Jack, and he seems to think you look familiar. And this is Jim.” 
 
    The man extended his hand. “Major Michael Chinn, U.S. Marine Corps.” He gestured toward the young woman who was with him. “This is Melanie Blanchard.” 
 
    Jack seemed to let his guard down. “Where are you stationed, Major?” 
 
    “Lejeune. I serve under General Samuel Cloos.” 
 
    “Cloos. I’ve heard of him.” Jack extended his hand. “Gunnery Sergeant Jack McGee.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Gunny.”  
 
    “Major, what are you doing out here?” Joshua asked.  
 
    “Looking for someone.” 
 
    Joshua felt the hair on his neck stand up. “Who are you looking for?” 
 
    “A guy named Drew Thompson. Do you know him?” 
 
    Joshua’s stomach twisted, but he spoke calmly. “The name sounds familiar. Why are you looking for him?” 
 
    “We think he might be in danger.” 
 
    “Danger from who?” 
 
    Chinn’s jaw tightened. “Sadly, our own government.” Chinn extended his hand. “I’m sorry, what was your name again?” 
 
    “Joshua. Joshua Winston.” 
 
    Chinn cocked an eyebrow. “Mr. Winston, I’ve heard a lot about you. Your reputation precedes you.” 
 
    “Only the good part is true.” 
 
    “Well, that’s all I’ve heard,” Chinn said. “Word on the street is that you’re a good man, a selfless leader, and that people all throughout this area are following in your footsteps.” 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips, perplexed. “We really just keep to ourselves. Following in my footsteps how?” 
 
    “From what I’ve been told, other local groups are emulating the system of government you established in your camp.” 
 
    “How… how do you know about that? I haven’t shared it with anyone.” 
 
    “You haven’t.” Chinn gently slapped Joshua on the bicep. “But Drew Thompson has. From what I gather he’s built quite a network in this area.” 
 
    “How long have you been in this area?” Joshua asked. “Where are you getting your information?” 
 
    “We were in Watts Bar Lake when the attack happened,” Chinn said. “We arrived here shortly after. When General Cloos learned that the Armando administration was looking for Drew Thompson, he ordered me to stay here and look for him. I learned about you from Colonel Lester Wade. World War II vet who lives near Bryson City.” 
 
    Jack’s countenance straightened. “The Colonel Lester Wade? Never met him, but he was quite the legend when I enlisted.” 
 
    Chinn chuckled. “That’s the one.” 
 
    Another voice chimed in with a deep Western North Carolina accent. “There wasn’t room for but one of me.” Joshua turned to see an old man wearing a black U.S. Marine Corps World War II Veteran baseball cap, a pair of neatly pressed tan pants and a dark brown shirt. The man, who had a scar running down the right side of his face, in front of his ear, to the base of his neck, steadied himself with a hand-carved wooden cane. “Glad you made it, Major.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Colonel.” 
 
    The old man slowly turned to Jack and extended his hand. “Lester Wade.” He released the handshake and pointed at a young man who stood at his side. “This is my great-grandson, Ricky.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Colonel. I heard a lot about you at basic.” 
 
    “Horror stories, I’m sure. They were even worse than what you were told.” Lester turned to Joshua. “Who are y’all?” 
 
    “I’m Joshua Winston.” Joshua gestured toward Rebecca and Jim. “This is my wife, Rebecca, and this is Jim.” 
 
    Joshua could almost feel the old man’s eyes fixated on him. “Joshua Winston,” he said. “Well, well, well. Heard a lot of good things about you, son. This country needs more leaders like you. My generation saved the world from the Nazis.” He gently poked Joshua in the chest with his index finger. “Now it’s your generation’s turn. Stick to your principles.” The colonel gently slapped Joshua on the side of the head. “And don’t let it go to your head.” Lester turned toward Jack. “So tell me more about your background, Gunny.” 
 
    Joshua’s mind was spinning as the three Marines dove into a deep conversation. The pieces were falling into place. The network Drew had built was far larger than he had ever imagined, and apparently Drew had helped other groups replicate the simple yet effective system of self-government they had developed in the camp. The number of people present at this gathering was proof that Drew’s network had the potential to develop into a movement, and that it was possibly already doing so. The Armando administration wasn’t looking for Drew because they thought he had anything to do with the attack in Watts Bar Lake. They had been looking for him because his network was growing into a threat. A threat to their power. Drew is missing, and now they’re looking for me, he thought. That means the administration has captured Drew. Or worse. He gritted his teeth. But that doesn’t have to be the end of his work. 
 
    *** 
 
    5:48 p.m. – Ray Sawyer’s Barn near Bryson City, N.C. 
 
    Rebecca studied the young woman who accompanied Major Michael Chinn. Her reddish-blonde hair was a bit out of sorts, and her green eyes were tinted with sadness. She was seated alone on a wooden bench in the barn. Rebecca wondered how the young woman came to be in the company of this Marine. They didn’t seem to have much in common, and it appeared as though Chinn was her protector. Who was she, and what was her background? Chinn was engaged in a conversation with Jack and Colonel Lester Wade. Joshua seemed preoccupied, his eyes a thousand miles away. The woman looked like a duck out of water in this setting. Alone in a crowd of people. 
 
    Rebecca claimed the seat beside Melanie on the bench. “Your name is Melanie, right?” She extended her hand. “I’m Rebecca.” 
 
    Melanie jumped, as though startled out of a trance. “I’m sorry… what did you say?” 
 
    Rebecca chuckled. “I’m Rebecca. You’re Melanie, right?” 
 
    Melanie shook her head. “Yes. I apologize. Melanie Blanchard.”  
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you Melanie. So how did you end up here?” 
 
    “It’s… it’s a long story.” 
 
    Rebecca gestured toward Major Chinn. “We’ve got time. Those Marines will be telling war stories until it’s time to eat.” She looked at Joshua, whose eyes were still a million miles away. “And my husband seems a bit preoccupied.” 
 
    Melanie heaved a deep sigh. “I worked for the governor of Texas. I was with him in Watts Bar Lake when the attack happened.” She wiped her eyes. “When he was killed. If I had been near the stage I would be dead too.” 
 
    Rebecca fought back a tear. She put her arm around Melanie. “I’m very sorry. That had to be difficult.” 
 
    Melanie looked up, her eyes narrowed. “More than you can imagine. Governor Harper was more than just my boss, he was a friend. His chief of staff was my mentor. A lot of my friends died that day.” 
 
    “What did you do for the governor?” 
 
    Melanie twisted her shoulder-length hair between her fingers. “I was his grassroots point person. His organizer. I handled the outreach and logistics for the Watts Bar Summit.” She sniffled. “I… I invited all of the governors to the place where they died.” 
 
    Rebecca gripped Melanie’s shoulder. “You can’t blame yourself for that. No one could have foreseen everything that’s happened. We’re in uncharted territory.” 
 
    Melanie looked up. Rebecca found her green eyes to be piercing. They revealed a combination of strength and pain, of determination and deep wounds.  
 
    “I keep telling myself that,” Melanie said. “But it doesn’t help.” 
 
    “The wounds are still fresh,” Rebecca said. “Time will heal them.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Melanie said. “But I honestly believed Governor Harper was the last hope for our country. First President Wagner, then Governor Harper. Now Armando can run roughshod over the people, and there is no one to stand in his way.” 
 
    “You sound like my husband,” Rebecca said. “But I believe someone will fill the gap.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Melanie choked up. “I feel like I’m completely alone. Major Chinn has been a true gentleman, and he probably saved my life. But I know he’ll have to go back to his base at some point. He’s offered to take me with him, but I’m not sure that’s where I need to be.” 
 
    Rebecca pursed her lips. “Don’t you have anywhere you can go? Any family?” 
 
    “Not anywhere near here. My parents are in Louisiana, and they’re hiding from the Armando administration. I’d never been to Tennessee or North Carolina before this.” She wiped away a tear. “I have no idea where I’ll go or what I’ll do.” 
 
    A male voice with a thick western North Carolina accent rang out over a loudspeaker. “Folks, please stand, remove your hats and bow your heads. Pastor Jim Davidson, who’s with us for the first time, will bless our food.” Rebecca looked for the speaker, spotting it atop a pickup truck that was parked near the back of the barn. Ray Sawyer stood in the truck bed, Jim Davidson beside him. 
 
    The room fell silent, and Jim offered the prayer in his Georgia twang: “Father, thank you for this place and for these people. We thank you for the freedom we have long enjoyed, and we pray that we will be worthy of the many blessings you’ve given us. We ask you to bring about revival in the hearts and minds of the American people so that they will once again turn to you. Restore our nation to its prior strength so that it can once again be a beacon of hope and freedom. Father, thank you for this food, which smells like the essence of heaven itself. Please bless the hands that prepared this food, and keep everyone safe as they depart this place tonight. We pray these things in Jesus’ name. Amen.” 
 
    As Rebecca joined Joshua in the food line, she reflected on Melanie’s words. This young woman had enlisted her life in the service of a leader she believed in and trusted. Now he was gone, along with many others -- others she had helped invite to what became the place of their deaths. Now she felt all alone in the world and seemed to have lost all hope.  
 
    *** 
 
    6:18 p.m. – Ray Sawyer’s Barn 
 
    Melanie sat next to Rebecca as she inhaled the pork BBQ that was cooked in some sort of tomato-based sauce. This was a far cry from the beef BBQ she was accustomed to eating in Texas, but it hit the spot. She savored the smoked sausage, some other unidentifiable but tasty meat, and even the green beans. These mountain people definitely knew how to cook. 
 
    As she ate, Melanie surveyed the environment around her. The people here seemed like down-to-earth people who loved America. Patriots, she thought. While they may not have grown up in the Louisiana Bayou, and while their tastes in food were different than the Cajun dishes she had enjoyed as a child, she was beginning to have a good vibe about them. She studied Rebecca, who was deep in conversation with her husband. They seem like good people, she thought. This Joshua guy seems to have made a name for himself without even knowing it. I wonder if he is as real as they say? 
 
    The man everyone called Ray approached Joshua as Melanie took another bite of smoked sausage. “Joshua, we’re going to have our program in a few minutes. I’d like for you to say a few words.” 
 
    Melanie noticed that Joshua looked genuinely surprised. He looked at Rebecca and then back at Ray. “About what?” 
 
    “Whatever you want to talk about. Maybe how you guys set up your camp council. Thanks, buddy!” Ray turned and walked away before Joshua could object. 
 
    Melanie thought it odd that Joshua would hesitate to speak to the group. From what Major Chinn had told her, Joshua had apparently served in the State House. She couldn’t recall ever meeting a politician who would turn down an opportunity to speak to a group of people, even in these unique times. 
 
    Ray climbed back into the pickup truck and called out over the loudspeaker. “Folks, we have a special guest tonight, and he’s going to come up and say a few words. Ladies and gentlemen, let’s give a warm Smoky Mountain welcome to Mr. Joshua Winston.” 
 
    Joshua looked at Rebecca, who nodded toward the stage. He stood motionless until Rebecca put both hands on his back, pushed him forward and said, “Go!” 
 
    Melanie tossed her paper plate into a trash receptacle and moved closer to the truck. She was curious about what Joshua would have to say. The barn went silent as Joshua climbed into the truck. Ray handed him a microphone, which was connected to the loudspeaker atop the truck cab, and stepped back.  
 
    Joshua stood silently for a moment, then raised the microphone. “Most of you don’t know me, and I didn’t come here tonight prepared to give a speech. I think the best place to start is by telling you who I am and how I wound up in this part of North Carolina. I served three terms in the State House until I decided not to run again in 2016. I’ll come back to that. I grew up in Wilson’s Mills, a small town in Johnston County. After graduating from high school, I studied economics at N.C. State University in Raleigh, and worked for a bank after graduating. When my parents died, I inherited their hardware store in Wilson’s Mills. My wife, Rebecca, is here. She’s the best thing to ever happen to me. Pastor Jim Davidson introduced us ten years ago, so I owe him in a big way. A few years ago, Rebecca and I decided to buy a farm in Chatham County. It was our dream home. My plan, our plan, was for me to get out of politics and enjoy our time together. I share these things to tell you that I’m just an ordinary person, like all of you. Before the attacks, I was focused on my faith, my wife, my dog and my farm.” He gestured toward the audience. “The same priorities most of you have. We moved out of Raleigh, to a farm in rural Chatham County, because we wanted to be left alone and have the freedom to live our lives as we see fit.” 
 
    Joshua paused for a moment, then continued. “All of that changed when America was attacked. Everything changed for all of us. Rebecca and I left our farm behind and moved here with a group of friends to get even further away from the mayhem. We felt this was a place where we could hopefully continue to be free to live our lives. And those of you who live here have not disappointed us. We’ve been impressed with the down-to-earth people we’ve met who love God, love America, love their families, and just want to be left alone. 
 
    “Ray asked me to talk about the way we organized our camp. It’s really very simple. We established a set of rules which essentially serve as our camp’s constitution. Our rules adhere to a few simple, yet critically important, principles. No one person should have too much power. With a few minor, necessary restrictions, people are free to live their own lives. We will operate under a free enterprise barter system. No one should expect something for nothing. Private property rights and free enterprise must be protected. The power to make certain decisions is vested in a council, which is elected by camp residents.  
 
    “These are simple, timeless principles, and they were shared by America’s founding fathers. The Bible says that there is nothing new under the sun. We didn’t create a new system of government, we just applied the same principles of freedom and responsibility that our founders espoused. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the evil hand of AIS and the heavy hand of the Armando administration have made their way to western North Carolina. The terrorists want to take away our right to live, and the Armando administration seems bent on trampling every other right. The administration is ignoring the Constitution at every turn.  
 
    “Folks, our country is basically gone. We are living after the fall of the republic. What remains of the federal government is not on our side, and many of our state governments have been decimated. But I still have hope. My hope is inspired by people like the ones in this barn. We can reclaim and rebuild our nation. One family at a time. One community at a time. Folks, it’s up to us to rebuild our nation. By the grace of God, may this gathering be the start of a movement that does just that. Thank you, and may God bless you all.” 
 
    Melanie felt goosebumps form on her back as the crowd erupted into applause. The loudest applause came from the person closest to her: Rebecca, who was beaming. She surveyed those around her. Major Chinn and Colonel Wade were nodding their approval. Pastor Jim Davidson was applauding, as was the Marine who accompanied Joshua and his group. She wondered if she had just witnessed the genesis of a new movement that would change the face of America, the initial ascent of a new leader who would rebuild a shattered nation – and who did not yet understand his own destiny. 
 
    Joshua jumped down from the truck began making his way toward Rebecca. Melanie watched as he was mobbed by people who wanted to shake his hand. As he worked the crowd, a slender woman with brown hair who appeared to be in her mid-50s and a tall, muscular African-American man joined Ray in the truck bed. 
 
    Ray’s voice boomed over the speaker. “Folks, we have two more special guests. Kelvin Harris is a Congressman from Georgia, and Jacqueline Haines is Governor of Kentucky. They are like-minded people. Please give them a warm welcome.” 
 
    Melanie’s jaw dropped as applause rang out. She had reached out to both Congressman Harris, who had been absent from the State of the Union due to a death in the family, and Governor Haines on behalf of Governor Harper. He was a fairly liberal Democrat, and she was a Tea Party Republican. They came from totally different socioeconomic backgrounds and held polar opposite views on many political issues -- prior to the terrorist attacks. The attacks, and the Armando administration’s subsequent inaction, had united many who were previously political enemies. Adrenaline surged through Melanie’s entire being as she wondered how these two leaders had ended up here, of all places.  
 
    Congressman Harris was the first to speak: “Thank you for inviting me to join you tonight. I’m guessing many of you consider yourselves conservative Republicans.” A slight cheer rose from the crowd. The Congressman grinned broadly. “Well, I don’t. I was considered one of the more liberal members of Congress. But those differences really don’t matter now, do they? Whatever political differences we once had are insignificant in comparison to the challenge before us: trying to rebuild a broken nation.” He gestured toward Joshua. “Mr. Winston is right. Given that the administration has taken no steps to reinstitute Congress, we have to rebuild America one community at a time. It’s up to us. Thank you again for having me.” 
 
    Governor Haines took the microphone. “Congressman Harris is right. Whatever political differences we once had became irrelevant on February 21, 2017. He’s black, I’m white. He’s a liberal Democrat from an urban community, I’m a conservative Republican from a largely white, rural area. But we’re all Americans, and we were all attacked on that day. And now our country is being occupied by two enemy forces: one that invaded from without, the terrorist group that calls itself American Islamic State, and another of our own making, President Armando’s rogue administration. The fact that he has not appointed a vice president or taken steps to reconstitute Congress is inexcusable. Again, I agree with Congressman Harris.” She gestured toward Joshua. “Mr. Winston is right on point that we have to rebuild our nation one community at a time. And from what I hear, he’s shown us how to do it. Sadly, it may require more than a political fight, and that’s where we’ll need dedicated men and women like you. Let this be the day that we begin the movement to restore America’s freedom.” 
 
    Ray reclaimed the microphone as applause once again filled the barn. “Thank you to Congressman Harris, Governor Haines and Mr. Winston. They are all here because of Drew Thompson. Quick announcement. For any of you who need gas, same routine as always. And remember, we wouldn’t have that resource without Drew Thompson. Unfortunately, Drew couldn’t be here tonight. Hopefully he can rejoin us next time.” 
 
    Melanie tapped Major Chinn on the shoulder. “I’ll be right back.” She made a beeline for Congressman Harris and Governor Haines. 
 
    *** 
 
    6:39 p.m. – Ray Sawyer’s Barn 
 
    Joshua’s head was still spinning as he slowly traversed the crowd, thanking well-wishers and shaking hands along the way. I didn’t come here to give a speech. I had no idea what I was going to say when I took the microphone from Ray. And now a Governor and Congressman are saying that I’m the example people should look to? Our little camp? If they had any idea how many problems we’ve had, they wouldn’t say that. He zeroed in on something Ray had said. Ray has no idea Drew is MIA.  
 
    Joshua motioned for Rebecca, Jack and Jim to move closer to him. “These guys don’t know Drew is missing. I think we should tell them.” 
 
    Jack scratched his thinning, dirty blonde hair. “Do you think they’re trustworthy?” 
 
    Joshua gestured around the room. “Look around, Jack. Yes!” 
 
    Jim chimed in. “I agree, Jack. We need to let them know.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Jack, make sure Major Chinn doesn’t leave before we talk. I’ll go get Ray.”  
 
    Joshua spun and began snaking his way through the crowd. He had difficulty getting to Ray because of people wanting to talk to him and shake his hand. While he appreciated the sentiment, they were slowing him down. He politely but firmly let person after person know that he had to take care of something before he could stop and chat. After several minutes he finally reached the pickup where Ray was talking with a group of people. 
 
    Ray grabbed Joshua and hugged him. “Man, that was one hell of a speech!” 
 
    “Thanks. Ray, may I have a moment?” 
 
    “Sure, buddy. Anything you want.” Ray nodded to the others and followed Joshua.  
 
    “I have one question I’d like to ask in private, then some information I’d like to share with both you and Major Chinn.” 
 
    “Fire away.” 
 
    “When the old man rescued us the other day, two federal agents were still alive when we left. In bad shape, but alive. You asked us where they were and then left, presumably headed to their location. Then the news reported that all of the agents had been killed.” 
 
    Ray looked down at his feet. “They were dead by the time we got there. I had a feeling someone would try to finger us for that.” 
 
    “Are you giving me your word that you didn’t kill them?” 
 
    Ray’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Joshua. “We didn’t kill them. Not that it would’ve been a bad idea, but we didn’t. So far all we’ve killed are jihadis.” 
 
    “Good.” Joshua nodded for Ray to follow. They made their way to the bench where Major Chinn, Rebecca, Jack and Jim were standing. “Major, I wanted you and Ray to hear this at the same time. Drew Thompson has gone missing.” 
 
    “What?” Ray removed his baseball cap. “When?” 
 
    “The day he came and told you we had been captured by the Homeland Security agents. He never made it back.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Ray said. “I told him to be careful.” 
 
    “We’ve told him the same, but that doesn’t matter now,” Joshua said. 
 
    “Who’s got him? AIS? I’d like to kill a few more of them anyway.” 
 
    “My money’s on Homeland Security,” Joshua said. “Some of our people went through a checkpoint on the way here, and the agents showed them my picture and asked if they had seen me. A week ago they were looking for Drew. The fact that I’m now their target tells me that they’ve captured him, or worse.” 
 
    “That’s a good observation,” Major Chinn said. “You need to be very careful when you’re out and about. They were relentless in looking for Thompson. We’ve barely been able to sneeze without being asked if we know him.” 
 
    Ray donned his cap and looked up, his lips pursed. “We’ll scour every inch of these mountains until we find him.” 
 
    Joshua chuckled. “Don’t burn everything down in the process.” 
 
    “Only the parts that need it.” 
 
    Major Chinn finished his drink and put the plastic cup on a ledge attached to a nearby post. “I’ll make contact with General Cloos and find out if he has any advice or instructions. Joshua, how can I contact you in the meantime?” 
 
    Ray nodded. “Same here. I need to be able to reach you.” 
 
    Joshua cocked an eyebrow and made eye contact with Rebecca and then Jack. “We haven’t given the location of our camp to anyone, and mobile phones won’t work in our camp.” 
 
    “Sat phones will,” Chinn said.  
 
    “None of us have a satellite phone,” Joshua said.  
 
    “You do now.” Chinn removed two black mobile devices from his haversack and handed them to Joshua and Ray. “These are encrypted, and they are not on a standard military network. They also have videoconference capability. General Cloos acquired them from an outside source.” 
 
    “I think I like the general,” Jack said. “Sounds like he’s covered his bases.” 
 
    “General Cloos acquired these phones within a week of the attacks,” Chinn said. “He had a premonition about how things would turn out with Armando as president.” 
 
    Rebecca patted Joshua on the back. “He’s not the only one. Josh didn’t like him from day one.” 
 
    Ray stepped toward Joshua. “Drew told me you guys wanted to stay out of the fray. I can understand that, but the movement needs you. America needs you. We really need for you and your folks to get off the sidelines. We need you, and you’ve needed us more than once.” 
 
    Joshua felt conflicted. On the one hand, he knew they were right. He couldn’t sit on the sidelines forever, and he felt an inner pull to get involved. On the other hand, his loyalty was to Rebecca and those in the camp. More than anything, he wanted to spend time with his wife. He heaved a deep sigh. “I’d have to run that by our camp council.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ray said. “When is your next meeting? I’ll come talk to them.” 
 
    “I’d like to come as well,” Chinn said. 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips. “I’ll need to run that by our council as well. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Melanie rejoined the group, along with Congressman Harris and Governor Haines, as the three men programmed the others’ numbers into their phones. She extended her hand to Joshua. “Mr. Winston, I just wanted to say that your speech inspired me. Since Governor Harper’s death I’ve had very little hope for our future. Thanks for making me believe again.” 
 
    Joshua felt his face flush red. “Thank you. I was just speaking from the heart.” 
 
    “That’s what made it special,” she said. “It was genuine.” 
 
    Colonel Lester Wade slowly made his way to the group, his great-grandson at his side. The old man took a puff from a pipe. He put his hand on Joshua’s shoulder. “Son, look at the group of people you’ve got standing around you here. A Marine whose C.O. has nationwide connections. A Congressman. A Governor.” He gestured toward the people still milling around inside the barn. “An army of people who want to take their country back.” Lester’s eyes narrowed and he leaned closer. Joshua could almost feel the man’s gaze focused on him. “Son, this is your destiny calling. Don’t let history pass you by.” He turned and walked away before Joshua could summon the words for a response. 
 
    Joshua swallowed hard. Perhaps the old man was right. Maybe it was time for him to get off the sidelines. He’d always said that good people had to lead, or bad people would do so in their stead. Now, his own mantra was a challenge to him. He didn’t want to get into the middle of this fray, but it was knocking on his doorstep nonetheless. Rebecca patted him on the back reassuringly, as though she could telepathically sense his self-doubt and internal conflict. The simple push in the back she had given him before he stepped onto the truck bed was evidence of her support for him. She had always supported him, even when she would have preferred that he not partake of the political game. But this was no longer a game, and he sensed that she now wanted him to step back onto the playing field of history. 
 
    Joshua took a deep breath, feeling tension leave his body as he exhaled. He shook hands with everyone in the group, then motioned for Rebecca, Jim and Jack to follow him. Before they reached the door a short, heavy-set man handed them each a small flag. Joshua unrolled the flag, surprised to see that it was the same design as the one they had seen posted adjacent to a pile of dead terrorists. The main body was yellow, and its most prominent feature was a coiled rattlesnake. In the top left corner appeared a modified American flag whose strips were consistent with the American flag, but which had no stars in the blue rectangle. 
 
    Joshua spun and grabbed the man by the shoulder. “Tell me about this flag.” 
 
    The man spoke with a noticeable stutter. “Th, th, th, th, this is the, the, flag of the Fr, Fr, Fr, Fr, Free America M, M, M, Movement.” 
 
    “What is the Free America Movement?” 
 
    “Ju, ju, just what you saw he, he, here tonight. People who, who, want their freedom b, back.” 
 
    “Who is the leader?” 
 
    The man explained that the movement was not well organized. Ray Sawyer had emerged as the de facto leader, but considered himself to be unqualified for the job. There were lots of helpers, but no one to pull it together. At this point the “movement” was basically a collection of independent groups that happened to have a common interest.  
 
    When asked about the origin and design of the flag, the man explained that the yellow background and coiled snake were a tip of the hat to the “don’t tread on me” spirit of the American Revolution as embodied in the Gadsden flag. The modified American flag was intended to signify America’s greatness. The stars had been removed because no one knew what state boundaries would look like – or how many stars would be needed – when the dust settled.  
 
    Joshua thanked the man. He stared at the flag as he walked toward the Yukon. Very interesting indeed, he thought. As they approached the vehicle Joshua noticed a folded piece of paper wedged into the left rear drivers’ side door. He removed the paper and unfolded it. 
 
    “What’s that?” Rebecca asked.  
 
    Joshua motioned for her to hold on, his eyebrows furrowed. He couldn’t believe what he was reading. 
 
    “Josh?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.” Joshua shook his head. 
 
    “Try us,” Jack said.  
 
    “I’ll read the whole thing to you,” he said. “It’s addressed to me. ‘Joshua. The feds have Thompson. He is alive. Your mole also lives. It is Moore.” 
 
    “Who wrote it?” Rebecca cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    Joshua chuckled and finished reading the note: “Sincerely, Mordecai.” 
 
    “That crazy old man is here?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Apparently so, and he even knew which door to put the note on.” Joshua shook his head. “He knew where I was sitting on the way here.” 
 
    Joshua and the others surveyed their surroundings, but saw no trace of the eccentric mountain man. Five minutes later they started up the Yukon. Joshua activated his radio. “Departing now. Follow assigned routes and report any issues.” Chuck and Perry both responded in the affirmative. Jack guided the Yukon through a winding maze of narrow mountain roads. After three and a half hours they ventured into Tennessee and approached Fontana Dam from the west, eventually reaching the camp without incident. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    Friday, November 2, 2018 – 10:04 a.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Benjamin reclined his conference chair as the 60-inch screen flared to life late the next morning. He wasn’t sure why Russo had invited him to this meeting, but felt it might be informative to attend. In addition to Russo and General Palmer, an Asian man named Angúo Zhou joined them. The man appeared to be in his early fifties and wore a charcoal grey pinstripe suite, neatly pressed white shirt, burgundy tie and pocket square and a gold tie clip and matching cufflinks. Based upon his name Benjamin assumed he was of Chinese descent. Even though he spoke perfect English, he had made no effort to engage in small talk since his arrival. Benjamin made a mental note to find out more about him.     
 
    General Cloos’ image appeared on screen, along with several other Marine personnel. What do you want today, General Palmer? And who’s the new guy? Need reinforcements? 
 
    General Palmer spoke in a deep, authoritative voice. “General Cloos, the time for sarcasm and condescension has passed.” He gestured toward Zhou. “This is Angúo Zhou. President Armando has tapped him to assist with national defense and homeland security.” 
 
    Palmer paused, then continued. “General, consider yourself on notice that we will use military force against your personnel if you do not cease and desist from brazenly defying the president’s directives by taking actions into your own hands.” 
 
    Benjamin silently chuckled as the sound of Cloos spitting into the Styrofoam cup on his desk radiated outward from the speakers.  
 
    Cloos leaned forward and pointed at the screen. Until this administration takes steps to reconstitute Congress, I do not and will not recognize its authority. And my men will wipe the field with your boys. 
 
    Zhou rose to his feet and spoke with a shrill, high pitch. “General Cloos, this is unacceptable. There are forces at work here you do not know and cannot comprehend. You must know that you cannot succeed.” 
 
    Forces I don’t know about? Cloos reclined in his chair. Please enlighten me. 
 
    “You are a rebel against the United States government, and therefore I cannot entrust you with that information. You are not cleared!” 
 
    Benjamin studied Cloos’ on-screen countenance. The Marine’s lips were pursed in an outright snarl. His eyes glowed with indignation. Righteous indignation in his mind, Benjamin thought.  
 
    After several seconds of silence, Cloos responded: Look, pissant. I don’t know who you are or where you came from, and I don’t really care. But you should know this: I don’t answer to you, and I don’t take orders from you. His eyes shifted slightly. General, show me that this administration has a strategy to deal with AIS. Show me that this administration is taking real steps to reconstitute Congress. And prove to me that your thugs had nothing to do with the drone attack here eight months ago, or the attack at Watts Bar Lake. Then we’ll talk. He motioned for his people to end the video connection, and the screen went blank. 
 
    Russo turned to face the group. “Gentlemen, we clearly have a rogue Marine on our hands. In the interest of national security, we simply cannot allow this type of insubordination to stand. General Cloos is operating outside the chain of command, and his actions are a threat to our nation’s stability. General Palmer, begin taking immediate steps to neutralize the threat posed by General Cloos and his men.”  
 
    General Palmer nodded. “We will begin preparing for military action, and I will reach out to Admiral Trawick and Colonel Roberts.” 
 
    Russo nodded and fixed his eyes on Benjamin. “Liebowitz, do you have any comments or insights to offer?” 
 
    “None at this time, Anthony. I’m still processing everything I just heard.” 
 
    “Very well. Meeting adjourned.” 
 
    “I do have one question,” Benjamin interjected. “Was the president made aware of this call, and has he signed off on the steps we are now taking?” 
 
    “No. Sometimes plausible deniability is in order.” Russo’s eyes narrowed. “I trust you will keep it that way.” 
 
    Benjamin nodded. As they left the room, Benjamin reflected on General Cloos’ words and demeanor. The man clearly meant business, and he was not someone to be taken lightly. But what was his motivation? And what was his end game? And what was Russo’s real reason for keeping President Armando in the dark? What was the origin of the relationship between Russo and General Palmer? How did they become such close allies? What was Zhou’s background, and what did he mean by ‘forces at work here you do not know and cannot comprehend’? With every day that passed, Benjamin had more questions than answers. 
 
    *** 
 
    11:46 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua swallowed hard as he walked across the clearing to Ruth’s cabin, flanked by Jim and Perry. Things had turned south quickly when he confronted John about possibly being the camp’s mole. It had ended with John lying dead on the ground in a pool of blood, shot to death by his seemingly hysterical wife, Ruth.  
 
    At the time Joshua believed Ruth was genuinely distraught by the idea that her husband had betrayed them. However, the situation had immediately raised alarm bells with Jack, who later pointed out that Ruth had put three rounds in her husband’s chest, in an impressively tight grouping. That was quite a feat for someone who appeared to be hysterical. Appeared. Jack also questioned why Ruth was so quick to assume her husband of 30 years was guilty. 
 
    Last night, Mordecai had relayed the message that the camp still had a mole, and that the mole’s name was still Moore. Everything the old man had said so far had been on point, so there was no reason to doubt him now. Joshua hoped he was wrong, but his gut told him otherwise.  
 
    Joshua instinctively looked off to the right, toward the spot in the woods where Jack was camouflaged in his Ghillie suit, observing the proceedings through his rifle scope. If Ruth was as conniving as the situation suggested, he didn’t want to take any chances. He wished Kane were here to assist, but he and Tommy were out scouring the countryside in search of Drew, who was still missing. 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips and knocked on the door. After ten seconds with no response, he knocked again. There was still no answer. “Ruth? Ruth, are you here? We’d like to talk with you about something.” 
 
    Something wasn’t right about the situation. Joshua had seen Ruth enter her cabin less than fifteen minutes earlier, and neither he nor Rebecca had seen her leave. He made eye contact with Perry, then knocked again. “Ruth?” 
 
    “Behind you.” Joshua, Perry and Jim turned to face Ruth and found themselves staring down the barrel of a revolver. “Don’t move.” 
 
    Joshua’s stomach twisted into knots. “Ruth, we just want to talk.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about.” She shifted her hold on the pistol grip and walked toward the edge of the clearing that led to the road.  
 
    Joshua’s throat tightened as Rebecca stepped from behind their cabin and tip-toed toward Ruth from behind, her Beretta drawn. His heart pounded as his wife closed the gap with her adversary.  
 
    SNAP! Rebecca’s head jerked down as a twig cracked beneath her feet. When she did, Ruth spun and fired the revolver. A shrill shriek pierced Joshua’s ears as the love of his life went down. An arctic chill consumed his body, and all he could see was Rebecca lying on the ground, motionless. He instinctively charged toward her. 
 
    “Stop or I will shoot you!” Ruth’s shrill, snarling edict snapped Joshua out of his trance-like focus.  
 
    Joshua took another step forward. 
 
    “Don’t try me!” Ruth’s eyes had the look of a territorial mountain lion. 
 
    Joshua took another step. His body jolted as the sound of a shot filled the air. He heard the sound of metal impacting metal, and the revolver flew out of Ruth’s hand in the direction of Jack’s position. Jack had not fired the shot; it had come from the opposite direction. Ruth let out a high-pitched shriek, did a smooth forward roll and vaulted to her feet.  
 
    Joshua charged toward Rebecca. As he did, Ruth revealed a backup pistol, spun and trained it on him. Joshua froze as a shot rang out. Then another. He looked down and grabbed his abdomen. But he hadn’t been shot. He looked up as Ruth fell to the ground, blood spilling out of her midsection.  
 
    Caroline’s still-smoking revolver remained trained on Ruth as she collapsed to the turf. She strutted to Ruth’s position, fired a final kill shot between her eyes and put the weapon in her back pocket. “Never liked her anyway.” 
 
    Joshua launched into a sprint, leap-frogging Ruth’s corpse as he rushed to his fallen wife. “Becca! Becca! Are you okay?” 
 
    Euphoria pulsed through his body as Rebecca groaned and rolled over. “I think so.” 
 
    He bent down and kissed her. “I thought she’d killed you!” 
 
    Rebecca looked up, her puppy-dog brown eyes appearing strained. “She tried.” She reached for her right abdomen. “I’m lucky it just grazed me.” 
 
    Keri Davidson, Jim’s wife, sprinted down the hill and rushed to Rebecca. She positioned her bag of medical supplies on the ground. “Let’s have a look at that.” 
 
    Joshua watched intently as Keri examined Rebecca’s wound.  
 
    After a minute Keri offered her initial diagnosis. “You’re one lucky woman. You’ll be back in shape in no time.”  
 
    “Thank God.” Joshua fought back tears. “Let’s get you inside.” He and Keri helped Rebecca off the ground, and then Joshua carried her into their cabin and helped her recline on the couch. Perry and Caroline followed them inside. Reagan planted himself beside the couch, seeming to sense that something was wrong. 
 
    Joshua leaned over and kissed Rebecca on the forehead. “You’re in good hands with Caroline here. I’ll be back in a few. Perry, come with me if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Perry squeezed Joshua’s shoulder as they made their way back outside, with Reagan running just ahead. “I’m glad she’s okay, buddy. I know how much she means to you.” 
 
    Joshua closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m not sure anyone but me knows how much she means to me. I can’t put it into words.” He choked up. “I thought I’d lost her.” 
 
    “But you didn’t.” Perry put his hand on Joshua’s shoulder. “And at least your wife is still the same person.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Joshua cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Caroline has changed.” Perry shrugged. “She’s not the same person.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Did you see how calm she was after shooting Ruth?” He threw his arms in the air. “That’s not the same sweet woman I married.” 
 
    “Our situation has changed all of us. The Perry I knew two years ago would never have stabbed anyone to death like you did to that terrorist eight months ago.” 
 
    “I guess I see your point,” Perry said. “But I’m still not sure I like where she’s headed.” 
 
    “Give her time, and pray about it.” 
 
    Reagan trotted ahead of them as they made their way down the steps into the clearing. Jack sprinted toward their position, still wearing his Ghillie suit, his sniper rifle in his right hand and his hat in his left. “Who fired the first shot?” 
 
    Joshua motioned for him to stop. “I don’t know for sure, but my money’s on Mordecai.” 
 
    “We need to find that crazy old man.” 
 
    “Calm down, Jack. It’s becoming pretty clear that he’s on our side.” 
 
    Jack glared off in the direction from which the shot had originated. “We need to talk to him now.” 
 
    “We’ll talk to him in due time. Just be patient.” 
 
    Jack pursed his lips. “You’re probably right. But it bothers me that he knows so much about us, and has been right here in our camp multiple times and we didn’t have any clue he was here.” 
 
    Joshua nodded. “He’s definitely not an ordinary mountain man. We’ll find out who he is. Right now, let’s search Ruth and John’s cabin and see if we can find any clues as to who they really were.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1303 – Fontana Village 
 
    Major Chinn opened the videoconference app on his secure tablet. General Cloos’ image appeared on the screen. Good afternoon, Major. What’s the latest? 
 
    “General, we’ve made significant progress. Last night, I attended a local gathering that attracted quite an interesting crowd. Kentucky Governor Jacqueline Haines and Georgia Congressman Kelvin Harris were both in attendance, as was Joshua Winston. I’m pretty sure the guys who organized the event are the ones who have been killing terrorists out here. And, unfortunately, we think the Armando administration has captured Drew Thompson.” 
 
    Cloos heaved an audible sigh. Any idea where they’re holding him? Or if he’s still alive? 
 
    “Not at this time, sir, but people are scouring the countryside looking for him.” 
 
    Keep me posted. 
 
    “Will do, sir,” Chinn said. “I mentioned Joshua Winston. He is someone we need to build a relationship with. With your permission, I’m going to ask if I can attend the council meeting in the camp he’s set up.” 
 
    I’m fine with that if you can make it happen in the next four days. After that, I need you to go to Virginia Beach. 
 
    “Virginia Beach, sir?” 
 
    Correct, Cloos answered. I recently told you that we have reason to believe that AIS’ video transmissions are being routed through a location on the east coast. We’re now fairly certain that the location is somewhere in Virginia Beach. If we can pinpoint that location, we may be able to ascertain whether the AIS Supreme Leader is actually on American soil and, if so, where. 
 
    “Sir, I will need someone with more technical expertise to accompany me. I know absolutely nothing about the technical aspects of how to trace someone’s location in this kind of situation.” 
 
    Well, you’d better figure it out. 
 
    “Yes sir. One more thing, sir. What should I do with the girl?” 
 
    That’s entirely up to you. If you take her with you, you’ll put her in harm’s way and possibly compromise your mission. 
 
    Chinn felt a lump form in his throat. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    As the screen faded to black Chinn sensed that he was being watched. His shoulders tightened as he turned to find Melanie standing in the doorway.  
 
    “What’s going to happen to me now?” she asked. 
 
    Chinn stood and faced her. “I haven’t figured that out yet. General Cloos is right that I’d be putting you in danger if I take you on the mission to Virginia Beach. We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Chinn’s heart sank as Melanie looked down at her feet. 
 
    *** 
 
    2:04 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Benjamin was deep in thought at his desk when he heard a knock on the door. “Come in!” 
 
    When the door opened he was surprised to see Abdar, accompanied by Adilah. They closed the door behind them and claimed the two guest chairs opposite the desk. 
 
    Abdar spoke up first. “Benjamin, we are concerned that Russo does not have the president’s best interests at heart. He is clearly making a power play by bringing General Palmer, and now Zhou, into the mix.” 
 
    Benjamin leaned back in his chair. “What do you think his end game is?” 
 
    “We’re not sure, but we don’t think it’s the good of the country.” Abdar answered. 
 
    “Maybe he just has a different view about what’s best for the country?”  
 
    “He is clearly going behind the president’s back and trying to shore up his power base.” Abdar said. 
 
    Adilah leaned forward, her dark brown eyes focused on Benjamin like an angry laser. “We think he is planning a military coup against the president.” 
 
    Benjamin leaned forward. “That’s a serious accusation. But Russo doesn’t control the military. He controls Homeland Security.” 
 
    Abdar’s eyes narrowed. “And now he has General Palmer and Zhou in his camp. He’s consolidating too much power.” 
 
    “You make interesting points, Abdar,” Benjamin said. “I’ll keep them in mind, but I must say that this reinforces my belief that we need to begin taking steps to name a vice president and reconstitute Congress.” 
 
    *** 
 
    7:03 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    That night, Joshua called an emergency camp meeting to order. His mind wandered as Jim offered a lengthy invocation more than worthy of his Southern Baptist heritage. During their search of Ruth and John’s cabin, they had discovered that both had tablet computers with satellite internet access. John’s tablet was not password-protected and appeared to have seen little use. Ruth’s tablet was password-protected, but Caroline was able to access it. She found numerous messages with a CIA operative named Virginia Pennington. From what they had been able to glean, Ruth had worked for the CIA for 25 years before retiring. After her retirement, she continued working for them on a contract basis. Her notes indicated that her husband had no idea she worked for the agency; he thought she worked in finance. Joshua shook his head; this threat had been right under his nose the whole time. 
 
    After a brief debate, they skipped the Pledge of Allegiance and got down to business. 
 
    “Folks, we are in uncharted territory,” Joshua said. “It has become clear that we had at least one, possibly two, spies among us. Based on what we can ascertain, Ruth Moore was a contract operative for the CIA. Caroline was able to put her professional skills to work to access Ruth’s communication devices, and as best we can tell she did not reveal our location. She appears to have used that information to maintain leverage. However, she did tip off Homeland Security that we were going to the exchange the day we were captured, and she also tipped them off that Drew was leaving the camp the day he went to tell Ray we were in custody. We’ve found no indication that John was an operative, or that he even knew she was. Sadly, we have to conclude that she killed her husband to cover her own tracks.” 
 
    Jack raised his hand. “Joshua, we’ve all given Drew a pretty hard time over the past year-and-a-half. If we get him back, we need to apologize and thank him for what he’s done.” 
 
    Kane chimed in. “I agree, sir. And it has become clear that these Homeland Security police are not on our side. I hate to say it, but our country is basically gone.” 
 
    “Sadly, I agree,” Joshua said. “Two things. First, we have one council member who is dead and another who is missing. We’ll have to address that in the near future. Second, I’ve received requests from both Ray Sawyer and Major Michael Chinn to attend a camp meeting. Ray wants us to align with his group and get involved in the mayhem, and I’m guessing Major Chinn wants the same. It’s not my call to make.” 
 
    Thomas raised his hand. “Man, you know I prefer just keeping to ourselves. We’ve already got targets on our back. Why make it worse?” 
 
    Jim spoke up: “I have mixed emotions on this. Obviously, there is a movement taking shape. We saw that at Ray’s barn. But we need to think long and hard about who or what we align ourselves with. With that said, I have no problem inviting them to a meeting, but we shouldn’t commit to anything yet.” 
 
    Caroline shot to her feet. “We can’t just sit here and hide in this little camp forever! We have to do something! I say bring ‘em to a meeting as soon as possible.” 
 
    Joshua noticed Perry staring up at his wife, his eyes wide and his mouth gaping open. 
 
    Jack raised his hand. “Joshua, having observed what we did at Ray’s barn, I think we need to invite them. We don’t have to commit yet, but let’s hear them out.” 
 
    *** 
 
    8:17 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    “Come in.” President Armando’s thick New York accent was unmistakable, even when muffled by the closed office door. Armando looked up from his desk as Benjamin entered. The office was simple and orderly, not cluttered by unnecessary frills. An American flag stood in the corner to Benjamin’s left. A photograph of a younger Nelson Armando taking the Oath of Office as mayor hung behind the desk, and a number of books were neatly stacked on a shelf to the left. “You wanted to see me, Liebowitz?” 
 
    Benjamin closed the door behind him. “Yes, Mr. President. Thank you for seeing me. You’re working late.” 
 
    “This job doesn’t come with time off.” Armando gestured toward one of the plush leather chairs across from his desk. “Have a seat. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “A few things, Mr. President. First, we are receiving increasingly credible intelligence that the AIS Supreme Leader is on American soil, and that they intend to strike again soon.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what they plan to hit?” 
 
    Benjamin swallowed hard. “Mr. President, we believe they intend to try to kill you.” 
 
    The President leaned back in his chair. “That wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Mr. President, that’s why I think it’s so important that we appoint a vice president and begin taking steps to reconstitute Congress, now. If they were to somehow succeed in their plot to kill you, the country would be in chaos with no clear leader. And no clear process for choosing one.” 
 
    “Liebowitz, we’ve already covered this.” 
 
    “I know, sir, but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t share my feelings on this.” 
 
    “I understand, and I appreciate your forthrightness. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes sir. We are also continuing to receive reports of one or more foreign powers actively playing on American soil, trying to influence events here. I don’t have specifics at this point, but it is something we should continue to monitor.” 
 
    Benjamin paused and gathered his thoughts. “Also, Mr. President, I’m concerned that some members of your inner circle may not have your best interests at heart. Both Russo and Abdar seem to be more concerned with their own power and positions than what’s best for you, or for the country. I don’t mean to talk about them behind their backs, but you needed to know my thoughts.” 
 
    “Thank you, Benjamin.” Armando looked at his watch. “Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” Benjamin rose from his seat and extended his hand. “Thank you for your time, Mr. President. How is the First Lady?” 
 
    Armando paused, his expression solemn. “She’s well.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Saturday, November 3, 2018 – 7:01 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The next night, Joshua called another special camp meeting to order. The primary purpose of this meeting was to hear from two special guests: Major Michael Chinn and Ray Sawyer. Jack had picked both of them up at the dam, and they were blindfolded for the ride into the camp. 
 
    Joshua invited Major Chinn to speak first. Chinn provided insight into General Cloos’ background and views on the current state of the nation. He explained how he had ended up in Fontana Dam, how Melanie had come to be in his care, and why he had been looking for Drew Thompson.  
 
    “Thank you for the background information,” Joshua said. “What are you asking from us?” 
 
    “I’m here primarily to establish a relationship with you,” Chinn said. “General Cloos is seeking allies who share his beliefs about the Armando administration, and we think you’re such a person and that this is such a group. I will be leaving the area tomorrow to travel to Virginia Beach. We have reason to believe the AIS Supreme Leader is on American soil, and General Cloos believes the clues to help unravel his whereabouts can be found there.” Chinn paused. “Unfortunately, I’m not sure I have the technical skills needed to sort through them.” 
 
    “What kind of technical skills?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “We have received intelligence indicating that AIS’ video transmissions are being routed through a server in that area,” Chinn said. “I can take apart a rifle and reassemble it blindfolded, but the only thing I know how to do to a data center is destroy it.” 
 
    “I can help.” Caroline stood up. “I worked in cyber-security for Securitas Systems in RTP. If it’s online, I can hack it.” 
 
    Perry rose to his feet, towering over his much shorter wife. “You can’t go out there by yourself!” 
 
    “Then you’d better get packed,” she barked. 
 
    “Why don’t the three of you talk after the meeting,” Joshua interjected. “Major Chinn, anything else?” 
 
    Joshua saw Chinn glance in Melanie’s direction. “Yes. Melanie has been with me since the attack at Watts Bar Lake. I can’t just leave her out in the cold, but also can’t take her into what we may be facing at Virginia Beach. If you have any ideas…” 
 
    Rebecca chimed in. “I think we can help with that. We have at least one open cabin.” 
 
    Joshua clenched his teeth. “It would be up to the whole camp to make that decision.” 
 
    “Well, we’re in a camp meeting now, Josh. So I move that we allow Melanie to stay in the camp if she so desires.” Caroline seconded the motion, then Rebecca continued: “I had the chance to talk with Melanie at Ray’s barn. I’ve usually got a pretty good sense for people, and she needs us right now. I hope you’ll all vote for my motion.” No one else spoke, and the motion carried unanimously. 
 
    “One more thing,” Chinn said. “We’ve received intelligence that AIS is planning attacks on major infrastructure assets, including dams. Be on alert for anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    Joshua nodded. “We will.” Major Chinn took a seat, and Joshua moved on to the next item of business. “For those of you who haven’t met Ray Sawyer, he is the man who orchestrated our rescue from the terrorists at the church eight months ago. He was also en route to rescue us from the Homeland Security police a few days ago, but someone beat him to it. We owe Ray a debt of gratitude.” 
 
    The camp members applauded as Ray stepped to the front. “Folks, thank y’all for having me. I wish Drew Thompson was here, and my people are out looking for him every day.” Ray cleared his throat. “I’m here for a very simple reason. We need you folks, especially Joshua, to get off the sidelines. America can be fixed, but it’s got to start right here at the local level. That’s us. I’ve got people willing to work, willing to fight, willing to do whatever. But we don’t have leaders. I’m no leader, I’m just a farmer who wants my country back.” He gestured toward Joshua. “Now this is a leader. There is a grassroots movement forming, and we need people like you folks in the game. So I’m here to ask you to join us as we take our country back, one community at a time.” 
 
    A hush fell over the crowd. After a few moments Joshua broke the silence. “Any questions for Ray?” 
 
    Jim raised his hand. “Ray, I enjoyed the event at your barn on Thursday. There was definitely a lot of positive energy in the room. How do you translate that energy into retaking the country? What’s your plan?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the problem. We don’t have a plan, and we don’t really have anyone who knows how to make a plan.” 
 
    “What about the congressman and governor who were there?” 
 
    “I’m glad they were there, but they’re focused on their own states and communities. We need someone here.” 
 
    “Who else do you have involved?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Just a lot of good ol’ country folks like me. Scattered all over the mountains and foothills.” 
 
    Jim held up the flag that they had been handed at Ray’s barn. “Does this flag represent your movement?” 
 
    “One of our members made it, and most of our supporters have adopted it. We call it the Free America Movement.” 
 
    “How did you come up with the name?” 
 
    “It’s pretty simple. We just want to make America free again.” 
 
    After a number of camp residents asked questions, Jim raised his hand. “Joshua, I’d like to sleep on this. I haven’t had time to process everything Ray shared, and this isn’t a decision to be taken lightly. I move that we table this discussion to the next full camp meeting.” 
 
    Jim’s motion carried, with only Caroline objecting, and the meeting adjourned. 
 
    *** 
 
    7:27 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Melanie felt relieved, confused and hopeful. She was relieved that she had an option, somewhere to stay when Major Chinn departed. She was confused and nervous because she had only met some of these people briefly at Ray’s barn. Of course, she had never met Major Chinn prior to the attack on Watts Bar Lake, but he had taken care of her in the days and weeks since.  
 
    She was hopeful because she saw an emerging leader in Joshua Winston. Perhaps her political skills and network could help him if and when he chose to engage in the history-shaping events taking place around him. She had also felt an immediate connection with Joshua’s wife, Rebecca, during their brief conversation at Ray’s barn. Rebecca seemed both strong and humble, both sophisticated and down-to-earth. She also seemed genuinely interested in Melanie’s well-being.  
 
    Rebecca approached Melanie after the meeting adjourned. “Hope I didn’t blindside you with the vote to allow you to stay here.” 
 
    Melanie grabbed Rebecca and hugged her tightly, her eyes welling with tears. “You did surprise me, but I don’t mind at all. Thank you, thank you, thank you!” 
 
    “So that’s a yes?” 
 
    “Yes! It’s not like I have other options, and y’all seem like good people. Where will I sleep?” 
 
    “We’ll figure that out. We have a few options.” Rebecca put her arm around Melanie. “What do you have with you?” 
 
    “Not much,” Melanie said. “We’ve been able to scrounge up some clothes at the market, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “We’ll get you taken care of.” 
 
    *** 
 
    7:34 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua joined Perry, Caroline and Major Chinn after the meeting adjourned. 
 
    “You’re sure about this, ma’am?” Chinn asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Caroline answered. “I’m tired of hiding in this camp. And I can help you.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Perry said. Joshua saw the strain in his eyes.  
 
    “Well, you’ll just have to get over that.” Caroline glared up at her husband. 
 
    Kane approached the group as Caroline was speaking and introduced himself to Major Chinn. “Major, I’d like to go as well. I don’t have technical skills, but I do have military skills, and you might need backup.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to join me, Corporal,” Chinn said, then turned to Caroline and Perry. “I’m not going to say you can’t join me. That’s up the two of you to decide, and if you have the kind of skills you claim, I could use your help. Just know that it will be dangerous.” 
 
    “I realize that,” Caroline said. “I’m going.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Chinn said. “Meet me at 0600 tomorrow at Fontana Village. I’ll give you directions to the cabin where we’ve been staying.” He turned to Joshua. “If you guys are serious about letting Melanie stay here, I think that would be helpful. She’ll be in good hands here. If you bring these folks to meet me, we’ll be ready for you to bring her back with you.” 
 
    “Well, my wife says we’re serious about it, so I guess we are.” Joshua chuckled. “That sounds like a plan.” 
 
    *** 
 
    7:52 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Melanie and Major Chinn started the short trek back to the Fontana Village cabin where they were staying. Melanie reflected on everything that had happened during their visit to the camp. When they entered the camp, she had no idea what would happen to her when Major Chinn departed for Virginia Beach. She had not anticipated Rebecca’s suggestion that she stay in the camp, but was glad it had happened. These seemed like good people. While the accommodations would likely be nothing like what she was accustomed to in Austin, she would make it work.  
 
    Chinn broke the silence as they turned off the dirt path onto the road. “Are you sure you’re okay with moving into the camp?” 
 
    “Yes,” Melanie said resolutely. “It’s the only option I have, but it’s a good option. They seem like good people, and they’ve made it this far.” 
 
    “Good,” Chinn said, sounding relieved. “I didn’t want to leave you out in the cold, but also didn’t want to take you into harm’s way. I think you’ll be as safe here as anywhere.” 
 
    “Will we keep in touch?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Chinn said. “I’ll give you one of our secure sat phones.” 
 
    *** 
 
    8:27 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Chinn did his usual security sweep of the cabin, then motioned for Melanie to enter. He positioned his secure tablet on the table, looked at his watch, and activated the videoconference app. General Cloos appeared on screen, as did Colonel Brookhart. 
 
    Gentlemen, thank you for joining us at this late hour, Cloos began. Major, please report. 
 
    “Sir, I depart at 0600 tomorrow for Virginia Beach. Three people will be joining me. Caroline Edwards, who lives in Joshua Winston’s camp. She is a cyber-security expert who worked with Securitas Systems.” 
 
    Cloos cocked an eyebrow. They had contracts with nearly every military and defense-related outfit in America. If she worked there she’s got to be good at what she does. Who else? 
 
    “Her husband, Perry. He wouldn’t let her go alone.” 
 
    Figures. Anyone else? 
 
    “Corporal Kane Martin, U.S. Army. He seems like a tough cookie, and having him as backup could be helpful.” 
 
    Good work, Major. You’ll need them, because your mission just expanded. In addition to trying to find the source of the AIS video feed and isolating the Supreme Leader’s location, I want you to hack into the Department of Homeland Security network and retrieve every contact record you can. I’ll send the location to your tablet. 
 
    Chinn swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    What’s the plan for the girl? 
 
    “Joshua Winston’s group invited her to stay in their camp. She’ll be in good hands.” 
 
    Good work, Cloos said. Colonel, you’re up. 
 
    Brookhart’s voice emanated from the speaker. Sir, AIS is clearly gearing up for a major attack here. We are still unsure of their exact target. It could be the nuclear plant in Southport, the Military Ocean Terminal at Sunny Point, or the Port of Wilmington. We’ve received multiple reports of AIS people scoping out all three potential targets. We’ve also received reports of an AIS convoy coming down I-40, and another coming this way on Highway 74. Finally, the cell we’ve been monitoring in Myrtle Beach appears to be gearing up to travel this way via boat. 
 
    You’ll need reinforcements, Cloos said. Captain Foster will bring a rifle company and depart at 0800 Monday. Enlist any locals who seem supportive as well. 
 
    Will do, sir, Brookhart answered. The sheriff in Brunswick County has his act together, and his remaining deputies are on high alert. 
 
    I’ve met him, Cloos said. Best sheriff in the state. Colonel, I may accompany Captain Foster. Major, please handle your work in Virginia Beach as quickly as possible. I may need you to join us. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sunday, November 4, 2018 – 0548 – Fontana Village 
 
    The sun was barely peeking over the trees at Fontana Village as Major Chinn packed his gear into the Explorer the next morning. His breath was visible in the brisk morning air. Melanie gathered what few belongings she had and placed them just outside the door. Chinn did a quick sweep of the cabin to ensure make sure they weren’t leaving anything behind. 
 
    Chinn retrieved a secure satellite phone from his rucksack and handed it to Melanie. “My number is programmed in. I also plugged in your friend Craig’s number.” He chuckled when he noticed Melanie’s face flush red. “Thought you’d like that. Don’t hesitate to call me at any time.” 
 
    Melanie rose to her feet, hugged Chinn and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. You probably saved my life. I’ll always be indebted to you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Chinn said. “That’s what Marines do.” He noticed a set of headlights flash through the window. “It’s go time.” 
 
    *** 
 
    5:59 a.m. – Fontana Village 
 
    Joshua climbed down out of the back seat of Perry’s red Dodge Ram crew cab pickup, then took Rebecca’s hand as she followed. He and Rebecca made their way to Major Chinn and Melanie, while Perry, Caroline and Kane began stuffing their gear into the tan Ford Explorer. Kane also relocated four gas cans from the Ram to the Explorer. 
 
    Joshua shook Chinn’s hand. “Major, thanks for all you’ve done. Please take care of our friends.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, sir. And you take care of Melanie. You’ve got my sat phone number if you need to reach me.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    Rebecca put her hand on Melanie’s shoulder. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be.”  
 
    They made their way to the Explorer. Rebecca embraced Caroline tightly, and Joshua hugged Perry. “You guys take care of yourselves.” He shook Kane’s hand. “You too.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Major Chinn looked at his watch. “We’re three minutes late.” 
 
    “Let’s roll, sir.” Kane climbed into the front passenger seat. Perry and Caroline claimed the back seats. 
 
    Joshua felt a lump form in his throat as he watched the Explorer turn right out of the parking lot and disappear from sight. He grabbed Rebecca’s hand and squeezed. 
 
    “What is it, Josh?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I’ve just got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  
 
 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    0614 – Route 28 near Fontana Dam 
 
    Major Chinn piloted the Explorer down Highway 28, deftly navigating the tight curves. He made his way to the base of the mountain and took a left onto Highway 74. As they approached Bryson City he pulled into the gravel parking lot of a small store that sold guns and, more importantly, ammo. The only other vehicle in the lot was a faded red Nissan pickup with a noticeable dent in the drivers’ side door and a “Fight Crime, Shoot Back” bumper sticker in the back window. 
 
    “Major, how do we know this place would be open this early?” Kane inquired. 
 
    “General Cloos knows the owner,” Chinn answered. “He asked him to be here this morning.” 
 
    The foursome stocked up on ammunition for the weapons they had brought along and then exited the store. As they drove toward the road a lone black Suburban pulled into the parking lot. Chinn noticed Kane watching the vehicle intently. 
 
    Chinn went on high alert as the Suburban did an abrupt 180-degree turn, kicking rocks up in its wake. It skidded in front of the Explorer and came to a stop. A tall, curvy blonde rocketed out of the drivers’ seat and made a beeline for the Explorer.  
 
    “She doesn’t look happy,” Chinn said. 
 
    “She’s not.” Kane opened his door. “I’ll handle this.” He stepped out of the Explorer. “Virginia, there’s nothing for us to talk about. Just turn around and leave.” 
 
    The woman waved her finger at Kane. “I should’ve known you were too good to be true. I can’t believe you’re in league with these…these terrorist rebels!” 
 
    “And I can’t believe you’re working with these Third Reich Homeland Security goons! Like I said, there’s nothing for us to talk about. So back off and let us pass.” 
 
    “You killed my men!” 
 
    “That wasn’t us, that was AIS. You know, our real enemy?” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Believe what you want. There’s nothing between us.” Kane turned away from Virginia. “Nothing! We’re leaving.” 
 
    Chinn’s stomach twisted as the woman drew a pistol and aimed it at Kane’s back. He reached for his door handle, but two shots rang out before he could open it. The woman fell to the ground. Kane’s back was still turned to her; he hadn’t shot her. Who fired those shots? Chinn jumped as a figure walked past his window. Caroline’s smoking revolver was still trained on the woman’s corpse. She fired another shot into the woman’s head, then pivoted toward the vehicle. “She wasn’t any good for you, Kane. Let’s go.” Kane’s eyes were as big as hubcaps as he returned to the Explorer. 
 
    Chinn watched in the rear-view mirror as Caroline reclaimed the rear passenger-side seat. Perry stared at his wife, shaking his head. 
 
    This woman is cold-blooded, Chinn thought as he put the Explorer in gear. And her husband acts like he doesn’t even know her. Remind me not to tick her off. 
 
    “Make yourselves comfortable, folks,” Chinn said. “We’re taking the scenic route to avoid major highways, so this will be a long trip. It would be at least eight hours if we stayed on freeways, so we’re talking about an all-nighter.” 
 
    “We know all about the scenic route,” Caroline said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Monday, November 5, 2018 – 0745 – Camp Lejeune 
 
    At precisely 0745 the next morning, General Cloos finished his cup of coffee, holstered his MEU (SOC) modified 1911 .45 ACP pistol and exited his office. Outside, he found Captain Charles Foster and 175 Marines. Foster faced Cloos, stood at attention and saluted. The men and women in his unit followed his lead. Cloos returned the salute. “At ease, Captain.” Foster was about 28 years old, had a full head of neatly trimmed blonde hair and stood just under six feet tall. He and the other assembled Marines were attired in woodland camouflage MARPAT combat utility uniforms.  
 
    “We are ready for departure, sir,” Captain Foster said. 
 
    Cloos looked at his watch. “Fifteen minutes ahead of schedule. Good work, Captain. Are the scout vehicles already en route?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Three undercover vehicles, spaced thirty minutes apart, the last of which departed fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Cloos said. “We also have eyes in the sky. We will travel as a convoy on 17 until the Wilmington bypass. At that point, the scout teams en route to Fort Fisher will continue south through Wilmington and all other units will divert onto the bypass. Units destined for downtown Wilmington and the port will exit onto Interstate 40, and units bound for Brunswick County will remain on the bypass until it dead-ends into 421.” Cloos reflected on the fact that the completion of the bypass across the Cape Fear River would likely have been open to traffic in late 2017 if not for the terrorist attacks.  
 
    Cloos directed Captain Foster to dispatch four-man fire teams to numerous locations in Brunswick County, including the Brunswick River bridge, Bald Head Island, the bridges onto Sunset Beach, Holden Beach, Ocean Isle Beach and the north and south ends of Oak Island, the Baptist Assembly at Fort Caswell, the Southport waterfront, Fort Anderson at Brunswick Town, Orton Pond, the Brunswick Riverwalk at Belville, Boiling Spring Lakes and Town Creek on Highway 133. Teams would also be stationed at Fort Fisher, the boardwalk in downtown Wilmington and the grounds of the Battleship NORTH CAROLINA Memorial. Cloos reflected on the many long walks he and his late wife had enjoyed on Brunswick County’s quiet beaches prior to the 2017 terrorist attacks. He had enjoyed these beaches because they had been destinations for families, not college students or out-of-town teenagers. He smiled briefly as he thought about a particularly large King Mackerel he had caught on the Ocean Crest Pier a few years earlier. 
 
    “Captain, all scout teams are to conceal their positions and engage only if necessary.” Cloos spat on the ground next to the Jeep. “Their job is simply to report what they see. We will have units in defensive positions around all four identified potential targets.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Foster said. “Four targets, sir? I only recall you mentioning three.” 
 
    “The first three are obvious, Captain. The nuclear plant in Southport, the Military Ocean Terminal Sunny Point, and the Port of Wilmington. The fourth is one that worries me. It’s a fuel terminal near the riverfront in Wilmington that used to be owned by Hess. They sold it a couple of years ago. Can hold about a half million barrels of oil or gas – and I understand it’s full.” 
 
    Captain Foster grimaced. “Yes, sir. Sir, how are they still full?” 
 
    “According to our intelligence, locals have been escorting fuel tankers up the river and helping them safely unload. This was coordinated by the local governments, law enforcement and veterans.” Cloos looked at his watch. “Time to roll.” He climbed into the passenger seat of a nearby Growler M-1163 Prime Mover and motioned for the convoy to move out. The armada of Marine vehicles began moving toward the gate at Camp Lejeune. 
 
    Cloos lit up a cigar and leaned back against the seat. It’s time to rid America of this terrorist infestation, he thought. Starting today. 
 
    *** 
 
    1017 – Fontana Dam 
 
    Later that morning Jack pressed forward on the Appalachian Trail. The few remaining orange and red leaves on the mountainside proclaimed the waning presence of autumn, but the unseasonably warm temperatures had the feel of early Spring.  
 
    While nearly two decades had passed since he had worn the uniform of the U.S. Marines, meeting Major Michael Chinn and Colonel Lester Wade had rekindled Jack’s passion for the Corps. These two men – one long retired and one still active – were still fighting. Fighting for freedom. Fighting against enemies of the United States of America, foreign and domestic. Jack had always been a fighter. Perhaps the fight was again calling his name. 
 
    As he approached the edge of the woods near the Fontana Dam parking lot a beige Pontiac sedan caught his eye. He dropped to one knee behind a bush and removed a pair of binoculars from his dark green haversack. He zoomed in on the vehicle as it came to a stop and two young men stepped out. He had not previously seen them in the area. Both appeared to be in their twenties and were of Middle-Eastern descent. Jack watched as the men studied the dam, taking numerous pictures. After five minutes, they returned to the Pontiac and drove onto the road that crossed the top of the dam. They stopped halfway across and took more pictures before doing a three-point turn. They drove past Jack’s position and disappeared down the road. 
 
    Jack had no doubt what he had just witnessed. These men were AIS terrorists, and they were scoping out the dam for a potential attack. He didn’t know whether they planned to capture the dam or destroy it, but that didn’t matter. Regardless of their intentions, they had to be stopped. Jack returned the binoculars to his haversack, double-checked to make sure a round was chambered in his Glock .40, and began hiking back toward the camp. 
 
    *** 
 
    11:45 a.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    As he opened the door to his private office, President Nelson Armando motioned for Manuel and Rodney, the Secret Service agents who accompanied him everywhere he went, to remain outside. “Gentlemen, I need some time alone.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Manuel spoke with a barely noticeable Hispanic accent. “We’ll be right here.” 
 
    Armando closed the exterior door behind him and quietly locked it. He unlocked the door to the smaller interior office, which was virtually sound-proofed. He entered and locked the interior door behind him, sat down at the desk, closed his eyes and took a deep breath. How did it come to this? he asked himself. Two years earlier, he had enthusiastically accepted President-elect Alan Wagner’s invitation to serve as Secretary of Homeland Security. He had never wanted to be president. He had simply wanted to serve his country.  
 
    When he had drawn the short straw to serve as the designated survivor for President Wagner’s first State of the Union address, he never imagined how it would forever change his life. Now, he was President of the United States. A job he had never wanted, especially under circumstances such as these. The country had been torn apart. He was stuck with a makeshift cabinet not of his choosing, and he had no idea who he could trust. The people in his inner circle seemed more interested in jockeying for position or pushing personal agendas than saving the country. Abdar had initially been his most loyal lieutenant, but had become increasingly distant. Russo knew everything about Homeland Security, but was clearly manipulating events by bringing in General Palmer and Zhou.  
 
    He couldn’t figure out where Liebowitz was coming from. Nearly every day, he wished someone else had drawn the straw to be the designated survivor. And then there was this – an unthinkable situation that had been going on for nearly three months. Armando wanted to take action against the terrorists. The fact that he had not done more to stop them would haunt him for the rest of his days – but he could not bring himself to do anything that might further endanger his beloved wife. How could he? 
 
    Armando heaved a deep sigh and opened his eyes. He looked at his watch. It’s time. He clicked the mouse button to awaken his computer from its slumber. He swallowed hard as he clicked the link that had been sent to him.  
 
    The secure video connection flared to life, revealing two hooded figures shrouded in black. They stood behind a woman bound and gagged in a chair. Armando focused in on the woman. Dark bags drooped under her tear-filled brown eyes. Her disheveled black hair revealed streaks and splotches of grey, and her clothes were wrinkled and torn.  
 
    Armando fought back tears as a lump formed in his throat. “Honey, are you okay? Can you hear me?” 
 
    The woman nodded, her eyes briefly warm with familiarity, then recoiled as one the hooded figures on the left placed a large knife in front of her neck. A cold fear consumed her eyes.  
 
    “No!” Armando begged. “Please don’t!” 
 
    The shrouded terrorist with the knife pointed it at the camera and spoke. Mr. Armando, this is a reminder of what will happen if you interfere with our efforts to form a caliphate on American soil.” The jihadist’s voice was scrambled. “Neither your military nor your Homeland Security police will attempt to stop us. If they do, you will watch your wife bleed and die. Is that clear? 
 
    Armando gritted his teeth. “Yes. It is clear.” 
 
    Good. The terrorist returned the knife to the First Lady’s throat. We’ve already proven what we are capable of. Do not test us, or we will cut your wife’s head off and display it for all the world to see. 
 
    President Armando broke down into tears as the display went blank.  
 
    *** 
 
    1:15 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Early that afternoon Joshua called an emergency camp meeting to order. Jack had spotted what appeared to be AIS terrorists scoping out the dam, and the camp needed to prepare for a likely battle. Everyone was present except for Drew, who was still missing, and Perry, Caroline and Kane, who were en route to Virginia Beach with Major Chinn. 
 
    “I realize this meeting was called on short notice, and that not everyone is here, but there is an urgent issue we need to discuss. Jack, please tell us what you saw today.” 
 
    Jack stepped up to the front and stood beside Joshua. “This morning I hiked the trail to the dam. When I arrived at the dam I spotted some people scoping it out. They were in their early 20s, appeared to be of Middle-Eastern descent, and were photographing every detail. Doors. Ladders. Everything. My instincts tell me these guys are AIS. Given that Major Chinn said they have intelligence about AIS planning attacks on major infrastructure assets, we have to assume they are planning an attack. We need to begin preparations now.” 
 
    Thomas twisted the toothpick in his teeth. “Man, any chance they were just out sightseeing?” 
 
    “Even if there is, that’s not a chance we can afford to take,” Jack said. “If we prepare and nothing happens, we’re in a better position for the next one. If we do nothing and they successfully attack, we and everyone in this area are in a bad place. We didn’t come all the way out here from Raleigh to let them follow us and take the dam.” 
 
    Thomas’ son, Tommy, stood up. Now 18 years old, he was tall and skinny. His light-brown hair was nearly identical to his father’s, and he barely had a trace of facial hair. “Dad, I’m with Mr. McGee on this one.” 
 
    “As am I,” Chuck said. “We have to defend the dam, but we also have to be ready to defend the camp. If they come here, we can’t assume the dam is the only place they’ll attack.” 
 
    Joshua made eye contact with Rebecca. She nodded. He cleared his throat. “I believe we have to act, but it’s not a decision I’m willing to make unilaterally. So far I’ve heard arguments on both sides. Does anyone else want to speak?” 
 
    Rebecca raised her hand. “Joshua, I’d like to remind everyone that three of our people are on their way to Virginia Beach with Major Chinn, and Drew is missing. I agree that we need to act, but we can’t do it alone.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “Joshua, your better half is right as usual. We’ll need reinforcements, and I think I know just the person.” 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips. “I’m assuming you mean Ray. If we call him, he’ll pressure us to officially join his cause.” 
 
    “Well, this will give us a chance to work together on something without diving in head-first.” Rebecca nodded in Joshua’s direction. “Kind of like dating before we got married.” 
 
    Joshua chuckled. “Well said. Anyone else?” 
 
    Jim removed his faded camouflage baseball cap. “While I agree with Thomas that we need to be careful not to make assumptions about people’s motives, I also think we can’t sit on our hands and not prepare for the worst. I move that we begin immediate preparations to defend both the dam and our camp, and that we reach out to Ray Sawyer for reinforcements.” 
 
    Jack seconded the motion, which passed with only Thomas and Kim Page dissenting. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later Joshua, Rebecca and Jim joined Jack in his Charcoal Crew Cab GMC Sierra. Reagan joined them and sat in Joshua’s lap, his tail wagging as he peered out the left rear window. They navigated a series of winding back roads, arriving at Ray Sawyer’s farm an hour and a half later. 
 
    Ray met them on the front porch of his farmhouse, a 12-gauge shotgun resting on his shoulder. “Well, this is a surprise.” He gestured at Reagan, who stood next to Joshua. “Nice dog. Ready to join forces with us?” 
 
    “I knew you’d ask that,” Joshua said. “We have a test drive opportunity.” 
 
    “Test drive? How so?” 
 
    Jack scratched his chin. “I spotted what I’m pretty sure were AIS scouts checking out Fontana Dam. Given what Major Chinn said about AIS planning to attack infrastructure targets, I think they’re planning an attack here.” 
 
    “Over my dead body.” 
 
    Joshua chuckled. “Does that mean you’re on board?” 
 
    “We’ll help you defend the dam and exterminate these insects.” 
 
    Joshua extended his hand. “Get your men ready, and keep your sat phone on.” 
 
    They returned to the Sierra and made their way back toward Fontana Dam. Jack spoke up as they rounded a curve about three miles from camp. “What the?” 
 
    Joshua leaned forward and spotted a classic, red Ford F1 stopped in the center of the road. Mordecai was leaning against the vehicle. “Mordecai. See what he wants.” 
 
    Joshua rolled down his window as Jack slowed to a stop beside Mordecai’s vehicle. “Why am I not surprised to see you?” 
 
    “Because you’re starting to catch on. Slowly” Mordecai chuckled. “Where did y’all go today? Odd time of day for you to be traveling such a distance.” 
 
    Joshua shook his head. The fact that the old man knew so much about them was unnerving, but he was increasingly comfortable that he was on their side. “We have reason to believe AIS is planning an attack on the dam.” 
 
    “Did Ray agree to help?” 
 
    Joshua recoiled. “How did you know we went to Ray’s?” 
 
    “Who else would you ask?” 
 
    “He’s on board.” 
 
    “Well, so am I. You’ll need weapons. That’s where I can help.” 
 
    Jack leaned out the window. “What kind of weapons can you get?” 
 
    “Whatever you need, sonny. For years I’ve made my living running gun shows and gun stores all over the mountains in about three states. I’ve got quite a stockpile.” The old man grinned. “Including some things the feds wouldn’t be pleased to know I have.” 
 
    “How can we contact you?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Do you have a phone?” Mordecai inquired. 
 
    “Several,” Joshua said. 
 
    Mordecai handed Joshua a slip of paper. “This is the number for my secure sat phone.” 
 
    “You have a secure sat phone?” 
 
    Mordecai winked. “Had it for years.” 
 
    Joshua shook his head. As he did, a bloodhound’s head appeared in the window of Mordecai’s truck. Annabelle let out a long, echoing bark. Reagan immediately returned the greeting, his tail wagging vigorously. Joshua noted that this was a more pleasant bark than the one he heard when Reagan was angry or afraid. He gestured toward Mordecai’s truck. “Reagan, meet Annabelle. I’ve wanted to introduce you two for some time.” 
 
    Mordecai shook his head. “Easy, boy. My baby has standards.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tuesday, November 6, 2018 – 0723 – Battleship NORTH CAROLINA Memorial on the Cape Fear River 
 
    General Cloos sipped a cup of strong, black coffee as the sunrise peeked through the clouds above Wilmington the next morning. From his vantage point on the grounds of Battleship NORTH CAROLINA Memorial he watched the sun slowly climb higher into the sky, sending rays of orange and red reflecting across the rippling water of the Cape Fear River. 
 
    Cloos and seven other Marines had camped on the Battleship grounds, where they joined local veterans who took turns camping there to stand guard against potential terrorists. AIS terrorists had been spotted casing the ship several months prior, and the locals had been standing guard ever since. While it was a slight deviation from the mission, he had felt compelled to join them last night. 
 
    He finished his cup of coffee and poured another from the aluminum pot perched above the fire on two cinderblocks, then walked to the river’s edge. He peered through the fading darkness at the U.S. Coast Guard Cutter Diligence, which was moored on the opposite shore. His men had made contact with Coast Guard personnel the prior evening, and their help would be needed in the coming hours and days.  
 
    Cloos looked at his watch. It read 0729. He peered through the darkness at the Diligence. Twenty seconds later a red light on the cutter flashed three times in his direction. Cloos removed the light from his belt and returned the signal. They’re on schedule and proceeding as planned, he thought. 
 
    As he pivoted and began the short walk back to the campfire a bright flash filled his left peripheral vision, followed by a rumbling boom. Cloos dropped to one knee and instinctively drew his sidearm. A chill shot down his spine as he watched a series of explosions cascade down the left lift tower on the Cape Fear Memorial Bridge, across the span, and up the right tower. The bridge span disintegrated and plummeted 70 feet into the river below. The left lift tower began crumbling, followed by the right. The debris crashed into the river, sending a wave upstream. 
 
    Four Marines and eight veterans sprinted to Cloos’ position at the riverside, their weapons drawn. 
 
    “What happened?” one of the veterans asked. 
 
    “AIS blew the bridge,” Cloos said matter-of-factly. 
 
    As chunks of debris began floating past their position a flash lit up the sky behind them, followed by another rumbling boom. Cloos turned in time to watch the Isabel Holmes bridge plummet into the river.  
 
    “They’re cutting off transportation routes in and out of Wilmington,” he said. “That leads me to believe their target is on that side of the river.” 
 
    Cloos saw another flash further off to the north, followed by a more distant rumble. “Dan Cameron Bridge.” He walked to his Jeep, powered up his sat phone and dialed a number. “Captain Foster, have your men check any and all bridges for explosives. AIS has taken out the Cape Fear Memorial, Isabel Holmes and Dan Cameron bridges.” 
 
    Yes, sir. What’s your twenty? 
 
    “Present location is BB55. Departing momentarily for your location. Hopefully they won’t blow the Alligator Creek or Brunswick River bridges before we cross. Direct our forces on the Wilmington side of the river to be on high alert.” 
 
    Will do, sir, Foster answered. Our spotters have identified several potential AIS scouts near all four identified potential targets. They definitely appear to be gearing up for something, but their target remains unclear. 
 
    “Stay alert and keep me informed.” Cloos hung up the phone and pointed at four Marines. “You four, stay here with these men and help them protect the ship. These scumbags love to hit symbolic targets. Report anything out of the ordinary immediately.” He spun toward the row of vehicles and motioned for the others to follow. “Let’s move.” 
 
    Cloos climbed into the passenger seat of the Growler and a young Marine claimed the drivers’ seat. A Humvee led the way as they departed the Battleship grounds and traversed Highway 421 and the US 74/76 causeway. After crossing the Brunswick River they took the Leland exit and turned south onto Highway 133 toward Southport. 
 
    The sat phone rang as they passed the entrance to the West Port neighborhood, which was graced by an imposing Mariner statue. Cloos and his late wife had considered purchasing a second home in the Leland neighborhood, which was also home to the Chair of the Brunswick County Board of Commissioners. He looked at the caller ID display before answering. “Go ahead, Captain Foster.” 
 
    General, a small johnboat with four terrorists just landed at Brunswick Town. As best we can tell they are on foot, heading down Plantation Road toward Highway 133. 
 
    “Do you have spotters in place?” 
 
    Yes, sir, near Orton Pond. 
 
    “Are they equipped to stream what they see to my tablet?” 
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    Cloos opened his secure tablet and activated the videoconference app. Orton Pond, a small lake that fed into the Cape Fear River via Orton Creek, appeared on screen. Based on the angle, Cloos assumed the spotter had established an elevated vantage point in the woods. A voice crackled through the speaker. 
 
    General, this is Corporal Carroll. Targets not yet visible, but expected shortly. 
 
    “Maintain position, Corporal. And hold your fire until I give the green light. I assume I’m speaking to you through an ear bud and will not compromise your position.” 
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    Three minutes later four AIS militants came into view from the left. Cloos heard the corporal adjust her position. “Hold your fire, Corporal.” 
 
    Corporal Carroll was silent for a moment, then spoke. Yes sir. We have a clean shot now, sir. 
 
    “Hold your fire.” 
 
    Cloos couldn’t help but smile as he zoomed in and studied the dark, elongated shape in the pond. Two of the terrorists laid their rifles on the ground, removed their masks and slid down the embankment to the water’s edge. This is going to be good, he thought. The terrorists dropped down onto all fours and began cupping their hands to drink from the dirty brown pond water. Probably still cleaner than what they get at home, Cloos thought.  
 
    Without warning the pond erupted into a splashing frenzy. The terrorist on the right screamed as a pair of powerful, scaly jaws clamped down around his torso. The alligator, which appeared to be at least ten feet long, jerked the terrorist away from the shore. The gator’s tail whipped through the water, knocking the second terrorist off his feet.  
 
    “Welcome to eastern North Carolina, boys,” Cloos said under his breath. 
 
    As the large alligator disappeared beneath the surface with its meal two smaller gators latched onto opposite ends of the second terrorist, engaging in a bloody game of tug-of-war. The remaining two terrorists shouted in Arabic and trained their rifles on the gators.  
 
    “Take ‘em out,” Cloos ordered. He watched as kill shots decapitated the two terrorists.  
 
    Targets down, sir. 
 
    The two reptiles continued jockeying for the right to eat the second terrorist who had ventured to the lakeside. One gator clamped down on the man’s lower torso, and the water turned a dark shade of crimson as the other executed a death roll. Both gators secured their meal and disappeared across the pond. 
 
    “Good shooting, Corporal. Throw the bodies in the water and return to your position. No alligator should go hungry today.” 
 
    *** 
 
    9:28 a.m. – Virginia Beach  
 
    Later that morning, President Armando walked down the lonely hall toward the conference room where his cabinet meetings took place. He was the President of the United States, yet he was all alone in the world. His usually reliable Secret Service agents, Rodney and Manuel, had not shown up to escort him to this morning’s meeting. His wife was in the hands of AIS terrorists, and they were using her to blackmail him. If the administration made any attempt to stand in the terrorists’ way, they would kill his bride of 39 years. Her smiling face flashed before his eyes, followed by the grim image of her bound and gagged, with a knife to her throat. He fought back a tear, but managed to maintain his composure.  
 
    Everyone rose to their feet as Armando entered the conference room. Abdar and Adilah sat to his left. Russo, Palmer and Zhou sat to his right. Liebowitz and several junior staffers sat farther down the table. He wasn’t sure which, if any, of them were really on his side.  
 
    Armando cocked an eyebrow as he noticed two unfamiliar men, one Caucasian and one with darker skin, in suits standing near the wall. He gestured toward them. “Who are these men?” 
 
    Abdar answered in a monotone voice. “Your new Secret Service detail, Mr. President.” 
 
    “Where are Manuel and Rodney?” 
 
    “Manuel is sick, and Rodney did not show up today.” 
 
    Armando felt his stomach tighten. Manuel and Rodney had always been loyal and reliable. Something wasn’t right, but he chose not to press the issue.  
 
    “Take your seats.” Armando claimed the chair at the head of the table. “Abdar, what’s the latest?” 
 
    “I have nothing to report, Mr. President.” 
 
    Armando pursed his lips. Abdar was never at a loss for words. “Very well. Russo, please update us on the status of our efforts to neutralize General Cloos.” 
 
    “Thus far, Cloos has rebuffed our efforts to reach out to him. He clearly has his own agenda to subvert our national policy. We may have no choice but to use military force against him.” 
 
    Force, Armando thought. I hope it doesn’t come to that. We’ve done enough shooting at our own people. Liebowitz is right. The image of his wife, his soulmate, bound and gagged with a terrorist’s knife at her throat, flashed through Armando’s consciousness.  
 
    The President leaned forward and clasped his hands in front of him. “Beginning today, we’re going to change the way we do a few things. First and foremost, you will not use or threaten the use of force against anyone – including both AIS and any domestic insurgents --without my prior authorization. General Palmer, that applies to the military, and Russo, that applies to Homeland Security. Abdar, that applies to any personnel under your supervision as well. Is that clear?” 
 
    Russo made eye contact with General Palmer before fixing a steely gaze on Armando. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “General?” Armando shifted his gaze to Palmer. 
 
    “Clear, Mr. President.” Palmer nodded. 
 
    Armando turned to his left. “Abdar?” 
 
    Abdar nodded but did not speak.  
 
    “Additionally, you will take no action whatsoever against AIS without my direct approval. Is that clear?” Everyone nodded. “Further, the time has come to appoint a vice president, re-establish the presidential line of succession, and begin steps to reconstitute Congress. Liebowitz, I’d like for you to oversee those efforts.” 
 
    Benjamin perked up and cocked an eyebrow. “Me, Mr. President?” 
 
    “Yes, Benjamin. You. You’ve pushed for both of these initiatives to happen. Now it’s time to put your money where your mouth is.” 
 
    Russo spoke up. “Mr. President, I--” 
 
    “It’s not up for debate, Russo. Those are now the policies of this administration, and you have your assignments. Anyone who is not on board should submit their resignations immediately.” Armando rose from his seat. “Meeting adjourned.” 
 
    *** 
 
    6:49 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Early that evening, Benjamin settled onto the couch after doing a security sweep of his apartment. He kicked off his shoes, rested his feet on the coffee table and popped the top on a bottle of Bazelet Ale, a red amber beer brewed in the Golan mountains of Israel. He reflected on the events of the past several days. Both Abdar and Russo had attempted to win his favor and turn him against the other. Both appeared to be going behind the president’s back, pushing their own personal agendas. Abdar had become increasingly and ominously distant. Russo’s alliances with General Palmer and acting Secretary Zhou were disconcerting to Benjamin, but he couldn’t put his finger on why. Now, the president was finally showing some backbone. While he didn’t agree with the president’s position on combating AIS, at least he was showing some resolve. President Armando’s policy shift on appointing a vice president and reconstituting Congress had blindsided Benjamin, as had the subsequent assignment of those projects to him. 
 
    Benjamin finished his beer and looked at his watch. He retrieved a satellite phone from a hidden lock box in his bedroom and dialed a number. “Liebowitz reporting. There is much internal bickering in the Armando administration and the remnants of the American government. A U.S. Marine Corps Major General at Camp Lejeune is defying direct orders from Armando and his top lieutenants. Members of the administration are threatening to use military force against him, without the president’s knowledge. Additionally, the administration has continued to take aggressive action against citizens who are pursuing vigilante justice. The administration is willfully allowing AIS to run free on American soil. Numerous governors, led by the governor of Texas, openly defied the president. They have been eliminated. There is no vice president or Congress, and members of the president’s administration are actively seeking to undermine each other as they jockey for position. The country is fractured and on the brink of civil war. That is all for now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    7:17 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    That night, Joshua powered up the television and flipped to BBC. The female, brunette anchor predictably spoke with a British accent: The world is becoming increasingly volatile today. The Russian army is amassing forces along its border with Ukraine, prompting fears of an imminent invasion. Ukraine’s military is preparing to mount a defense, but is significantly outnumbered. 
 
    Meanwhile, an Iranian destroyer has anchored itself 50 miles off the coast of Israel in the Mediterranean Sea, and Iranian fighter jets have buzzed the Israeli coast. Israel has promised to respond to any Iranian attack with nuclear force. 
 
    Further east, the Chinese Navy is conducting maneuvers in the East China Sea and the Sea of Japan, stoking fears of increased Chinese aggression in the region.  
 
    Here in Great Britain, the British Royal Navy is conducting exercises in the North Sea, and the HMS Dauntless is en route to the Mediterranean Sea. When asked about the maneuvers, Prime Minister Angela Burgess said, Someone has to fill the void left by the United States. 
 
    Joshua put his arm around Rebecca as she joined him on the couch. “Now that we know what’s really happening in the world, let’s see what kind of B.S. the American media is spewing.” 
 
    He switched to an American news channel. It didn’t really matter which one, since all of them had been saying exactly the same thing for the past month. The anchor relayed “news” that was close to home: Domestic terrorists in Western North Carolina have attacked several Homeland Security camps near Fontana Dam. The agents working in the camps were killed, and the vigilantes claimed to be searching for the fugitive Drew Thompson, who is wanted for treason. 
 
    Joshua perked up as an image of several burned buildings and destroyed tents appeared on the screen. “That’s the camp where we were being held captive.” 
 
    Rebecca squeezed his hand. “Ray?” 
 
    “That’s my guess.” He scratched Reagan’s ears as the canine positioned himself near Joshua’s feet. “If they so-called ‘vigilantes’ killed everyone in the camps, how do they know they claimed to be looking for Drew?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    Wednesday, November 7, 2018 – 0702 – Virginia Beach 
 
    Major Chinn and his three passengers arrived in Virginia Beach just as the sun peeked over the horizon the next morning. He exited I-264 onto Oceana Boulevard. After several turns he made his way to Southern Boulevard. Two commercial buildings and a mini storage facility came into view. An office building sat just past them. Chinn maintained his speed at 25 miles per hour as they passed the second commercial building, which had the look of a warehouse or light manufacturing facility.  
 
    “That’s it,” Chinn said. “General Cloos’ intelligence indicates that the data transmissions are originating there.” 
 
    “Or originating somewhere else and simply being routed through there,” Caroline said. 
 
    Chinn chuckled. “That’s why you’re here. To help us figure that out.” He turned right onto Birdneck Street. “General Cloos has arranged a safe house just down the road. Let’s get some rest. We’ll map out our plan of attack this afternoon and execute after sundown.” 
 
    Kane nodded. “Good plan, sir.”  
 
    *** 
 
    7:15 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    The morning fog still hung over Fontana Lake as Joshua and Jack paddled the canoe to the preordained spot. Both men wore holstered sidearms, and Joshua’s .22 rifle and Jack’s .30-06 and crossbow were readily accessible on the canoe floor. Reagan stood motionless on the bow, staring off into the distance. When they reached the designated meeting place they dropped anchor, baited their hooks and dropped them into the murky water. 
 
    “So do you think they’ll really show?” Jack asked. 
 
    “They’ll be here.” Joshua chuckled. “Heck, Mordecai is probably already here watching us.” 
 
    Two minutes later Joshua picked up the sound of a whirring boat motor. The sound gradually grew louder. “Somebody’s coming.” 
 
    Jack unsnapped the holster on his Glock .40. “Hopefully someone friendly.” 
 
    A small, green aluminum johnboat emerged from the fog in front of them. Ray was alone in the boat. As Ray’s boat slowed to a stop a small wooden rowboat appeared on the starboard side. Tater grimaced as he pushed the oars through the water over and over. Mordecai sat near the stern, puffing his pipe. “G’morning, fellas.” 
 
    After everyone exchanged pleasantries Joshua got down to business. “As we said, Jack spotted AIS scoping out Fontana Dam. I believe we can expect them to make a move on the dam in the immediate future. We have no way of knowing if they will attempt to destroy the dam or capture it, but either outcome is unacceptable.” 
 
    “I’ve got men ready to fight,” Ray said. “We just need to know what to do.” 
 
    Jack scratched his sandy blonde hair. “What kind of weapons do you have?” 
 
    “The usual. Shotguns, hunting rifles, all kinds of pistols.” 
 
    Mordecai took a puff from his pipe. “I’ve got all the weapons you need. How many men?” 
 
    “Probably fifty.” 
 
    Joshua scratched Reagan’s ears. “We need to map out our strategy. Then we’ll know how many men we need and what kind of weapons we need.” 
 
    “Joshua is right,” Jack said. “The first thing we need to do is anticipate their potential attacks. The good thing is that there are only so many ways to get to the dam. The roads to the dam on either side, by water on the lake or the river, or on the road below the dam.” 
 
    Mordecai stroked his moustache. “They could also hit us from the air. Or they could have some kind of submerged vehicle. There’s also the chance they have someone on the inside.” 
 
    Joshua stopped scratching Reagan’s ears, leaned back and took a deep breath. The dog whined and pawed at his leg. He reached down and rubbed Reagan’s head. “Thomas Page, in our camp, has contacts with the TVA. We’ll work with him to get someone on the inside from our group. Ray, how many of your guys have boats?” 
 
    “Quite a few,” Ray answered 
 
    “We need two boats on the river west of the dam, and ten or fifteen on the lake,” Joshua continued. “If possible, each of them needs a working fish finder. That should help us detect anything below the surface.” 
 
    “I’ll make it happen,” Ray said. 
 
    “We also need teams on the service roads on both sides of the Little Tennessee leading to the west side of the dam, on all access roads leading to the top of the dam, and we need scouts up and down Highway 28,” Joshua continued. “We’ll need men stationed at the base of the dam on the west side, and on top. And we’ll need snipers on the trail above the dam.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “Not bad for a guy with no military experience.” He nodded toward Mordecai. “You say you’ve got weapons. Do you have any anti-aircraft weapons?” 
 
    “I’ve got whatever you need, sonny.” 
 
    “Good,” Jack continued. “We need as many men as possible equipped to shoot down anything that comes from the air. Additionally, if they come in large numbers, we need to find ways to split them up.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later the men had finalized their strategy and assigned marching orders. 
 
    “I think we’ve got a solid plan,” Joshua said. “My gut says this attack will happen today or tonight, so we’ve got no time to waste.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1000 Hours – Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point (MOTSU) 
 
    General Cloos took a sip of piping hot black coffee at the staging area near the entrance to the Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point, at the intersection of routes 133 and 87 near Southport. The Army personnel inside had not taken kindly to his suggestion that they needed help defending themselves, even though there were only a few of them. He wondered if they were loyal to General Palmer, but chose to give them the benefit of the doubt – for now. His Marines would defend the terminal whether the Army personnel wanted them to or not, and could do it from outside the walls if necessary. 
 
    Cloos looked at his watch. He was growing tired of playing the waiting game. If his men were going to engage in a fight, he was ready to take it to AIS and begin the process of exterminating the sub-human bastards. The scout teams were in place. Every bridge of importance had been checked for explosives. Colonel Brookhart and his men were in place at the Southport nuclear plant and had made contact with plant personnel. Lt. Kenneth Morley and a team were stationed at the Port of Wilmington, and several other units had assumed defensive positions around the port. Lt. Carmichael and his unit were standing guard at the gasoline terminals on the Wilmington side of the Cape Fear, and Captain Foster was patrolling the river with deputies from the Brunswick County Sheriff’s Office, which was one of the few local law enforcement agencies that still functioned. 
 
    His sat phone vibrated. “Cloos.” 
 
    Captain Foster, sir. One of our surveillance drones picked up a convoy of four AIS vehicles headed east on Highway 74 near Whiteville. 
 
    Cloos straightened his posture. “Where are they now? Do we have any idea where they’re going?” 
 
    They turned off at Hallsboro Road, and appear to have gotten lost. They’ve just turned onto Crusoe Island Road. 
 
    Cloos chuckled. “They’re in Crusoe? No need to track ‘em anymore.” 
 
    Sir? 
 
    “If they wound up in Crusoe they’ll never be seen again. Locals will handle ‘em.” 
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    Cloos hung up the phone, opened his tablet and reviewed an intelligence update from one of his people at Lejeune. They had confirmed that the AIS Supreme Leader was on U.S. Soil, and that he was in either North Carolina or Virginia, but had not yet been able to decode the voice and identify the leader. Maybe I’ll get to kill the bastard myself, Cloos thought.  
 
    *** 
 
    11:29 a.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Benjamin briskly walked down the hall to the conference room where President Armando’s cabinet meetings were held. Abdar had only sent the notice for this emergency meeting 45 minutes before the 11:30 a.m. start time. Nearly every seat at the table was filled when he entered the room. Benjamin observed that most attendees had looks of grave concern on their faces. He also noticed two unfamiliar men who had the look of Secret Service officers standing near Abdar and Adilah, and one man and one woman in Federal Protective Service uniforms positioned near Russo. Benjamin claimed an open seat halfway down the back side of the table. 
 
    In another unusual move, Abdar called the meeting to order. “I’m afraid we have some bad news,” he calmly stated. “AIS has captured President Armando. His entire Secret Service detail was killed.”  
 
    A collective gasp filled the room. Benjamin clenched his teeth as an image of President Armando, bound and gagged in a chair, appeared on the conference screen. Two figures in black robes stood behind the president, one of them holding a large knife to his neck. A flag featuring bold blue, green and white horizontal stripes and red Arabic lettering underscored by a black sword hung behind them. 
 
    How did they snatch the president from right under our noses? Benjamin tightened his fist beneath the table. They must have had help from someone inside the administration. 
 
    The terrorist with the knife pointed it at the camera. As you can see, we have your President. At 6:30 tonight, we will behead him for all the world to see. All people will know that America is no more. You will know that you are not safe. We will own your land. The screen faded to black. 
 
    Russo jumped to his feet and waved his hands in the air. “How the hell did they get the president? Do we know where he is?” 
 
    “We don’t know where he is at this point,” Abdar said calmly. “We are investigating all leads.” 
 
    “Abdar, how the hell did you let this happen? Is the Secret Service asleep on the job?” 
 
    Abdar rocketed up out of his chair and pointed at Russo. “Don’t you lecture me! Your meddling and self-promotion are the cause of this!” 
 
    Russo clenched his fist and took two steps toward Abdar. When he did, the two Secret Service agents behind Abdar stepped forward and drew their weapons. Benjamin felt the tension grip the room as the Homeland Security police behind Russo responded in kind, drawing their sidearms and stepping to his side.  
 
    Benjamin rose to his feet and raised both hands in front of him. “Let’s all calm down.” 
 
    Abdar jabbed his index finger in Benjamin’s direction. “Shut up, Jew! No one cares what you think!” 
 
    Benjamin slipped his hand into his pocket and gripped his semi-automatic SIG P229. He took a deep breath and slid his hand back out of his pocket. “Abdar, I don’t think any of us want the president to be assassinated on our watch. Russo, now is not the time for the blame game. Let’s focus on finding the president.” 
 
    Russo glared at Benjamin. “Liebowitz is right.” He shifted his glare to Abdar. “I’ll deal with you later.” 
 
    Abdar shoved Russo, who stumbled two steps backward, caught his footing and launched a right hook that connected with Abdar’s cheek. The Secret Service agents trained their weapons on Russo as Abdar went to the floor.  
 
    Benjamin took a step forward. “ENOUGH!” 
 
    An angry silence consumed the room as the Secret Service agents shifted their sights to the Homeland Security officers whose weapons were trained on them. 
 
    Abdar jumped to his feet, his fists clenched, and took a step toward Russo. Adilah grabbed him on the arm. “Abdar, now is not the time,” she said softly. 
 
    Abdar unclenched his fists and exhaled loudly, his glare focused on Russo. After several seconds he turned to Adilah and nodded. They turned and silently exited the conference room, the Secret Service Officers close behind. The Federal Protective Service officers lowered their weapons. 
 
    Benjamin cocked and eyebrow and looked at Russo. “If you’ve ever wondered why I’ve pushed so hard for the president to name a VP, now you know.” He pivoted and left the room. 
 
    *** 
 
    11:46 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua spoke to those who had gathered near his porch, with Reagan planted at his feet. “Folks, we are preparing to defend the dam against a potential AIS attack. We’re working with Ray Sawyer and Mordecai Stone to mount our defense. Jack and I will go to a location provided by Mordecai today to secure weapons he says he has. Ray is rounding up manpower. Several of us will be involved in various aspects of the operation.” He took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts. “Given our proximity to the dam, and given that we’ve seen AIS on the trail, there is a possibility that they will attack the camp. Chuck Jones has agreed to coordinate our defensive preparations.” 
 
    Chuck’s eyebrows lowered. “We’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Tommy Page and Billy McGee will be his lieutenants. Everyone else, men and women alike, needs to be locked, loaded, and alert.” 
 
    Thomas approached Joshua as the crowd began to disperse. He removed the toothpick that had been dangling from his mouth and twisted it between his fingers. “Man, I’ve made contact with my folks at the TVA. They’re going to get us inside the control room. Also got schematics.” 
 
    Joshua put his hand on Thomas’ shoulder. “Good work. We’ll go to the dam after I get back with the weapons.” 
 
    Thomas returned to the toothpick to his mouth, nodded, and walked away. Joshua turned to Rebecca and put both hands on her shoulders. “I know you want to go with us, but I need you here. You are a smart, tough cookie, and we’re short-handed in the camp. Chuck will need your help.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded and kissed him on the cheek. He knelt and scratched Reagan on the head. “You stay here and take care of ‘Becca.” The dog pawed at his leg. He scratched Reagan one more time and made eye contact with Rebecca before stepping off the porch and joining Jack in his Charcoal Crew Cab Sierra.  
 
    Jack put the Sierra in gear and hit the gas. “So where is the crazy old man taking us?” 
 
    Joshua pulled out a crudely drawn map. “Here are the directions he gave us. I think it’s his house.” 
 
    “This should be interesting.” 
 
    Jack guided the Sierra down Highway 28 for several miles, then turned south on route 143. After several miles, he turned right onto a secondary road, drove for several miles, and then turned onto a dirt path that wound upward through the woods.  
 
    After what seemed like an hour the dirt road leveled out and emptied onto a small plateau. A small log cabin was centered in the clearing, flanked by a small wooden barn that backed up against the mountainside on the left. Two layers of fencing surrounded the house and led to the barn, and at least a dozen pigs were confined to the space between the two fences. Four cows grazed in a larger pen off to the right, and at least a dozen hens and two roosters were scattered throughout the clearing. A large pond sat off to the right of the house, and a dozen solar panels were positioned outside the fences near the pond. Mordecai’s classic Ford F1 was parked in front of the cabin, and a passageway was open through part of the fence. 
 
    Mordecai stood leaning against his truck, slowly whittling a stick. “Before I invite you in, did you bring your dog?” He scratched his bloodhound, Annabelle, on the head. “Gotta protect my baby’s honor.” 
 
    “Nope, he’s not here,” Joshua said with a chuckle. “Your girl is safe. For today.” 
 
    “Come on in, fellers.” 
 
    Jack drove the truck through the opening in the fence, which Mordecai closed behind them. 
 
    Mordecai motioned for them to follow him. The horde of squealing pigs tried to follow them, restrained only by the interior layer of fencing. Jack drove behind the house.  
 
    “Back yer truck up to the barn door,” Mordecai instructed. 
 
    Jack followed Mordecai’s instructions, and the three men exited the Sierra. Jack lowered the tailgate. “What’s with all the pigs?” 
 
    “Terrorist repellent.” 
 
    “You are one strange individual,” Jack said. 
 
    “That may be true, sonny, but I’m still alive.” Mordecai emitted a creepy chuckle. “And so are you, since I keep saving your arse.” 
 
    Joshua shook his head. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, Mordecai was right – he had now bailed them out on multiple occasions. 
 
    “Come on in.” Mordecai motioned for the men to follow him into the barn. 
 
    An obnoxious braying sound greeted them as they entered the dimly lit, musky barn. Mordecai scratched the donkey, which appeared to grin in response before returning to its trough. As Joshua’s eyes adjusted to the darkness he noticed shelves full of small pouches on the left wall. Seeds, he thought.  
 
    Joshua watched as Mordecai ran his fingers along the back wall. The old man removed a well-camouflaged sheet of plywood, revealing the entrance to a cave. The passageway into the mountainside was illuminated with two strings of what appeared to be Christmas lights. Joshua made eye contact with Jack, who shook his head. While he had no idea what they would find on the other end of the passageway, at this point nothing would surprise him with Mordecai. The old man was still quite the mystery. 
 
    Joshua followed Mordecai down the narrow, winding cavern, with Jack pulling up the rear. After about two hundred feet they emerged into a larger opening, which had a variety of cobbled together light fixtures mounted on the rock ceiling. The walls were lined with plastic cabinets, each of which was filled with weapons that would have been illegal to buy or sell prior to the terrorist attacks. Rows of cabinets filled with ammunition, gunpowder, lead fishing weights and other items that could be converted into bullets, and boxes of empty shell casings stood back-to-back throughout the cavern. Each cabinet featured a clear plastic front cover that snapped shut.  
 
    Jack ran his finger along one of the plastic covers. “Watertight?” 
 
    “Pretty much. Gotta protect the merchandise.”  
 
    “You said you ran gun shows,” Jack said. “But all of this stuff would have been illegal to sell.” 
 
    “Yep,” Mordecai answered. “My official supply is in a warehouse outside of Bryson City. Sold a few of these here to special customers, but this is mostly my rainy day stash.” 
 
    Joshua nodded. “And today is a rainy day, in a manner of speaking.” 
 
    “You got it, sonny.” 
 
    “How did you get your hands on this many prohibited weapons?” Jack asked.  
 
    “It helps to know people.” Mordecai opened the front of a cabinet stocked with H&K MP5s. “You boys ready to get started?” 
 
    Mordecai supervised as Joshua and Jack loaded the Sierra with 17 MP5 automatic rifles, 7,000 rounds of 9mm ammunition, eight M67 hand grenades, three AT4 rocket launchers, twenty high explosive rounds and numerous other weapons. 
 
    Joshua extended his hand to Mordecai after they loaded the last round of weapons and ammunition. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Not a problem, sonny. You should be getting used to my help by now.” 
 
    “Sometime I’d like to know more about your background.” 
 
    “Maybe one day.” 
 
    Jack fired up the Sierra. They wound through the woods, turned left onto Route 143 and then right onto 28. After two miles they turned right onto another dirt path, which wound through the woods for about a quarter-mile. At the end of the path they found a beat-up, green Ford F-150 with a large dog box in the bed and a red, hard-top Jeep CJ7. Ray Sawyer was seated in the Jeep, and two men Joshua had seen at Ray’s barn stood leaning against the Ford.  
 
    Joshua stepped out of the Sierra after it came to a stop. “Good morning, Ray. Are your guys ready?” 
 
    Joshua flinched as a deep, primal growl arose from the dog box, followed by two deep barks, then another growl. 
 
    “Easy, boy.” Ray slapped the top of the box. “That depends on what you’ve got in that truck.” 
 
    “Then you’re good to go.” Joshua removed the tarp and exposed the cache of weapons. 
 
    Ray’s eyes lit up. “We need to get to know this Mordecai guy better if he can get us stuff like this.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “If you figure him out, let us know.” 
 
    One of the men lifted the top off the dog box, revealing a large, hidden compartment in the back and smaller compartments down both sides. The caged pit bull growled continuously as they transferred 14 MP5s, 5,500 rounds of ammunition, six M67 grenades, two AT4s and twelve high explosive rounds to the secret compartments. The man re-positioned the top on the dog box, concealing the cache of weapons. 
 
    “Are you guys clear on our plan of attack?” Joshua asked. 
 
    Ray nodded. 
 
    “When will your men be in ready for a crash course on these weapons?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Two hours,” Ray said. 
 
    “Good work,” Joshua said. “Thomas, Jim and I will be in the control room at the base of the dam. Jack will join your men up top.” 
 
    Ray inserted a magazine into one of the MP5s and placed it and 500 rounds of ammo on the floorboard of his Jeep. “Let’s go kick some AIS ass.” 
 
    *** 
 
    6:14 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Dusk was overtaking Virginia Beach, and Caroline’s heart raced as she watched Major Chinn pick the lock on the side door between the two buildings. He had blinded the security camera in the narrow alley with a paintball gun, a fact she hoped would not give them away. Inside, they hoped to find the server through which General Cloos believed the AIS Supreme Leader’s transmissions were being routed.  
 
    Caroline clenched her teeth as images of Charlie and Allie flashed before her eyes. Charlie learning how to swim. Allie with her favorite kitten, Callie. Charlie climbing a tree on Joshua’s farm. Allie playing with her favorite dolls. Caroline gripped the Ruger SP101 .22 caliber revolver concealed beneath her untucked shirt. Maybe today would be the day she finally got revenge on the animals who killed her precious babies. 
 
    Chinn slowly pushed the door open and stepped inside, his Glock 19 drawn. Caroline drew her revolver and stepped in behind him. Perry followed her in, and Kane silently closed and locked the door behind them. Most of the interior lights were off.  
 
    They tiptoed single file down the exterior aisle for forty feet before turning down an aisle that led into the center of a maze of cubicles. Caroline opened her haversack, removed a small laptop and plugged it into an Ethernet adapter. Within two minutes she had bypassed the network’s security features. She activated a program she had developed for her employer prior to the terrorist attacks.  
 
    “I hope this works,” she whispered, talking to herself as much as the others in the group. 
 
    The program ran flawlessly, and a graphic representation of the network overlaid on the building’s floor plan appeared on the screen. Boxes throughout the network map turned varying shades of yellow, orange and red, with each color representing current data transmission at that location. Three of the deep red locations were pulsating on the screen. 
 
    Caroline cocked an eyebrow. “Not sure what to make of this. Three locations are off the chart in terms of data transmission.” She pointed at two boxes on opposite ends of the rectangle on the right. “Especially these two.” She pointed at the third box. “This one is showing high usage, and it appears to be in the next building over.” 
 
    “Can you track usage history?” Chinn asked. 
 
    Caroline clicked three subsequent options on the menu, expanding the scope of the search. The two boxes in the right rectangle still far exceeded the rest. The one on the left was still far above anything else on the screen. 
 
    “We’re going to have to split up,” Chinn said.  
 
    Caroline pointed at the box near the top of the right rectangle. “Perry and I will take this one. I have a hunch that’s where we’ll find what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Kane pointed at the second pulsating box in the right rectangle. “I’ll check this one out.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’m headed across the alley,” Chinn said. “Meet back at the Explorer in half an hour.” 
 
    Caroline gave Chinn and Kane instructions on what to retrieve from their target locations and how to do it. She unplugged her laptop and returned it to her haversack, raised her revolver and headed down the dark aisle, with Perry following. 
 
    *** 
 
    1818 – Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point (MOTSU) 
 
    General Cloos sat beside the campfire on the vacant land between Routes 87 and 133 just outside the entrance to Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point. He knew the men inside that gate underestimated the threat that was coming their way. Whether it was inside the gate or outside, his Marines would protect the terminal. He had men stationed around the terminal’s perimeter, as well as along the river and major roadways leading to the area. One of his reconnaissance drones also patrolled the skies above. 
 
    A young lieutenant hurried to Cloos’ position. “General, I have a message from Colonel Brookhart.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Our intelligence sources have narrowed down the AIS Supreme Leader’s location to Virginia Beach.” 
 
    Cloos rested his cigar on a rock beside the fire. “Thank you, Lieutenant. Dismissed.”  
 
    “That’s not all, sir.” 
 
    Cloos cocked an eyebrow. “Continue.” 
 
    “We’ve finally cracked the Supreme Leader’s voice scramble.” 
 
    “Do we know who he is?” 
 
    “He is a she, sir.” 
 
    Cloos shook his head. “Amazing. I wonder how these goat-loving freaks would react if they knew that? Dismissed, Lieutenant.” Cloos activated his sat phone and dialed a number. “Dammit, Chinn, pick up.” The call went to voicemail. “Chinn, Cloos. Be aware that the AIS Supreme Leader is in Virginia Beach. Also be advised that the Supreme Leader is a female. Be advised, you are in the hornet’s nest.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    Wednesday, November 7, 2018 -- 6:20 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Nelson Armando watched helplessly as the two robed figures conversed on the far corner of the room. How had he wound up in this situation? He was a former mayor and had served as Secretary of Public Safety for the State of New York before being appointed U.S. Secretary of Homeland Security. He had been the designated survivor during President Alan Wagner’s 2017 State of the Union address on February 21, 2017, a fact which had led to him being sworn in as President of the United States the following morning. And now he was tied to a chair, a gag in his mouth, being held hostage by American Islamic State terrorists. Terrorists who had been right under his nose the entire time. Two people he had trusted. Two people who had been in his inner circle. He had recognized their voices immediately, but had not yet revealed his knowledge of their identities. Perhaps they would have a change of heart and let him live. More importantly, perhaps they would spare his beloved wife. Armando closed his eyes. He could not bear the thought. 
 
    His meditation was interrupted by the sound of raised voices. The two terrorists were arguing. A male voice said, “I can’t do this. I cannot kill the president’s wife. Or the president. He has done too much for me. For us.” 
 
    A shrill female voice answered, “Abdar, we see this through. All the way. We finish what we started. That’s why we came here in the first place.” 
 
    The hooded male figure turned toward Armando, his back to his counterpart. “No.” 
 
    A deathly chill overcame Armando as the woman raised her pistol and coldly fired two shots into Abdar’s back. She stepped toward Abdar as he fell to the floor, firing a final kill shot into the back of his skull. At that moment, Armando knew his fate, and that of his wife, were sealed. 
 
    The hooded woman picked up a chair, positioned it two feet in front of Armando and sat down, facing him. She removed the hood, revealing the face of Adilah Hassan – the seemingly quiet, professional young woman who had been a part of his inner circle from the day he was thrust into the presidency. The woman who rarely spoke up, but who had seemed to be the only one who could rein in Abdar’s hair-trigger temper. Both she and Abdar had been employed with the Department of Homeland Security prior to his confirmation as Secretary, so he assumed their backgrounds had been thoroughly researched. Apparently that assumption had been a bad one. 
 
    “Mr. President, it’s time,” she said. “Today marks the culmination of two decades of planning. Abdar and I, we trained under Osama Bin Laden in Afghanistan. Before 9/11. We came here, even before 9/11, to infiltrate the highest levels of your government. And it was far easier than we ever imagined. Your government granted us student visas two years before 9/11, and your taxpayers paid for our scholarships. Because we volunteered for our Congressman’s campaigns, your inept government allowed us to stay here after 9/11. We both interned for the Congressman, and thanks to the connections we made in his office, we secured internships, then our citizenship, and then jobs with Homeland Security in 2003. Your government gave us the access we needed to learn everything about you. We used that knowledge to plan and orchestrate the nuclear attacks that brought your corrupt nation to its knees, all while working inside your own government. Today, your nation will watch as I slaughter the President of the United States. But first, they will watch as I kill the First Lady. And you will watch. That will be the last thing you see before we fulfill our destiny, complete the destruction of America, and take the next step toward establishing an Islamic caliphate here, on what was once your soil.”  
 
    She rose from the chair and donned her black hood. “Allahu Akbar!” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    6:29 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Caroline led the way down the dark stairwell toward whatever awaited them in the building’s basement, her revolver drawn. Perry guarded the rear. A dank, musky odor greeted them as they exited the stairwell. Cobwebs dominated the corners along the ceiling, and a pool of stagnant water occupied the concrete floor ahead of her. They slowly made their way down the eerily quiet hall. Caroline jumped and managed to suppress a shriek when an over-sized rat scurried across the hall, brushing her feet in the process. Perry was less disciplined in restraining an audible snicker. Caroline shook her head and gently elbowed him in the stomach.  
 
    After passing several closed doors that offered no light from within, they reached one with light emanating through the space at the bottom. 
 
    “I think this is it.” Caroline swallowed hard as she looked at Perry. “I’m scared.” 
 
    Perry put his hand on her shoulder. “It’ll be fine. I’m sure we’ll be in and out of there in minutes.” 
 
    Even though he sometimes got on her last nerve, his smile always comforted and reassured her. She lowered her weapon and embraced him.  
 
    *** 
 
    1829 – Virginia Beach – Opposite End of the Building 
 
    Kane had the shortest trek to his assigned room. He inserted a flash drive provided by Caroline into the computer’s USB port and executed a program that copied all hard drive data, downloaded the browser history and retrieved the internet upload and download history. He repeated the process with a second flash drive. Computers had never been his forté, so he hoped he had done everything correctly. 
 
    After securing one flash drive in his haversack and the other on his person, Kane decided to take another look at the computer just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. After perusing the hard drive again, he clicked on a strange icon he had not previously noticed. He was horrified as a video feed that appeared to be a live stream flared to life. A chill shot down Kane’s spine. He spun, rocketed through the door and sprinted down the hall. 
 
    *** 
 
    1830 – Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point (MOTSU) 
 
    General Cloos stared at the tablet computer in disbelief. He closed his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    The young lieutenant holding the tablet asked, “Do you want me to play it again, General?” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. Dismissed.” 
 
    The lieutenant saluted Cloos, who returned the gesture. After the lieutenant departed, Cloos activated his satphone and dialed. The call went to voicemail. “Dammit, Chinn, answer the phone. Be advised, AIS has captured and assassinated President Armando. You are in the hornet’s nest, and the hornets have stung.” 
 
    He rose to his feet, clasped his hands behind his back, and walked away from the campfire, seeking a few moments of solitude. How the hell did it come to this? The AIS Supreme Leader had just killed the First Lady and then the president, live-streaming the barbarous acts for all the world to see. While he had certainly had his differences with Nelson Armando, this was not the outcome he desired. He would have preferred that the president take aggressive action to destroy the terrorist organization that had now, somehow, captured and killed him. With no one holding the office of Vice President and no legitimately appointed cabinet, the power vacuum in America had just spiraled into an unprecedented Constitutional black hole – one that could suck the last bit of life out of what was once the United States. Cloos knew that America was at another crossroads, and sensed that his role had just grown dramatically in importance.  
 
    *** 
 
    6:31 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    With Perry at her side, Caroline pushed open the door and stepped through, suddenly finding herself in what looked like a slaughterhouse. The stench of human blood greeted them, and two decapitated bodies were strapped to chairs in front of a camera.  
 
    “Caroline, get down!” Perry exclaimed. 
 
    Three shots rang out as Caroline dropped and rolled. She lost control of her revolver, which skidded out of reach. Caroline vaulted to her feet, her eyes fixated on a young, angry-looking, blood-covered Middle-Eastern woman holding a compact pistol. You, she thought. You killed my babies. Caroline’s blood turned white hot with rage. 
 
    The woman spun toward Caroline and fired another shot. She felt the round whiz past her head. The woman again squeezed the trigger, this time resulting in only a click. Images of Charlie and Allie flashed before Caroline’s eyes. She charged the woman and landed a broadside kick to her chest. The woman recoiled, then assumed a fighting stance.  
 
    Fueled by her rage, Caroline again charged. The woman deftly avoided her onslaught, then went on the offensive and hurled Caroline against the wall. Caroline grimaced as her right cheekbone impacted the cinderblock wall, then dropped and rolled just in time to avoid the blade of a knife the woman now wielded. As the knife impacted the wall Caroline kicked the woman’s legs out from under her, then rolled backward and rocketed to her feet. 
 
    The woman resumed her fighting stance, her knife raised, silently glaring at Caroline. Caroline returned the stare, and the two squared off like wild animals fighting over territory or a mate. Caroline could think of nothing other than her two beautiful children. This was her chance for justice. Adrenaline surged through her veins. Finally.  
 
    The woman kept her steely glare focused on Caroline, but did not seek to attack. Caroline dropped to one knee and reached under her loose-fitting shirt with both hands. The woman cocked her eyebrows, appearing perplexed. Then, in one smooth motion Caroline launched to her feet and deftly launched two throwing knives through the air. The left knife found its target, tearing into the woman’s abdomen, and the right one impaled her bicep. The woman’s knife flew from her hand, skidding harmlessly across the room as she screamed and dropped to the floor. 
 
    Caroline rose to her feet and strutted to the woman’s position. She knelt beside her, glared into her eyes and slowly twisted the knife that still protruded from her abdomen. “You killed my babies, you sick bitch.” She twisted the knife again, smiling as the woman winced in pain. “Now it’s your turn to die.” 
 
    Caroline calmly opened her haversack, pulled out a half-used roll of duct tape and an item wrapped in paper, then removed the paper and held up the contents. “Do you know what this is? This is bacon. Pork. Pig. Unclean meat.” She stuffed the pork into the woman’s mouth, taped it shut with duct tape, then violently jerked the knife out of her bicep and plunged it into her throat. She slowly twisted the knife as the woman bled out. 
 
    Caroline removed her knives from the woman’s body and wiped the blood off on the black AIS robe. She stood up, closed her eyes and exhaled. She could feel the pent-up rage flowing out of her being. Justice has been done, she thought. 
 
    When she turned around, her euphoria transformed into horror. “Perry!” She shrieked and ran to her husband, who was lying in a pool of his own blood. Two bullets had pierced his abdomen, and he was gasping for breath. Caroline knelt and put her hand on Perry’s cheek, tears flowing from her eyes. “Please don’t leave me, Perry. Please!” 
 
    Perry struggled to speak, but was unable to formulate words.  
 
    Caroline cupped his face in her hands, sobbing uncontrollably. “No, Perry! Noooooooo!”  
 
    Perry struggled to raise his hand. She felt a spark as he gently touched her face. And then his hand went limp and collapsed onto his chest.  
 
    Caroline uttered a primal scream and collapsed onto her dead husband’s body, sobbing. How could I not know my husband had been shot? she thought. I could have saved him. What do I do now? She stared at her left wrist, which still bore scars from her failed suicide attempt a year and a half earlier.  
 
    *** 
 
    1839 – Virginia Beach 
 
    Adrenaline pulsed through Kane’s veins as he kicked the door open and did a forward roll into the room, launching to his feet with his Springfield 1911 raised. The scene was among the most horrific he had ever witnessed: two decapitated bodies strapped to chairs, with the heads positioned on the floor in front of them, a young middle-eastern man who had been shot in the head and back, and a young Middle-Eastern woman whose throat was cut. Worst of all, Perry Edwards was down, and Caroline was kneeling over her husband’s body. Kane realized she had not even flinched when he burst into the room.  
 
    Kane holstered his pistol, leaving the holster unsnapped, then knelt beside Perry and checked his pulse. He made eye contact with Caroline and shook his head. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    Caroline jumped to her feet. “You don’t have to tell me he’s dead, I know that!” She broke down into tears. “I should have helped him. I am a terrible wife!” 
 
    Kane stood up and stepped toward her. “You could not have anticipated this. This is not your fault.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Caroline raised her hands, then turned and walked away.  
 
    They didn’t cover this in basic, Kane thought. He tensed up as Caroline bent over, picked up the same revolver she had shown him on the ride from Fontana Dam to Virginia Beach and pointed it at her own temple. He froze for a moment, then sprang into action. He grabbed her arm and gained wrist control just before she squeezed the trigger. The round she had intended for herself disappeared into the cinderblock. 
 
    Kane relieved Caroline of her revolver. “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you do that.” 
 
    Caroline turned to face him, tears streaming down her face. She clenched her fist and hit him three times in the midsection, then buried her face in his chest, sobbing, and wrapped her arms around him. Kane hesitated for a moment, then returned the embrace. “We need to get out of here, or we’ll be next.” 
 
    Caroline released the embrace and wiped the tears from her face. “Let’s see what we can get off these computers. Maybe this trip won’t be for nothing.” 
 
    Kane knelt beside the two severed heads positioned in front of the headless bodies, studying one of them. His stomach twisted into knots. “Oh my God. Do you know who this is?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t have a chance to check his ID.” 
 
    “This is President Armando.” 
 
    Caroline stopped in her tracks. “The president?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    “What… what do we do now?” 
 
    “Get whatever intelligence we can and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Caroline began frantically working on the computer to which the camera was connected, while Kane used a sat phone to take pictures of the dead bodies and the scene.  
 
    Two minutes later, Kane felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck. He spun and raised his 1911 as a tall, dark-skinned man with wavy black hair and bushy eyebrows stepped through the door. “Freeze!” Kane bellowed. “Who are you?” 
 
    The man raised his hands. “Benjamin Liebowitz. I work for the president.” 
 
    Kane looked at Caroline, then back at the man. “The president is dead.” 
 
    Kane watched as Benjamin’s eyes scoured the room before settling on the two decapitated bodies. “And the First Lady. How?” 
 
    Caroline stepped away from the computer. “They were dead when we got here.” She pointed toward the young woman. “She was the only person alive in the room.” 
 
    Benjamin studied the young woman’s corpse. “Adilah.” He made his way over to the young Middle-Eastern man’s body. “Abdar. Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    Kane kept his weapon trained on Benjamin. “You know them?’ 
 
    “They were in the president’s inner circle, but I always suspected something was not right with them.” Benjamin turned to Kane. “You know who I am. Who are you? And what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Corporal Kane Martin. United States Army. Here on a top-secret mission. She’s with me.” 
 
    Benjamin pointed to Perry’s body. “And him?” 
 
    “He was with us.” 
 
    Caroline audibly sobbed.  
 
    “Someone special to you?” Benjamin asked. 
 
    “My husband.” 
 
    “I am very sorry for your loss.” He turned to Kane. “Corporal, you can lower your weapon. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Caroline zipped up her haversack. “I’ve got what I need.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1852 – Virginia Beach 
 
    Major Chinn deleted the second voice mail from General Cloos, then watched from the Explorer as four armed Homeland Security officers entered the building where he had left Perry, Caroline and Kane. He was parked far enough away to avoid attracting attention, but close enough to see what was happening – and what he saw was not good, especially in light of the revelation that the AIS Supreme Leader was in Virginia Beach and had apparently just killed President Armando. His gut told him that Kane, Perry and Caroline had inadvertently waded into the middle of it, but at this point all he could do was wait. If he went into the building, he would be captured or killed.  
 
    Chinn activated his sat phone and dialed General Cloos’ number. He explained the situation, and Cloos directed him to wait and watch.  
 
    Chinn looked at the person seated beside him in the Explorer. “One more thing, General. I have acquired a high value person. It was unplanned, but I happened upon them.” 
 
    Who is it? 
 
    Chinn revealed the person’s identity, and Cloos instructed him to observe for thirty more minutes, then bring the person to Camp Lejeune.  
 
    *** 
 
    1854 – Virginia Beach 
 
    Kane was caught off guard as four men in black uniforms burst into the room. Three of the men were armed with SIG P229s, the fourth with an MP5. 
 
    A tall agent with a shaved head and a strong southern accent spoke. “Hands up! Federal Protective Service.” 
 
    Kane cringed at the sight of these federal rent-a-cops, but he kept his cool. He nodded at Caroline, and they both raised their hands.  
 
    Benjamin stepped forward and flashed a plastic ID card. “I’m Benjamin Liebowitz, special assistant to President Armando. The president has been assassinated by members of his own inner circle.” 
 
    The lead agent stepped forward and examined the ID, then motioned for his men to lower their weapons. He looked at Kane, then Caroline. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Corporal Martin, U.S. Army, here on a classified mission. Ms. Edwards is part of my team. That is all I am able to divulge.” 
 
    The man surveyed the scene, then gestured toward Kane. “You two stay put.” He turned to one of his men. “If they try to leave, shoot them.” 
 
    Kane looked in Benjamin’s direction, hoping to obtain a clue as to whose side he was on. None was forthcoming. He listened as the lead agent stepped to the side and activated a satphone. “Agent Barefoot here. We have a situation. Patch me through to Russo.” He noticed Benjamin shift uncomfortably. 
 
    After a few moments the agent spoke again. “Mr. Russo, this is Agent Barefoot. The president is dead. Looks like an inside job. There is a man here who says his name is Liebowitz. Claims he worked for the president. Also, two others who say they were on a classified mission. One is army.” The man was silent for a few seconds, then said, “Yes, sir.” He hung up the phone, turned to the other agents and pointed to Kane and Caroline. “Take these two into custody. They’re going back to headquarters with us.”  
 
    Kane made eye contact with Caroline, whose expression indicated she was gearing up for a fight. He shook his head.  
 
    Agent Barefoot nodded toward Benjamin. “Liebowitz, where do your loyalties lie?” 
 
    “My loyalties lie with my employer.” 
 
    “Good answer,” Barefoot said.  
 
    “It’s kosher,” Benjamin said. 
 
    “Jewish, huh?” The agent asked.  
 
    “How’d you guess?” 
 
    Kane clenched his teeth as the agents bound him and Caroline and confiscated their weapons and packs. He again studied Benjamin for clues as to his intentions, but was unable to discern anything. At first Liebowitz had seemed to have a bit of sense, but now it was beginning to look like he was just another government lackey who was in the back pocket of these Homeland Security thugs. Kane sensed that if Liebowitz didn’t speak up and implicate the two dead Middle-Easterners in President Armando’s death, the blame would likely fall on Caroline and him. Governments love scapegoats. 
 
    After a few minutes Barefoot stepped toward the door and motioned for his men to follow. “Let’s move!” 
 
    The agents pushed Caroline toward the door, then Kane. He watched as Caroline stared at Perry’s body until the agent shoved her through the door. He heard her sniffle as they were herded down the hall. Like cattle to the slaughter, he thought.  
 
    Benjamin spoke up as they reached the stairs. “Agent Barefoot, there is a back entrance that is more secluded. We should go that way.” 
 
    Barefoot paused for a moment, then nodded. They turned right, and Benjamin led them down a dark passageway to another set of stairs. Kane tested his restraints as they traveled up the stairwell, but found no opportunity to remove them. 
 
    They exited onto a dark alley on the back side of the building. Two scraggly looking men stood near a dumpster, one wearing a well-worn green coat and the other a faded flannel shirt. Another man sat Indian style, warming his hands near a small fire beside the dumpster. He was wrapped in a brown blanket that had seen better days.  
 
    Benjamin turned to Barefoot as they approached the dumpster. “Nothing but homeless guys here. Keep your head down and we’ll be out in a moment.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is the best route?” Barefoot asked.  
 
    “It’s kosher,” Benjamin said.  
 
    Without warning, the two men standing beside the dumpster spun, weapons drawn, and fired. The man who had been lying beside the dumpster was on his feet in an instant, pistol raised, and fired. All three guns featured suppression devices. Benjamin grabbed Barefoot from behind and slammed his head into the dumpster twice. It had all happened before Kane could react. He wasn’t sure what had just happened, but these guys were good.  
 
    Two black Suburbans screeched around the corner and sped down the alley, skidding to a stop just feet away. Kane flinched as Benjamin pulled out a six-inch knife. 
 
    “Relax,” Benjamin said as he cut Kane’s bindings, then Caroline’s. Benjamin turned and embraced one of the men, kissing him on both cheeks. “Shalom, brother.” He gestured for Kane and Caroline to follow him as he walked toward the lead Suburban. “We need to move. Now.” 
 
    “Why should we trust you?” Kane rubbed his wrists. 
 
    Benjamin handed Kane the Springfield 1911 that had been confiscated by the agents. “Why would I give this back to you if I wasn’t on your side?” 
 
    “That’s a good start,” Kane said. “But I still don’t trust you.” 
 
    “Right now, I’m the only hope you’ve got.” He gestured toward the Suburban. “Get in.” 
 
    Kane made eye contact with Caroline, who opened the right rear door and got into the Suburban. She gestured for him to follow. Kane smirked as he followed her lead. Either she doesn’t care anymore or she’s turning into one brave woman.  
 
    “Back there, you said your loyalty was to your employer,” Kane said as Benjamin put the Suburban in gear. “Doesn’t that mean your loyalty is with the administration?” 
 
    “After what happened back there, there is no administration,” Benjamin said as the vehicle began moving forward. “Besides, let’s just say that was a second job.” He lifted up a handheld radio. “Excuse me.” He pushed the button. “Split up. Three diversions, one package.” 
 
    Kane spotted two more black Suburbans as they exited the alley onto a road that ran behind the building. The four vehicles turned onto Southern Boulevard, then Oceana Boulevard, then split up and headed off in four different directions. Kane spotted a familiar Ford Explorer turning onto I-264 ahead of them. Major Chinn, he thought. He probably thinks we’re dead. Which we may very well be soon. 
 
    After a few minutes, the Suburban turned down a dark gravel road. Kane squeezed the grip on the Springfield 1911 as they made the short, bumpy trip down the road, eventually arriving at a secluded boat landing where another Suburban awaited them. Two men stood beside a sleek, jet-black Fountain speedboat.  
 
    Benjamin gestured for Kane and Caroline to follow him to the boat. “This is our ride out of here.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Camp Lejeune.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    Thursday, November 8, 2018 – 7:01 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua scanned the bank of video displays in the control room at the base of Fontana Dam, where the east-facing cameras revealed the sun beginning to rise over the lake. Thomas Page and Jim Davidson joined him in the control room, and Jack McGee was positioned atop the dam with several of Ray Sawyer’s men. Ray also had men positioned near the base of the dam on both sides of the river, as well as along all possible land routes to the dam. At least ten small boats were visible on the lake. Each boat had three occupants, all of whom looked like they were fishing. Ray had done his part in terms of turning out people to help defend against the expected AIS attack, and Jack had given them a crash course on how to use the weapons provided by Mordecai. 
 
    Joshua’s hand-held radio crackled to life. Joshua, Jack here. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    AIS Convoy headed our way. Coming from the west on 28. 
 
    “Is everyone in place?” 
 
    In position and ready to rumble. 
 
    “Good work. Keep me posted.” 
 
    Roger that. 
 
    Joshua made sure a round was chambered in his Beretta 9mm, double-checked to ensure the magazine was fully loaded, and secured two fully-loaded backup magazines on his belt. He slung an MP5 over his shoulder. 
 
    Thomas, who was reclining in a chair on the right side of the room, twisted his toothpick between his teeth. “Man, do you think we’ll really need those?” 
 
    “I hope Ray’s men will ensure that we don’t,” Joshua said. 
 
    Joshua sat down in one of the chairs, leaned back and closed his eyes. His mind wandered to another mission taking place further east. His best friend, Perry, and his wife, Caroline, had accompanied Major Michael Chinn to Virginia Beach on what was by all accounts a very dangerous mission. While he was comforted by the fact that Kane Martin had gone with the group, Joshua nonetheless harbored a grave premonition that something had gone very wrong in Virginia Beach. 
 
    *** 
 
    0709 – Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point (MOTSU) 
 
    General Cloos felt the warmth of the steam against his face as he sipped the hot black coffee. The sun was beginning to peak over the tree line. His men were in position to defend four key pieces of southeastern North Carolina infrastructure against potential attacks by terrorists from the group that called itself American Islamic State.  
 
    Cloos was positioned outside the gate of the Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point, and had men stationed around the terminal’s perimeter. Colonel Brookhart and his men were in place at the Southport nuclear plant. Lt. Kenneth Morley and a team were stationed at the Port of Wilmington, and several other units had assumed defensive positions around the port. Lt. Carmichael and his unit were standing guard at the gasoline terminals on the Wilmington side of the Cape Fear, and Captain Foster was patrolling the river with deputies from the Brunswick County Sheriff’s Office. Cloos took another sip of coffee. Everything was in place. 
 
    Two hours earlier, spotters had alerted Cloos to an armada of northbound boats transporting AIS terrorists up the intracoastal waterway toward Southport. He had previously obtained intelligence pointing to the existence of an AIS cell in the Myrtle Beach area, and these boats were likely affiliated with that cell. Cloos thought they were stupid to make so little effort to conceal their movements. 
 
    Another spotter had subsequently alerted him to a convoy of twenty AIS vehicles traveling east on Highway 74/76. Spotters along the route reported that ten of the vehicles had turned south on 140 toward Town Creek ten minutes earlier, and the remainder had turned south onto Highway 133. Given their routes, Cloos’ intuition told him they would either attack the Southport nuclear plant or the Military Ocean Terminal at Sunny Point. If his men had anything to do with it, they would be in for a rude awakening. Cloos downed his coffee and rose from the log on which he was seated. The terrorists were on their way. 
 
    *** 
 
    7:13 a.m. – Fontana Village 
 
    Ray Sawyer sat atop his green Yamaha TT-R230 dirt bike at the entrance to Fontana Village, a resort destination which had been popular among those visiting the Fontana Dam area prior to the terrorist attacks. Ray and his men had killed dozens of AIS terrorists over the past year, and they would happily eliminate a few more today. He had men in position along all possible routes to Fontana Dam, and his spotters had just alerted him to an AIS convoy headed toward the dam from the west on route 28.  
 
    He perked up when a loud “quaaaaaaaaaaack” echoed through the treetops. Ray smirked; using a duck call as a signal had been a good idea, and he wished he’d thought of it himself. A second “quaaaaaaaaaaack” rang out, followed by five quick quacks. They’re almost here, he thought. Five vehicles. 
 
    Ray started the motorcycle and raised the kickstand. He put the motorcycle in gear, maintaining his grip on the clutch with his left hand, and raised his .38 revolver with his right and pointed it north across his body. Thirty seconds later a Jeep hauling four AIS terrorists barreled around the corner. Ray squeezed the trigger. The bullet penetrated the drivers’ side windshield. Ray quickly holstered the revolver as the Jeep veered wildly before careening off the road and rolling down the embankment. Got the bastard, he thought. One down, four to go. 
 
    A second terrorist-filled Jeep rolled around the curve as Ray released the clutch. The motorcycle kicked up several rocks in its wake as he shifted into second gear. He felt the air move as two bullets whizzed past his head, crashing into the rock embankment ahead. That was too close, he thought as he accelerated and whipped around a curve. 
 
    Ray gunned the motorcycle, gritting his teeth as the Yamaha hugged the winding road. He glanced at his mirror, which revealed a line of AIS vehicles in pursuit. Several more bullets whizzed past. The shots were too close for comfort, but Ray was more concerned about surviving these narrow, winding roads. 
 
    As he rounded the next turn he made eye contact with a man perched high atop a rock beside the road. The man nodded, and Ray hit the gas. He glanced in the mirror just in time to see an object fall from the man’s perch, landing in the Jeep. The vehicle burst into flames and spun around. The second vehicle, a pickup, clipped the Jeep, and the two vehicles careened off the cliff into the valley below. Molotov Cocktail two, AIS zero, he thought as he gunned the motorcycle. Two left.  
 
    Ray slowed as he reached the intersection and turned right to stay on Route 28, making sure the lead terrorist vehicle saw him before he again gunned it. Both vehicles made the turn, taking the bait and following him away from the dam. He navigated the twists and turns of Route 28, and the terrorist-filled Jeep and pickup maintained their pursuit. As he wound around a curve, the pickup took a left turn onto a small dirt path that led up the mountain. Where the hell is he going? Ray wondered.  
 
    He gunned the motorcycle, feeling two more rounds zoom past. The Yamaha hugged two more tight curves before Ray turned right onto a dirt road, slowing just enough to make sure the terrorists saw him. They again took the bait.  
 
    Ray hit the gas, kicking up dirt in his wake. He rocketed past an abandoned mobile home on the left, then an old barn. As he passed the barn two tractors came into view, both facing away from the dirt road. Attached to one was a disk that had obviously been modified, and the other carried what looked like a rudimentary spray tank. One of Ray’s men sat atop each of the tractors, one stood behind the spray tank, and five others raised their shotguns after Ray passed. He skidded to a stop, turned the motorcycle off, dismounted and raised his revolver. The men atop the tractors revved the engines. 
 
    Fifteen seconds later the Jeep came skidding around the corner. As it did, Ray heard the “whoosh” of hydraulic pressure being released. Four circular blades launched out of the modified disk. One impacted the Jeep’s front grill, sending water and other liquids spraying. A second disk shattered the front windshield and obliterated the driver’s chest plate. A third severed the leg of the terrorist in the passenger seat, and the fourth lodged in a tree behind the Jeep. 
 
    The man behind the sprayer raised a nozzle and turned it toward the Jeep, launching a torrent of diesel fuel-powered flames onto the terrorists. Ray kept his weapon raised as screams echoed through the mountaintops. One of the terrorists stumbled out of the Jeep, his body ablaze. He swatted at the flames, then dropped and rolled, but the fire kept burning. 
 
    Ray stepped forward and raised his hand as one of his men pointed his shotgun at the burning terrorist. “Hold your fire.” 
 
    The man lowered his weapon and looked at Ray, his eyebrow cocked. “Was going to put him out of his misery.” 
 
    “They’ve earned their misery. Let the bastard burn.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    7:47 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Rebecca’s compact .380 Beretta rested in her lap, and Reagan sat beside her on the front porch of the cabin she and Joshua shared. Chuck Jones and Tommy Page stood guard on either side of the clearing. 
 
    Rebecca’s mind wandered to what might be happening at the dam. Joshua was in the control room, and she didn’t like not being with him. She had never been one to back down from a fight, and she wanted to be by his side in this one.  
 
    She felt the hair on her neck stand up as Reagan suddenly rose to all fours, his tail sticking straight up, and emitted a deep, guttural growl. “Chuck, Tommy, heads-up.” She holstered the pistol, picked up Joshua’s .22 rifle, jumped down the steps and ran to the right side of the cabin, with Reagan following close behind. She reached the safety of the woods and crouched behind a tree and watched as Tommy and Chuck concealed themselves in the woods.  
 
    Less than a minute later a brown Ford pickup that appeared to be at least 25 years old edged its way into the clearing. Rebecca counted two AIS terrorists in the vehicle, both of whom were wearing black balaclavas. She raised the .22, zeroed in on the driver and fired. The pickup rolled to a stop as the round pierced the terrorist’s brain. She heard a loud shotgun blast, followed by a pumping sound and another blast. The second jihadist fell out of the Jeep, his dying body riddled with buckshot. Tommy Page stepped into the clearing and pumped another shell into the chamber of his still-smoking 12 gauge.  
 
    Chuck stepped out from behind a tree on the side closest to Rebecca. “Good shooting. Both of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Tommy lowered the gun.  
 
    The hair again stood up on Rebecca’s neck as Reagan turned, pointed up the mountain and growled, his tail sticking straight into the air.  
 
    Tommy stepped to Rebecca’s side, looking up the mountain. His countenance stiffened. “Mom!” He launched into a sprint up the path toward Thomas and Kim Page’s cabin. 
 
    *** 
 
    0749 – Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point (MOTSU) 
 
    General Cloos did a double-take. “Did you say ‘Bass Boat Navy?’” 
 
    Yes sir, Colonel Brookhart replied over the videoconference app on the secure tablet. Take a look. 
 
    Cloos watched as the video panned to a view of the Cape Fear River in Southport. Dozens of small boats were positioned throughout the river. As Cloos studied the scene, he observed that each boat had exactly three occupants: two holding weapons and one steering the boat. Many of the boats were flying a yellow flag with a coiled rattlesnake, and a design resembling the American flag in the top left corner. 
 
    “Who are they, Colonel?” 
 
    Locals, sir. They’ve taken it among themselves to help us defend the nuclear plant. 
 
    “Who is their leader? Do they have any training?” 
 
    The leader is a guy named Darin Watson. Grew up in Boiling Spring Lakes. Navy Vet. His right-hand man is Jared Perkins. Grew up in Northwest, on the far northern end of the county. Coast Guard man. 
 
    “Are they ready for what’s headed their way?” 
 
    We’re getting ready to find out. 
 
    Cloos zoomed in on the flag flying on one of the boats. “One more thing, Colonel. Tell me about the flag they’re flying.”  
 
    They say it represents something called the Free America Movement. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    To put it in layman’s terms, it’s a loosely organized grassroots movement of Americans who want their freedom back. 
 
    “Then they sound like my kind of people. Anything else, Colonel?” 
 
    Yes, sir. The yellow background and coiled snake are derived from the ‘don’t tread on me’ spirit embodied in the Gadsden flag. The modified American flag in the top left corner is intended to signify America’s greatness. The stars have been removed because no one knows what state boundaries look like now or how many stars will be needed when the dust settles. 
 
    “Where did this movement begin? Does it have a leader?” 
 
    They say it originated in the mountains. Bryson City area, believe it or not. 
 
    “Small world.” 
 
    Yes sir, Brookhart continued. It is loosely organized at this point. The locals say the people in the mountains are trying to persuade someone to step in as their leader, but wouldn’t say who. 
 
    Cloos spat on the ground. “After we wipe out these jihadis, I’d like to meet Watson and Perkins.” 
 
    Yes, sir. Brookhart was silent for a moment, looking off to the side before responding. Sir, the AIS boats are almost here. 
 
    “Kill them all and call me when you’re done.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    7:51 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Rebecca’s thighs burned as she sprinted up the path toward Thomas and Kim Page’s cabin. She had been neck-and-neck with Tommy Page when he started up the mountain. Now, he was at least thirty feet ahead of her. Darn teenagers, she thought as she continued up the mountain. Reagan was halfway between her and Tommy, and she could hear Chuck Jones a few steps behind.  
 
    She heard a blood-curdling scream as she approached the last curve before the Pages’ cabin. She pushed a little harder, her leg muscles cursing her every step of the way. As she rounded the corner she saw two AIS terrorists: one holding a knife to Kim Page’s neck as he pulled her out of the house, the other dragging 16-year-old Laura Page down the steps.  
 
    Rebecca’s heart stopped as Tommy skidded to a halt and raised the shotgun. “Tommy, no!” she screamed. She knew that he would kill both the terrorist and his mother if he pulled the trigger. 
 
    The terrorist pushed Kim Page to the ground, grabbed her hair and raised the knife, which looked to be about eight inches long. Tommy lowered the shotgun, then dropped it and charged. His shoulder impacted the terrorist’s mid-section just as he began lowering the knife. The blade slashed across Tommy’s back as he and the jihadist crashed to the ground, and the knife skidded several feet to their left. 
 
    Rebecca stopped on a dime, raised her .380 and zeroed in on the second terrorist’s head. She took a deep breath and fired. The militant’s brains exploded out of the back of his skull, and he fell to the ground, slowly releasing his grip on Laura’s neck. 
 
    Rebecca re-focused her pistol’s sights on Tommy and the first terrorist. Tommy was on top, punching him in the face in spite of the bloody gash that spanned his entire back. He punched the jihadist at least twenty times before ceasing.  
 
    Tommy grimaced as he slowly pushed himself up. “That’s going to hurt tomorrow.” 
 
    Just as he got to his feet, he suddenly lurched to the left and fell to the ground. The terrorist had kicked his feet out from under him. Rebecca raised her pistol as the militant unsheathed another knife that had been concealed beneath his robe and raised it in his right hand. Before she could fire a shot Reagan charged the terrorist, clamping his jaws around the man’s right wrist. The militant let out a primal scream as the angry canine violently shook his head from side to side. Blood spewed from the terrorist’s wrists as the dog’s teeth shredded skin, muscles and cartilage. After thirty seconds Reagan slowly backed away from the wounded terrorist, blood dripping from his still-growling jaws. Rebecca raised her pistol and fired a kill shot between the man’s eyes.  
 
    *** 
 
    0812 – Military Ocean Terminal, Sunny Point (MOTSU) 
 
    General Cloos re-read the message from his spotter. The AIS convoy headed south on 133 had turned onto Orton Road rather than continuing toward the military terminal and the nuclear plant. His spotters at Orton Pond had let them pass; they were not equipped to take on five vehicles. The vehicles had last been seen heading toward Fort Anderson.  
 
    This turn of events was puzzling, but Cloos knew another group of terrorist-filled vehicles was headed his way down Highway 87. His spotter in Boiling Spring Lakes had just sent word that the convoy was just a couple of minutes out. He picked up a pair of binoculars and zoomed in on Highway 87. The terrorists were not yet in sight, but they would be here any minute, and they would be in for a rude awakening when they arrived. 
 
    Cloos felt the earth shake beneath his feet, followed by a deep boom emanating from some point to the east. What the hell was that? he wondered. He turned and watched a thick plume of black smoke rising over the trees from somewhere to the northeast.  
 
    Cloos activated his radio. “Lieutenant Carmichael, report.” There was no response. “Carmichael, report.” There was still no response. “Lieutenant Morley, report.” 
 
    A response crackled over the radio. Lieutenant Morley here. Looks like they took out the gasoline terminals. 
 
    Cloos clenched his teeth. “What is the status of Lt. Carmichael?” 
 
    Status unknown, sir. But based on what I’m seeing it doesn’t look good. 
 
    “Dammit. Lieutenant, see what you can find out. And watch your back.” 
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    Another voice came over the radio. General, this is Captain Foster. A boat picked up the terrorists at Fort Anderson. We were too far away to intercept them. We tried to notify Lt. Carmichael, but were unable to hail him.  
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Anything else?” 
 
    Sir, we saw the blast. I don’t see how anyone could have survived. 
 
    Cloos heaved a deep sigh. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    As he re-attached the radio to his belt, Cloos heard a loud “WHOOOOSH” followed by an explosion. He pivoted in time to see one of his Growlers flip through the air, engulfed in a fireball. “Who the hell let them get through? Take ‘em out!” 
 
    Fifty-caliber weapons mounted on three Humvees launched a devastating barrage into the AIS convoy that was now visible on Highway 87. A rocket propelled grenade streaked from a Marine’s shoulder, sending a terrorist vehicle careening into the air. Within two minutes all five AIS vehicles had been destroyed and everyone inside them was dead. 
 
    Anger pulsed through Cloos’ veins. His men were better than this. The terrorists should never have had the chance to fire a shot, much less destroy one of his vehicles. To make matters worse, they had taken out the fuel terminal on the Cape Fear River. With President Armando dead, Cloos knew his role at this pivotal point in history had grown in importance. He – and those under his command – would have to step up their game. 
 
    “General!” Cloos turned to see a young Marine running toward him. 
 
    “What is it, son?” 
 
    “AIS hit our forces at the nuke plant.” 
 
    “How the hell did they do that? We had enough boats on the water to keep them from landing.” 
 
    “They hit us on the ground. Not sure where they came from, sir.” 
 
    “Well someone had damn well better find out. Get Colonel Brookhart on the line.” 
 
    The young Marine looked down. “Sir, we have not been able to reach the colonel.” 
 
    *** 
 
    8:17 a.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua surveyed the pile of dead AIS terrorists as Thomas drove the Suburban up the road away from the base of Fontana Dam. Jim Davidson was in the back seat, and they were bookended by pickup trucks driven by men recruited by Ray Sawyer. Jack had done an excellent job of training the men to use the weapons provided by Mordecai, and they had wiped out the terrorists before they could make a move on the dam.  
 
    Ray had successfully distracted the convoy approaching from the west on Highway 28, leading them into an ambush. A second convoy approaching from the east had been destroyed at the base of the mountain. Two groups of terrorists traveling on foot had been intercepted and killed on the Appalachian Trail, and two boats full of jihadis had been blown out of the lake. Ray’s group of unorganized, untrained men had been mobilized into an effective military unit in a remarkably short time. Joshua’s gut told him this was the birth of a much larger movement.  
 
    Joshua’s radio crackled to life. Joshua, Jack here. We’ve got a group of three Homeland Security Vehicles up here. One of them is the Phillips punk. He’s asking for you. 
 
    “How many of our folks are there?” 
 
    Six, at the moment. 
 
    “Ray, did you catch this?” 
 
    Ray’s southern accent rang out from the radio. Yep. On the way. 
 
    “Jack, tell Mr. Phillips I’ll be there momentarily. And make sure none of our folks leave.” 
 
    Got it. 
 
    Joshua un-holstered his Beretta 9mm and laid it on his lap as Thomas turned left onto Route 28. As they approached Fontana Village he spotted a burned-out Jeep in the gulley off to the left. A few minutes later they passed another burned-out jeep, then turned left onto Fontana Dam Road. If not for the previous night’s rain, they might have been battling a wildfire in addition to the terrorists. 
 
    Four pickup trucks and a motorcycle awaited them at the intersection. Joshua made eye contact with Ray, who sat atop the motorcycle. Ray pulled out ahead of the lead vehicle, followed by two of the trucks. The remaining trucks pulled out behind them. The motorcycle, six pickups and Thomas’ Suburban made their way down Fontana Dam Road. As they rounded the final curve, Joshua spotted three white Suburbans bearing the Department of Homeland Security logo. Six men in black uniforms flanked the Homeland Security vehicles, each bearing an AR-15. Eight of Ray’s men stood opposite them, armed with a variety of weapons. They were flanked by four pickup trucks. Jack stood with Ray’s men, and Austin Phillips stood among the Homeland Security agents.  
 
    The three pickups ahead of Thomas’ Suburban fanned out, and the three trailing vehicles did the same. Ray’s men exited their vehicles as Thomas stopped ten feet shy of Austin Phillips’ position. 
 
    Joshua stepped out of the Suburban, and Ray dismounted his motorcycle and joined him. Ray’s men fanned out in a defensive formation that offered multiple angles of attack against the Homeland Security agents. 
 
    Austin stepped toward Joshua. Ray raised his weapon, and the Homeland Security agents raised theirs in response.  
 
    Joshua waved Ray off. “Lower your weapon.” He gestured toward Austin. “Tell your men to lower theirs. You are clearly outnumbered.” He gestured toward the mountain behind the dam. “Our snipers have you in their sights.” 
 
    Austin hesitated for a moment, then motioned for his men to lower their weapons. He turned back toward Joshua. “I’m disappointed in you, Joshua. I always considered you a patriot. I thought you were someone who loved our nation. How could you harbor a domestic terrorist like Drew Thompson?” He gestured toward Ray’s men. “And align yourselves with deplorable people like these?” 
 
    Ray’s spine stiffened. “You son of a--" 
 
    Joshua turned to Ray and shook his head. “Ray, I’ll handle this. Stand down unless they make a threatening move.” 
 
    Ray hesitated for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    Joshua turned his attention back to Austin. “Drew Thompson is anything but a domestic terrorist.” He gestured toward Ray’s men. “And these are good people. Salt of the earth. If they’re deplorable, then I’m a proud ‘deplorable.’ Likewise, Austin, I’m disappointed in you. My allegiance is to the Constitution, to what our nation is supposed to be. Not to one man, and certainly not to the de facto dictatorship it has become under President Armando. You need to seriously re-think your blind loyalty to this administration.” 
 
    “President Armando is dead.” 
 
    Joshua felt a cold chill ripple down his spine. “The president is dead? When? How?” 
 
    “AIS somehow got him. Last night.” 
 
    A million thoughts flashed through Joshua’s mind. Armando had never taken steps to reconstitute Congress or the state governments that had been decimated by the terrorist attacks. He had never appointed a vice president. His death would create a massive power vacuum, one that would attract power-hungry people and groups with less-than-honorable intentions. “If the president is dead, then who is running the government? Or what’s left of it?” 
 
    “Homeland Security is now in control.” 
 
    “So we’ve traded a de facto dictatorship for a real one?” 
 
    “Joshua, you know it’s not like that.” 
 
    “Austin, with all due respect, you know it’s exactly like that. How you respond to this, and whose side you end up on, will tell us whether you ever believed anything you said when you were in the legislature.” 
 
    Austin shook his head. “This isn’t over, Joshua. Your treason will not stand.” 
 
    “You’re the one betraying our Constitution, not me.” Joshua made eye contact with Ray, then turned back to Austin. Ray’s men raised their weapons in unison. Joshua continued, “These men will not fire unless you or your men make a threatening move. It’s time for you to leave. Peacefully. Now.” 
 
    Austin glared at Joshua for a moment, then turned and made his way to one of the Homeland Security vehicles.  
 
    Jack approached Joshua as the three vehicles made their way around the curve and disappeared from sight. “Joshua, there is something else you need to know. AIS attacked the camp.” 
 
    Joshua’s stomach twisted into knots. “What? How? Is everyone okay? Rebecca--" 
 
    Jack put his hands on Joshua’s shoulders. “Everybody’s fine. Rebecca and Tommy killed the terrorists. They almost got Kim and Laura. Would have if not for your dog alerting on them.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    Thursday, November 8, 2018 -- 0829 – Southport  
 
    The cool breeze whisked across General Cloos’ face as the line of U.S. Marine Corps vehicles raced south down Highway 133 and 87 toward the Southport nuclear plant. While they were defeating the terrorists, his men had suffered far too many casualties today. Now, AIS had apparently stuck a deadly blow against the Marines who were defending the nuclear plant. He hoped the terrorists had not been able to reach the control room or reactors. 
 
    The road and grounds near the entrance to the nuclear plant were teeming with a mixture of Marine vehicles, civilian pickup trucks, and Army vehicles. Three burned-out jeeps cluttered the right lane just before the entrance.     
 
    Cloos exited the Jeep as it rolled to a stop and approached a tall Marine with dark skin and thick eyebrows. “Lieutenant Sanchez, where is Colonel Brookhart?” 
 
    The lieutenant looked down at the ground. “I’m sorry, sir. Colonel Brookhart was KIA.” 
 
    Cloos clenched his teeth as he surveyed the burned-out remains of the vehicles. These bastards had killed one of his best men. He fought back a tear. 
 
    “Dammit. Thank you, Lieutenant. Are the terrorists dead?” 
 
    “All of them, sir.” 
 
    “Good work, son. Colonel Brookhart mentioned two locals named Jared Perkins and Darin Watson. If they’re here, I’d like to meet them.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sanchez nodded and led Cloos toward a row of pickup trucks. As he was congratulating Perkins and Watson on their critical role in the victory over the terrorists, a young female Marine rushed to his position and saluted.  
 
    Cloos returned the salute. “What is it, Corporal?” 
 
    “Sir, a Colonel Allen Roberts from Fort Bragg is here. He has asked to speak with you.” 
 
    “What the hell is the Army doing here?” Cloos shook hands with Perkins and Watson, then followed the corporal toward a tall, slender man with neatly trimmed white hair dressed in a U.S. Army combat uniform. The man was flanked by two younger soldiers. Another man stood beside the colonel. The man was six feet tall and had perfectly manicured black hair parted neatly on the side. He wore neatly pressed khaki pants, well-shined brown dress shoes and a dark blue button-down shirt. 
 
    Colonel Roberts stepped forward and extended his hand. “General Cloos, I’m Colonel Allen Roberts.” 
 
    Cloos nodded and returned the handshake. “Colonel. What are you doing down here?” 
 
    “Officially, the administration sent me here to rein you in. Unofficially, I have a number of concerns about where we’re headed, and I wanted to meet you.” 
 
    “I assume you know the president was assassinated today?” Cloos asked. 
 
    Roberts looked down. “Yes, I am aware. That is a tragedy that greatly complicates our nation’s future. And it’s all the more reason for people like us to communicate.” 
 
    Cloos cocked an eyebrow. “I like what you’re saying, but how do I know I can trust you?” 
 
    “Given everything that’s gone on, I can understand your skepticism,” Colonel Roberts said. “The administration sent us here to stop you from taking action against AIS. We obviously didn’t do that, and I’m sure your people will attest to the fact that we assisted with the effort.” 
 
    Cloos made eye contact with Lieutenant Sanchez, who nodded. He returned his gaze to Colonel Roberts. “Does this mean you’re breaking ranks with the government?” 
 
    “Not officially,” Roberts said. “Not yet, anyway. We believe there is value in maintaining a relationship with the government, but I’d like to keep in touch with you through back channels.” He handed Cloos a satphone. “This is not part of the Army’s official network. My number is programmed.” 
 
    Cloos accepted the phone. “How do I know you’re not trying to set me up?” 
 
    “You don’t,” Roberts said. “But I hope to earn your trust. With that said, the government will need to think I made an effort to follow their orders and stop you. They think we were delayed and got here after the fact. So what I’m asking is for you to return to your base so that we can tell them we told you to stand down.” 
 
    Cloos smirked. “Well, that’s where we were going anyway.” 
 
    Roberts smiled. “Good. We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Cloos gestured toward the tall man in the khaki pants and dark blue button-down shirt. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    The man extended his hand and spoke with a British accent. “Maxwell Vaughan. Pleased to make your acquaintance, General.” 
 
    “Are you supposed to be James Bond or something?” 
 
    Colonel Roberts chuckled. “You’re not far off. Maxwell is MI6. He and I have been communicating since shortly after the nuclear attacks. I’ll entrust you with the knowledge that he is here, working on American soil. The government is unaware of his presence.” 
 
    MI6, here, Cloos thought. So, the rumors of foreign powers operating on American soil were true. At least it’s the good guys. He extended his hand to Roberts. “Colonel, I still don’t trust you, yet, but will keep in touch.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Friday, November 9, 2018 – 9:59 a.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    The next morning, Anthony Russo entered the conference room that had been President Nelson Armando’s base of operations, flanked by four Federal Protective Service agents and four Secret Service agents. He was administered the Oath of Office as President of the United States, then took his seat at the head of the table. He was joined by General Mason Palmer, Angúo Zhou and Admiral Vincent Trawick. 
 
    Russo began the meeting. “Gentlemen, the tragic events of the past few days have forced us in to a new era. President Armando and two members of his inner circle, Abdar Al-Haziz and Adilah Hassan, are dead, along with the First Lady, and Benjamin Liebowitz is missing. We are investigating the cause of his disappearance. Because President Armando was derelict in appointing a Vice President or reconstituting Congress, as the only Cabinet member I was next in the line of succession. While this is not a job to which I ever aspired, it is one I accept with great humility, and I will seek to perform the duties to the best of my ability. During our investigation of the president’s death we learned that Abdar and Adilah were affiliated with AIS and were complicit in his death. While the world knows that the president was killed by AIS, we cannot allow knowledge of Abdar and Adilah being involved to become public. Is that clear?” 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. Russo continued, “While many AIS cells were taken out yesterday, there are remnants of them still active on our soil. We have secured a list of the remaining cells, and thanks to General Palmer and Admiral Trawick, the Federal Protective Service is partnering with the Army and Navy to eradicate them. Then we will turn our attention to rebel elements like General Cloos and the militia in the vicinity of Bryson City and Fontana Dam. General Palmer and Admiral Trawick, do either of you have anything to add?” 
 
    General Palmer spoke first. “Yes, Mr. President. Colonel Roberts from Fort Bragg confronted General Cloos yesterday near the Southport Nuclear Plant. While Colonel Roberts did not arrive in time to prevent Cloos from taking unauthorized action, he did persuade him to stand down and return to Camp Lejeune.” 
 
    “Good. So we know where he is. Admiral, do you have anything to add?” 
 
    “Mr. President, I have ordered the U.S.S. James E. Williams to position off the coast from Camp Lejeune as a show of force,” Trawick said. “SEAL Team 5 will join them in case we have to act.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Russo said. “Given the unrest throughout the country, we have no choice but to implement martial law, effective immediately. The Federal Protective Service will begin immediate steps to rein in any grassroots insurgencies and local militia groups.” 
 
    *** 
 
    1045 – Camp Lejeune 
 
    General Cloos stepped into the Camp Lejeune reception area where his new guests were waiting, closing the door behind him. “I’m Major General Samuel Cloos. Thank you all for everything you’ve done.” 
 
    A petite woman with Auburn hair pulled into a ponytail rose from the computer on which she was working and extended her hand. “I’m Caroline Edwards.” Her right cheekbone featured a dark, elongated bruise. 
 
    Cloos clasped Caroline’s right hand and put his left hand on her bicep. “I’m very sorry to hear about your husband. I hope you know he died performing a great service for our nation.” 
 
    Caroline nodded, and Cloos continued. “Young lady, do you realize what you did in Virginia Beach?” 
 
    Caroline cocked an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I do.” 
 
    “You killed the AIS Supreme Leader.” 
 
    “What do you mean, sir?” 
 
    “Our intelligence sources had just learned that the Supreme Leader was a woman on the day you killed her.” 
 
    Caroline’s face flushed red. “I… I… I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    Cloos put his hand on her shoulder. “Just know that you have performed a great deed. I know that your children were killed in the 2017 attacks. You killed the person who masterminded those attacks.” Cloos turned to a tall, muscular man with a blonde crew-cut. “What’s your name, son?” 
 
    “Corporal Kane Martin.”  
 
    Cloos shook Kane’s hand. “Thank you for your service, Corporal.” He turned to a tall, dark-skinned man with wavy black hair, bushy eyebrows and dark brown eyes. “I know you. You were on the video calls with Armando. Whose side are you on?” 
 
    The man extended his hand. “Benjamin Liebowitz, Mossad.” 
 
    Cloos pursed his lips. “Mossad? So now we have two foreign powers playing on our soil. How do I know you are who you say you are?” 
 
    Benjamin smiled. “Check your encrypted private email, sir. You’ll have a secure message from our director.” 
 
    Caroline chimed in. “General, sir, he probably saved our lives.” She gestured toward Benjamin. “The Homeland Security police were going to take us into custody, and Benjamin got us out and brought us here.” 
 
    Three hard knocks echoed through the closed door. “Enter,” Cloos said. 
 
    The door opened and Major Chinn entered, followed by a short, partially bald man with a swollen black eye and a cut on his lip. Chinn gestured toward his guest. “General Cloos, meet Drew Thompson.”  
 
    “Drew!” Caroline rushed forward and embraced Drew. 
 
    Kane patted Drew on the back. “Good to see you alive.” 
 
    Cloos stepped forward and extended his hand. “The world-famous Drew Thompson. Apparently you’re quite the hot commodity.”  
 
    “Being famous isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” Drew returned the handshake. “The Armando administration tried to make me the scapegoat for an attack they orchestrated.” 
 
    “I know that, son,” Cloos said, then turned to Chinn. “Major, how did you wind up bringing Thompson here?” 
 
    “When we were searching the office buildings in Virginia Beach I found him tied to a chair in one of the below-ground offices. I was able to get him out without incident, probably because of the distraction they created.” He gestured toward Caroline and Kane. “Glad you guys were able to get out. How did you get back here?” 
 
    Caroline gestured toward Benjamin. “This guy.” 
 
    Chinn cocked an eyebrow. “You look familiar. Aren’t you--” 
 
    “Yes, I was in Armando’s inner circle, but that was a second job. Benjamin Liebowitz, Mossad.”  
 
    Cloos motioned for everyone to have a seat, then turned to Caroline. “Young lady, I hear you’ve been hard at work. What have you found?” 
 
    “A lot,” Caroline said. “Years of email communication and personal documents archived by Abdar Al-Haziz and Adilah Hassan. She was clearly the mastermind of the operation, while he was the vocal one in Armando’s administration. They planned last year’s nuclear attacks while working right under our noses in Washington.” 
 
    “How did they get the bombs in?” Cloos asked.  
 
    “They were small tactical nuclear weapons,” Caroline said. “The information I’ve found indicates they smuggled them across our southern border with the help of Mexican drug cartels in 2014.” 
 
    “During the border crisis,” Cloos said. “Three years before they used them. These bastards are patient. How did we not know this was coming? There had to be chatter.” 
 
    “Israel tried to warn you,” Benjamin interjected. “But our messages fell on deaf ears.” 
 
    “Or so it seemed,” Caroline said. “The messages made it to Homeland Security, but they hit a dead end once they got there. It appears they all got put on ice by one person.” 
 
    “Who?” Cloos asked. 
 
    “A man named Anthony Russo--” 
 
    “Damn it,” Cloos interjected. “That’s what I was afraid you were going to say. And now he’s the president.” Cloos shook his head. “Continue.” 
 
    “I found a Trojan horse in one of Abdar’s files that Russo was using to monitor his activity,” Caroline added. “I was able to isolate it without divulging my location and used the Trojan to see Russo’s files and communication. Russo knew about the planned attacks at least six months in advance, and the emails prove he intentionally allowed them to happen.” 
 
    Cloos clenched his teeth. “Are you absolutely certain of that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Caroline said. “The data trail reveals a clear pattern of Russo manipulating the events of the past two years. He clearly had advance knowledge of the attacks, and he allowed them to happen anyway. He emailed a contact in the Wagner White House and encouraged them to make his boss, Nelson Armando, the Designated Survivor, which put him squarely in the new President’s inner circle. He discouraged the use of our military against AIS on American soil, while encouraging the use of the Federal Protective Service to rein in what he calls ‘domestic terrorists.’” 
 
    “You mean patriots,” Cloos shook his head. “Based on what you’re telling me, it sounds like Russo took advantage of AIS’ plans and orchestrated events to position himself to step into the Presidency. It also sounds like he has essentially turned the Department of Homeland Security into his own personal Praetorian Guard.” 
 
    “Sir, Russo also corresponds frequently with another unidentified party who uses an encrypted external account,” Caroline continued. “They use an alias, ‘Amor Patriae.’ Whoever this person is, they clearly exert significant influence over Russo. So far I can’t tell if they are simply a confidante or if they are in charge. I haven’t been able to break the encryption to determine who the other person is or where they are located, except that emails are routed through multiple servers in southeast Asia, Eastern Europe, Australia and north Africa.” 
 
    Cloos narrowed his eyebrows. “We have a fox in the henhouse. Anything else?” 
 
    “There appears to have been no love lost between Abdar Al-Haziz and Anthony Russo,” Caroline said. 
 
    “I can vouch for that,” Benjamin interjected. “They were mortal enemies.” 
 
    “The rivalry intensified in the past few days,” Caroline continued. “The electronic trail of communication indicates that Abdar directed the AIS attack on the Homeland Security convoy transporting Joshua and Kane.” She nodded toward Kane. “He did it specifically to get back at Russo for flaunting the fact that his people had captured Joshua. Russo kept one-upping him and rubbing it in his face, and Abdar snapped. That looks like the spark that led to him and Adilah Hassan finally kidnapping the president.” 
 
    Cloos cocked an eyebrow. “I think Russo intentionally allowed them to capture and kill Armando.” 
 
    “Why would he do that, sir?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Because Nelson Armando was the only thing standing between him and absolute power,” Cloos said. “Russo is claiming he was the only cabinet member, which places him in the presidential line of succession. He has now been sworn in as President and has assumed control of our government.” 
 
    *** 
 
    3:17 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Later that afternoon, Joshua seated himself on the couch next to Rebecca. Reagan was curled up at his feet. The new president – America’s third in less than 24 months – would be holding his first press conference momentarily. Joshua had never heard of Anthony Russo prior to today, and now he was President of the United States.  
 
    A man with dark skin and dark hair who appeared to be about 45 years old appeared on the screen, seated at a desk with an American flag in the background. He was attired in a navy-blue suit, light blue shirt and yellow tie.  
 
    My fellow Americans, my name is Anthony Russo, the man said. I have some sad news to share with you. Yesterday, President Nelson Armando and the First Lady were both assassinated by AIS terrorists. The attack also claimed the lives of top presidential advisors Abdar Al-Haziz and Adilah Hassan. Advisor Benjamin Liebowitz is unaccounted for.  
 
    This is a sad moment for our nation, but there is a silver lining. In the aftermath of this attack, Federal Protective Service agents were able to track down and eliminate the AIS Supreme Leader, who was operating on American soil. Using intelligence discovered at the Supreme Leader’s location, the Federal Protective Service is now working with our military to hunt down and destroy the last remnants of AIS on American soil. 
 
    As you know, President Armando had not appointed a new Vice President, and Congress has not been reconstituted. As the only surviving member of President Armando’s cabinet, the line of succession dictates that I step into the role of President. I was administered the Oath of Office this morning. This is not a job to which I ever aspired, but I will do my best to put our great nation back together. 
 
    Today, I have appointed General Mason Palmer as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and Angúo Zhou as Secretary of Defense. Homeland Security will continue to report to me until I choose a new Secretary. We will take immediate, aggressive steps to reorganize our government. 
 
    It is critical that we maintain calm during this difficult period of transition. Over the past few months numerous instances of vigilante justice have taken place in our nation. Additionally, several militia groups have sprung up, and even one of our own military personnel, U.S. Marine Corps General Cloos, has rebelled against our own government. As a result, the entire nation is under martial law, effective immediately. We will spare no effort to bring peace and stability back to our nation. Today is the day we begin putting America back together.  
 
    Joshua shook his head. While he had been no fan of Nelson Armando, he feared that things had now gone from bad to worse than he could imagine. 
 
    *** 
 
    6:21 p.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    That evening, President Anthony Russo clenched his teeth as he walked down the hall to the Virginia Beach conference room that had served as Nelson Armando’s base of operations. Now, it was his base of operations.  
 
    After decades of weakness, the inept leaders that had held America back had finally been purged from the ranks. Now, the country was in strong hands – hands that would lead the nation back to its rightful position of dominance and power in the world. His hands. 
 
    General Mason Palmer, Admiral Vincent Trawick and Angúo Zhou rose from their seats as the newly minted president strode into the conference room, flanked by two Secret Service officers and two Federal Protective Service officers. The walls were void of the portraits of Nelson Armando that had previously graced them, soon to be replaced by portraits of the new president. 
 
    “Take your seats.” Russo claimed the high-back leather chair at the head of the table. “Ladies and gentlemen, this has been a difficult few days for our nation, but this crisis presents great opportunity. Our first task is to wipe out the remnants of AIS, once and for all. A second but equally important task is to crush any and all domestic insurgencies. If they are allowed to thrive and grow, we will never restore stability to our land.” 
 
    Zhou cocked his eyebrow and smirked. Russo continued, “General Palmer, focus your resources on eradicating the remnants of AIS. Mr. Zhou, work with the Federal Protective Service to pursue and capture or eliminate any and all domestic rebels. Admiral Trawick, coordinate with General Palmer to develop a strategy to neutralize General Cloos. General Palmer, we’ve also received reports that the Lt. Governor of Texas has aligned with the Texas Nationalist Movement and is actively promoting outright secession. This cannot stand. Gentlemen, you have your orders. Unless there are questions, this meeting is adjourned. Time is of the essence.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Saturday, November 10, 2018 – 0942 – Camp Lejeune  
 
    General Cloos heaved a deep sigh as the Growler traversed the roads through Camp Lejeune the next morning. Caroline Edwards, the young lady who had assisted Major Chinn in Virginia Beach, had uncovered emails indicating that a Homeland Security staffer named Anthony Russo had advance knowledge of the AIS attacks that devastated America, but knowingly swept them under the rug. Now this man, who was apparently complicit in those attacks, was the new President of the United States. The presence of operatives from Mossad and MI6 had proven the rumors of foreign powers playing on American soil to be true, but Cloos feared it did not stop there.  
 
    He pursed his lips as they reached the Mainside Parade Ground, where more than 2,000 Marines were assembled. The usually gruff, hardened Marine fought back a tear as he spotted the American flag positioned on the stage. He had served under the flag his entire adult life. He believed in what it had always stood for. Today, he wondered if it stood for something entirely different, something far less honorable. Had the nation to which he had dedicated his life now become the kind of dictatorship it had always opposed? 
 
    Captain Foster approached Cloos as he exited the Jeep, accompanied by Major Chinn and Benjamin Liebowitz. “General, I have some information you should be aware of.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Sir, the U.S.S. James E. Williams is headed our way from Norfolk. Should be off our coast by sunset. We have a message from Admiral Vincent Trawick.” 
 
    “Trawick.” Cloos spat on the ground. “Never liked that bastard. What the hell does he want?” 
 
    “Sir, he says he is speaking on behalf of President Russo. He is ordering you to resign your commission and turn yourself in to be tried on charges of treason.” 
 
    Cloos felt his face flush red. “He can keep dreaming.” He turned toward Chinn. “Major, as soon as this assembly concludes, I want you to take the young lady, the corporal and Thompson back to Fontana. Take two enlisted men with you, stay under radar, and get them there safely. Then you are to stay in that part of the world and work with them.” 
 
    Chinn nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Cloos turned to Benjamin. “Liebowitz, I’ll provide you with a secure tablet and sat phone. Stay in touch, but for your own good, get out of here and stay below radar.” 
 
    Benjamin nodded.  
 
    Cloos clenched his teeth as he ascended onto the stage. The audience fell silent as he approached the microphone and began speaking. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is the most important speech I’ve ever given to you. And the most serious. For the first time in 153 years, I fear we are entering a war against our fellow Americans. Unfortunately, our investigation has revealed that a key person in our own government had advance knowledge of last year’s AIS attacks and intentionally stood by and allowed them to happen. This information is bad enough, but it is compounded by the fact that that person is Anthony Russo, who was sworn in as president two days ago.” 
 
    A collective, audible gasp rang out from the crowd. Cloos continued, “Yes, Marines, you heard me correctly. The evidence we’ve uncovered indicates that America’s new president intentionally allowed AIS to attack our nation. Further, you should know that he and his administration have branded me as a traitor. They are demanding that I relinquish my command and surrender myself for court martial. You can rest assured that I have absolutely no intention of being a party to this fool’s kangaroo court.” 
 
    Thunderous applause rang out from the crowd. Cloos continued, “You should also know that the United States Navy has dispatched a destroyer as a show of force against us. It will be positioned off our beach tonight.” 
 
    The audience fell silent once again. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is a very serious situation. Each of us took an oath to defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic. For those of you who are enlisted, your oath also says that you will obey the orders of the President of the United States and the orders of the officers appointed over you, according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice.  
 
    “We are entering an unprecedented situation in which the orders of the president have conflicted with and will conflict with the United States Constitution. You will be confronted with situations in which my orders conflict with those of the president. You will be forced to reconcile which orders you believe to be lawful, and which you believe to be in conflict with the Constitution. 
 
    “You should know that I do not view Anthony Russo as a legitimate president. The oath we took obligates us to defend the Constitution against all enemies, foreign and domestic. I believe Anthony Russo is the domestic enemy our founding fathers warned us about. I believe his goal is to turn us into a military dictatorship, and he is on the verge of success. I am prepared to sacrifice everything to ensure that he and his cronies fail. Now, I am asking you to choose whether you will join me. Our government will label you as a traitor, but if we prevail, history will judge you as heroes. And we must prevail if freedom is to endure. 
 
    “If anyone here is not comfortable standing with me, I will allow you to leave, unharmed, and without repercussions. For the sake of freedom, and in the spirit of the oath we took, I hope you will stand with me.” 
 
    Thunderous applause once again rang out, with all but a few Marines joining in. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    Sunday, November 11, 2018 – 1000 Hours – Camp Lejeune  
 
    General Cloos placed his elbows on his desk as a slender man with neatly trimmed white hair attired in an Army dress uniform appeared on the video display that adorned the office wall at 1000 hours.  
 
    The man on screen spoke. What can I do for you, General? 
 
    “Happy Veterans Day, Colonel Roberts.” Cloos took a swig of coffee. “When we first met in Southport, you said you had a number of concerns about where our nation was headed, as do I. My concerns have been reinforced with this Anthony Russo character stepping into the presidency, and they have been compounded by some of the people he’s chosen to surround himself with. On this Veterans Day, I fear we are on the verge of seeing what’s left of our republic devolve into the very kind of dictatorship our veterans risked their lives to prevent. I’m reaching out to find out where you stand.” 
 
    What are you asking, General? 
 
    “Are you prepared to do what is necessary to defend our nation against all enemies, foreign and domestic?” 
 
    Colonel Roberts was stone-faced. General, you can rest assured that I will do everything in my power to uphold my oath. 
 
    *** 
 
    Monday, November 12, 2018 – 8:48 a.m. – Fontana Dam  
 
    The next day, Joshua sipped his morning coffee as the cool mountain breeze rustled through the treetops. Reagan sat motionless at the edge of the porch, silently surveying the clearing in front of them. Joshua turned his Bible to the next page.  
 
    Five minutes later Reagan stood up and started growling. He walked down the steps, his tail sticking straight up in the air. Joshua stood up and gripped his Beretta 9mm, which was concealed beneath his untucked shirt. He nodded to Jack, who had silently slipped into position behind a tree on the opposite side of the clearing. Chuck assumed a defensive position on the rear of the clearing.  
 
    Two minutes later a tan Ford Explorer made its way up the path, followed by a brown Toyota 4Runner. Jack stepped into the clearing and raised his AR-15. Reagan stepped toward the vehicle, still growling. 
 
    The Explorer ground to a stop and the passenger side window went down. A voice rang out. “It’s Kane. I’ve got Drew and Caroline.” 
 
    Jack lowered his weapon as Kane stepped out of the Explorer’s front passenger side door. Major Chinn exited the drivers’ side, and Caroline and Drew emerged from the back seat. Two Marines in combat uniforms exited the 4Runner. 
 
    Rebecca joined Joshua as he stepped off the porch. He gestured toward Caroline’s bandaged arm. “Caroline, what happened?” he asked. “And where’s Perry?” 
 
    Caroline closed her eyes, looked down and shook her head. “He… he didn’t make it.” 
 
    Joshua collapsed onto his knees, tears filling his eyes. His ominous premonition had been correct. He felt as though the breath had been sucked out of his lungs. “Oh… oh my God… what happened?” Rebecca dropped to his side and put her arms around him. Reagan nuzzled his head into Joshua’s chest.  
 
    Caroline dropped to one knee in front of Joshua and wiped a tear from her eye. “There’s so much to tell. He went out accomplishing something great.” She closed her eyes and heaved a deep sigh. “I just wish I could have saved him.” Her eyes narrowed as she rose to her feet. “Let’s go inside and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
    Joshua held Rebecca’s hand as he made his way to his feet. He was shaking violently and felt the urge to vomit. He stared at Caroline through eyes blurred by tears. I can’t believe she’s so calm, so matter-of-fact, he thought.  
 
    *** 
 
    10:35 a.m. – Virginia Beach 
 
    Later that morning, President Anthony Russo sat at the presidential desk in the private Virginia Beach office that had been previously used by President Nelson Armando, who had been a weak, pathetic excuse for a leader. Russo smirked as he admired the portrait of himself that now hung on the wall near the door. He brushed his hands across the desk. Russo had long envisioned that he would be the one to lead America back to its rightful position of power. Now, he would do so. 
 
    Three loud knocks echoed through the door. “Enter,” Russo called out.  
 
    The door opened and General Mason Palmer entered.  
 
    “Have a seat, General Palmer,” Russo said.  
 
    Palmer seated himself in one of the leather chairs, opened a tablet computer and positioned it on the table in front of him. A videoconference window flared to life and the image of a slender man with neatly trimmed white hair attired in an Army dress uniform appeared on screen. 
 
    “Good morning, Colonel Roberts,” Palmer said.  
 
    The man on screen nodded. Mr. President. General Palmer. 
 
    “Colonel, I’ll get right to the point,” Russo said. “This has been a tumultuous time in our nation, and it is critical that we maintain order. We simply cannot and will not tolerate insubordination of the type exhibited by General Cloos.” 
 
    I understand your sentiment, Mr. President. 
 
    “General Cloos heeded your directive to back down and return to his base when you confronted him in Southport,” Russo continued. “The time is coming when we will have to confront him once again.” Russo leaned forward. “Can we count on your support when that time comes?” 
 
    Colonel Roberts was stone-faced. Mr. President, you have my word that I will do everything in my power to uphold my oath. 
 
    
*** 
 
    Tuesday, November 13, 2018 – 2:15 p.m. – Fontana Dam  
 
    Joshua gripped Rebecca’s hand as he silently stared at the cross that graced the top of Perry’s grave, which had been placed next to Bob Kendall’s. A wintry chill gripped those who were gathered to pay their respects. The sky was gray and overcast, and a few flurries were making their way to the ground. Kane and Caroline had been unable to recover Perry’s body when they escaped from Virginia Beach, so they buried a few of his personal belongings where the casket would have been placed.  
 
    Every camp resident had assembled for the memorial service. Jim Davidson was offering a eulogy, but Joshua’s mind wandered and he tuned out. How could this happen? he thought. My best friend is gone. How will I go on without him? Rebecca squeezed his hand and pulled him close, as though she knew what he was thinking. He closed his eyes as his runaway thoughts continued. What will Caroline do? Will she try to kill herself again? Who is the next person in the camp to die? Will any of us be here in a year? 
 
    Rebecca grabbed his arm, shook it and whispered in his ear. “Josh!” She nodded toward the area where Jim was standing. “They want you to say a few words.” 
 
    Joshua swallowed hard in a futile effort to dispose of the Jupiter-sized lump in his throat. He squeezed Rebecca’s hand before letting go and walking toward the front of the crowd. He felt every eye in the crowd focused on him like lasers. He was their leader, but right now he just wanted to be a grieving friend.  
 
    Joshua took a deep breath and cleared his throat. “Folks, this is hard for all of us.” He choked up before regaining his composure. “Perry was my best friend. For a long time.” He looked at Caroline. “Caroline, you’ve lost so much over the past two years. We’re here for you.”  
 
    Caroline nodded, and Joshua continued, “I believe we’ve all felt like giving up at some point in the past 19 months. Like throwing in the towel. I know I have. I feel like that right now. But that’s not the path. If we give up, Perry’s sacrifice will have been in vain. If we give up, Bob Kendall’s sacrifice will have been in vain. If we give up, Governor Harper’s sacrifice will have been in vain. We have to continue pushing forward, no matter how difficult it may get. And I believe it’s only just beginning. But I have faith that God has a plan, no matter how distant He may seem at the moment.” 
 
    Joshua nodded at Jim, wiped away a tear and returned to Rebecca’s side. They clasped hands and she squeezed his palm tightly. 
 
    After the service concluded Joshua turned to Rebecca. “I need a little alone time. I’m going to take Reagan and head up the trail for a bit.” 
 
    “Take as much time as you need. I love you.” She kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll go spend some time with Caroline.” 
 
    Five minutes later Joshua left the camp and made his way onto the Appalachian Trail, his trusty canine guardian at his side. The flurries had transitioned into a steady snowfall. The cool mountain breeze invigorated Joshua, and he pushed himself up the trail. 
 
    When he rounded the last curve before the clearing he spotted an old man seated on a log whittling a piece of wood. Mordecai, he thought. 
 
    The old man looked up, his beady eyes twinkling beneath his denim conductor’s cap. “Tough day, sonny. Sorry about your friend.” 
 
    Joshua was still perplexed at how Mordecai knew so much about the happenings inside the camp. “Thank you.” 
 
    Mordecai stroked his scraggly white beard, which was peppered with splotches of black. “Sounds like he went down in a blaze of glory. Word is that they took out the AIS Supreme Leader.” 
 
    Joshua clenched his teeth. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “I’ve got my sources, sonny. And you folks should be ready. This whole thing just got a lot bigger. And you can’t hide from it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Wednesday, November 14, 2018 – 4:15 p.m. – Fontana Dam  
 
    The next afternoon, the crowd assembled in Joshua’s living room gathered around the kitchen table. Caroline powered up the secure tablet provided to her by General Cloos. Reagan sat beside her, his tail thumping against the floor.  
 
    Joshua turned to Major Chinn. “Major, are we certain that this device is secure and cannot be traced?” 
 
    “As certain as we can be,” Major Chinn said. “These are not U.S. government devices, and they are on a separate, encrypted network.” 
 
    Joshua cocked an eyebrow. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    Caroline looked up from her chair. “No network is one hundred percent secure, but this is as solid as I’ve seen.” 
 
    Joshua nodded and squeezed Rebecca’s hand. He surveyed the group assembled in his cabin. To Rebecca’s right stood Melanie Blanchard, a political operative with nationwide connections, and behind them was Drew Thompson, who had developed a networking covering much of the North Carolina mountains. To Joshua’s left stood Gunnery Sergeant Jack McGee and Corporal Kane Martin, two tough-as-nails, battle-tested military men. Caroline Edwards, a top-notch cyber-security expert who had had killed the AIS Supreme Leader a few days earlier, was seated at the table, the secure tablet positioned in front of her. Ray Sawyer, whom Drew had enlisted to save Joshua, Jack and Perry from AIS terrorists eight months earlier and whose men had proven invaluable in defending Fontana Dam against AIS terrorists, stood next to Drew. U.S. Marine Corps Major Michael Chinn, who had been sent here by General Cloos, stood next to Caroline. Benjamin Liebowitz, an Israeli Mossad operative who had been embedded as part of President Armando’s inner circle, was awaiting in the video conference, which would convene when General Cloos connected. This was a collection of unlikely allies whose paths had converged at this critical juncture in the history of the United States. Perhaps their convergence was divine providence. 
 
    The room fell silent as a stocky, partially balding man with a chiseled chin and short, graying brown hair appeared on the tablet’s display. He was attired in a U.S. Marine Corps service uniform. 
 
    Major Chinn introduced the new arrival. “Everyone, this is General Samuel Cloos, United States Marine Corps. I have the privilege of serving under General Cloos.” Major Chinn gestured toward Joshua, then Melanie. “Sir, this is Joshua Winston. And this is Melanie Blanchard. As you know, she was an aide to Governor Harper.” Chinn gestured toward Ray Sawyer. “And this is Ray Sawyer. I believe you’ve met everyone else.” 
 
    Cloos blew a puff of cigar smoke in the air. The famous Joshua Winston. Your reputation precedes you. 
 
    “Hopefully that’s a good thing,” Joshua said. “Pleasure to meet you, General.” 
 
    Your reputation is that of a solid, principled leader who wants to restore our nation to what it’s supposed to be, Cloos said. And you, Miss Blanchard. I’m sorry about the loss of Governor Harper and your friends. He was a tremendous leader. 
 
    Melanie nodded. “Yes, he was. And a true friend.” 
 
    Governor Harper also believed in what America is supposed to be, Cloos said. That’s why they killed him. I wish the Lt. Governor was as committed to restoring America as Governor Harper. Unfortunately, the Lt. Governor has aligned with the Texas Nationalist Movement and is advocating secession from the union. America needs Texas. Miss Blanchard, perhaps your contacts can help. 
 
    Melanie shook her head. “I don’t really have a relationship with the Lt. Governor, but I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “General, do we know who was behind the Watts Bar Lake attack?” Joshua asked. 
 
    Much of this is still speculation, but I’m confident it was not AIS, Cloos said. The attack was executed by an American drone. The question is whether it was authorized by the Armando administration, and whether President Armando had knowledge of it. My gut says the person behind the attack is still around. Cloos paused, then took a puff on his cigar. And I think they’re in an even more powerful position now than they were a few weeks ago. I’m also concerned about how they so easily identified the location of the Watts Bar Summit. Someone who knew about the event leaked it. 
 
    Joshua digested what he was hearing. Cloos thinks Russo was behind the Watts Bar attack – and he thinks there was a mole within Governor Harper’s circle of trust. 
 
    We are in uncharted waters, Cloos continued. I consider Anthony Russo to be an illegitimate president, and he is already enacting draconian measures to squelch any opposition to his administration. He has branded me a traitor and is demanding that I resign my commission and surrender myself for court martial. Fat chance of that. Cloos spat into a Styrofoam cup on his desk. He is a dictator in the making, and we have an obligation to oppose him. Cloos leaned forward in his chair. And we need all freedom-loving hands on deck. That’s why Major Chinn is there with you. I am ready and willing to sacrifice everything for this cause, but I cannot do this alone. I need your help. 
 
    Joshua took a deep breath. “While I don’t disagree with you, we have to understand that we’d be stepping onto a treacherous, slippery slope. We’d be branded as rebels and, as you’ve pointed out, traitors. Depending on how far this escalates, it could turn into a full-out revolution.” 
 
    Son, the damn revolution has already happened, Cloos fired back. As Ms. Edwards discovered, Anthony Russo knew about the AIS attacks in advance and allowed them to happen. He sat on intelligence tips provided by Mr. Liebowitz’s government. Tips that, if acted upon, could have prevented the attacks. The Senate was never reconstituted after the attacks, and Russo was never confirmed or sworn in as a cabinet member. In my mind, that means he was never legitimately placed in the line of succession. To make matters worse, he knew that the AIS Supreme Leader was right under his nose, operating in Armando’s government, and yet he waited for them to take down the government and kill Armando before declaring himself president. The rebels have already seized control of our government. A grassroots movement called the Free America Movement is springing up. The movement is all about making America free again by returning us to our founding principles. But the movement needs leadership to galvanize it into an effective political force for change. That’s where you come in, Joshua. 
 
    Melanie stepped toward the table. “General, I’m with you. And I have a lot of contacts in key places around the country.” 
 
    Ray removed his burgundy baseball cap and used it to scratch his wavy, graying hair. “Hell yes. My guys are all in with the Free America Movement. Hell, we created the flag.” 
 
    Joshua squeezed Rebecca’s hand. “General, I think everyone here agrees with the spirit of what you’re saying. However, I don’t speak for the camp or my council. Our camp by-laws require a vote of the full camp in order for us to make a decision of this magnitude. We will call an emergency meeting to discuss this matter.” 
 
    Cloos pursed his lips. Understood. And that’s one of the things that sets you apart. If America’s leaders had been as attentive to the Constitution as you are to your by-laws, we’d be in a better place. Now, we have a self-appointed president whose very claim to the nation’s highest office is an affront to the Constitution. He blew a puff of cigar smoke. I look forward to you joining the Free America Movement after your camp meeting. 
 
    *** 
 
    1705 – Fort Bragg  
 
    Colonel Allen Roberts pondered the past week’s events as he settled into the high-back leather chair in his Fort Bragg office. President Nelson Armando had been captured and killed by AIS terrorists. The terrorists had launched attacks against major infrastructure assets, including Fontana Dam in western North Carolina, Watauga Dam in northeastern Tennessee, and the Southport nuclear plant in southeastern North Carolina. The attacks on the two dams had been repelled by well-organized locals operating without the help of the government. Marines from Camp Lejeune, operating under the command of General Samuel Cloos, had defeated the terrorists in Southport.  
 
    Acting on orders of General Mason Palmer, Roberts had confronted Cloos at Southport. Cloos had returned to his base at Camp Lejeune without incident. In the few days since that incident the new president, Anthony Russo, had promoted Palmer to Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Now, Palmer was directing Roberts to once again confront Cloos, with force if necessary. To make the situation even more awkward, Cloos had contacted Roberts in an effort to enlist his support. 
 
    This turn of events was unprecedented. Roberts was a career Army man who had now served under eight presidents, beginning with Ronald Reagan and now including Anthony Russo. He could never have imagined a situation in which he would be called upon to mobilize the U.S. Army against the U.S. Marines. He had taken an oath to uphold the U.S. Constitution and defend it against all enemies, foreign and domestic. For the first time, he was being confronted with the specter of facing down a domestic enemy. Now, he had to discern whether that enemy was President Anthony Russo or General Samuel Cloos. 
 
    As part of his leadership philosophy, Colonel Roberts made it a point to seek out wise counsel from people who could offer insight from a different perspective than his own, people whose motivations he trusted and whose experiences had given them credibility on the issue at hand. This was a time when such counsel was needed. 
 
    Roberts unlocked the bottom left drawer of his desk, removed a small, fireproof lock box and placed it on the desktop. Opening the lock box required two keys, only one of which was kept on his keychain. He picked up a set of Matryoshka nesting dolls that sat atop a small bookshelf on the wall opposite his desk. He opened the first doll, which featured a likeness of President Dwight D. Eisenhower, and removed a second doll bearing the likeness of President Gerald Ford. Inside the second doll was a smaller doll featuring President Ronald Reagan, which contained an even smaller doll bearing the image of President George H.W. Bush. Inside that doll was a lone key.  
 
    Colonel Roberts removed the key from the nesting doll. He inserted it into one of the two keyholes on the lockbox and inserted a key from his keychain into the other. He turned both keys and opened the box, then removed a small tablet computer.  
 
    He opened the computer, which was not an official U.S. government device and which did not operate on the government network, and powered it up. He looked at his watch and opened a videoconference window. A man attired in bib overalls and a red-and-white checkered shirt appeared on screen. The man had a white beard and moustache, and his scraggly white hair that protruded awkwardly from beneath his denim conductor’s cap.  
 
    The man flashed a grin. ’Afternoon, Colonel. How are things down there in the east? 
 
    Colonel Roberts returned the greeting. “Good afternoon, Mordecai. It’s been quite a week.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Thursday, November 15, 2018 – 9:24 a.m. – Fontana Dam  
 
    The next morning Joshua and Rebecca made the short trek up the path to Drew’s cabin. Reagan led the way, sniffing everything in sight. Joshua was joined by Jack, and Jim and Drew met them on the porch. 
 
    “Good morning, Drew,” Joshua said. “You said you had something you wanted to show me?” 
 
    “That I do. You’ve asked several times how I’m able to do things like pay for the community shelter or acquire a tanker full of gas. It’s time you know the answer.” 
 
    Joshua arched his neck. “Finally!” Rebecca slapped him on the back. 
 
    Joshua followed Drew into the cabin, with Rebecca and the others close behind. Reagan stayed outside on the porch. Drew led them to a locked closet. He unlocked it, revealing a second locked door. He used a different key to unlock the second door, exposing a rudimentary stairwell that descended into a basement.  
 
    “You have a basement,” Joshua observed. “Our cabin does not.” 
 
    “Thomas added this at my request,” Drew said, then motioned for Joshua to follow him.  
 
    Joshua followed Drew down the stairs, which were consumed by the darkness of the basement. Drew pulled a cord, illuminating a lone light bulb. Joshua noticed piles of neatly organized blue bags arranged three-deep on shelves that covered every wall from floor to ceiling.” 
 
    “What’s in the blue bags?” Joshua asked. 
 
    “The answer to your question,” Drew said as he retrieved one of the bags. “Between my grandparents and my parents, I inherited a substantial sum of money. On the order of twenty million dollars.” 
 
    Joshua did a double-take. “But the dollar is pretty much worthless now.” 
 
    “That’s true, but what I have in these bags isn’t.” Drew unzipped the bag, slipped his hand inside, and pulled out a bar of gold.  
 
    *** 
 
    Friday, November 16, 2018 – 0703 – Camp Lejeune   
 
    General Cloos stepped out of his Growler at sunrise the next morning. He felt a lump form in his throat. Today’s flag-raising ceremony was anything but routine. Nothing was routine these days, and everything Americans had long taken for granted had changed.  
 
    The assembled Marines saluted as General Cloos approached the flagpole. He returned the salute, then made eye contact with the two Marines who would raise the flag and nodded.  
 
    Cloos watched as the flag was unfolded, attached to the rope and slowly raised. As the flag made its way up the pole it unfurled in the wind. The main body of the flag was yellow, and its most prominent feature was a coiled rattlesnake. In the top left corner appeared a modified American flag whose stripes were consistent with the American flag, but which had no stars in the blue rectangle. Cloos fought back a tear. The flag of the Free America Movement was now flying over Camp Lejeune, where Old Glory had been just a day earlier. How did it come to this? he wondered. 
 
    *** 
 
    7:00 p.m. – Fontana Dam 
 
    Joshua called the emergency camp meeting to order at 7:00 that evening. Winter’s first blast had arrived in the Great Smoky Mountains, and snow was falling outside the community shelter. Those in attendance jockeyed for position around the fire pit. 
 
    “Folks, we have several very important items to handle tonight,” Joshua began. “First, you’ve all met Miss Melanie Blanchard, who has joined our camp. Without objection, we will grant her voting rights. Is there any objection?” 
 
    No one objected. Joshua continued, “Next, we will hold an election to fill two vacancies on our council.” He fought back a tear. “These seats are open due to the deaths of Ruth Moore and Perry Edwards. Those elected will join Jack, Drew and me on the council. The floor is now open for nominations.” 
 
    Kane Martin and Keri Davidson were nominated and elected without opposition. 
 
    “Next, we have two proposed amendments to our camp rules. These will be read today, but under our current rules they cannot be voted on until 10 days’ notice has been given.” 
 
    Joshua read the amendments, which would create a vice chair position to be elected by the council and require the council to elect a new chair within three days of the death, resignation or removal of a sitting chair. 
 
    “Next, we will discuss the single most important issue we’ve discussed since we moved here and formed this camp,” Joshua said. “You know what’s happened in our country over the past week, so I will not rehash that. In the aftermath of those events, we’ve been asked to align with the Free America Movement. The movement is all about returning America to its Constitutional founding principles.” 
 
    Joshua took a deep breath. “I can tell you that I personally agree with the premise of the Free America Movement.” He paused as applause rang out from the crowd, then continued. “I agree with General Cloos that Anthony Russo is an illegitimate president. Based on what I know, I believe he is a dictator in the making. Ray Sawyer has already aligned with the Free America Movement, and we have seen their flags cropping up all over the place. I know all of you, and I believe each and every one of you are aligned with their core values and mission.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and fought back a tear. “The decision of whether or not to join the Free America Movement is not one to be taken lightly. It is a weighty decision, and there will be tremendous consequences if we go in that direction. The Russo administration has branded General Cloos as a traitor and threatened to use military force against him if he does not turn himself in. Treason is a punishable by death. Drew and Melanie saw what they are capable of at Watts Bar Lake. They are ruthless, and they will stop at nothing to eliminate anyone they view as a threat. As I’ve said, I agree with the tenets of the Free America Movement. But it’s not up to me to decide whether this camp aligns with that movement. It’s up to you. The floor is now open for discussion.” 
 
    Rebecca raised her hand. “Josh, I have to say this makes me nervous. I know we’re in a situation we’ve never seen before, but I’m still nervous about taking this step.” 
 
    Melanie spoke up next. “I know I’m the new girl, but I feel I have to speak on this.” She paused and took a deep breath. “When I worked for Governor Harper, I felt like I was part of something important. Something that had the chance to be world-shaping and history-making. I really believed in my heart that he would help lead this country back to what is should be. And then I saw him and my friends die at Watts Bar Lake.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I thought it was over. I thought America was done. I’d probably be dead if it wasn’t for Major Chinn. And somehow, fate brought us here. I don’t think that was an accident. I personally plan to support General Cloos and the Free America Movement. I hope you will do the same.” 
 
    “Man, I share Rebecca’s sentiments.” Thomas rolled the toothpick between his teeth. “I’d kind of like to just hole up in my cabin and be left alone. But maybe we don’t have a choice.” He shook his head. “Man, this is crazy.” 
 
    Jack removed his dark green cap and scratched his dirty blonde hair. “It would be nice to be able to stay here in our camp and avoid the fray. But we don’t have that luxury. America is on the brink of a civil war, and we have to decide which side we’re on.” 
 
    “We could just stay out of it,” Jim said. 
 
    “America is turning into a dictatorship right before our eyes,” Jack rebutted. “If we don’t oppose what’s happening, we implicitly support and condone it.”  
 
    Drew blew his nose into his handkerchief, emitting a noise that sounded like a duck call. “I’ve said from day one that we couldn’t afford to isolate ourselves from the world. I stand by that belief. We have to decide which side of history we’re going to be on.” 
 
    Caroline raised her hand. “I have seen our enemies. I looked the AIS Supreme Leader in the eye when I killed her. I saw the cold, blank expressions on the faces of the Homeland Security Police that took Kane and me into custody before Benjamin Liebowitz rescued us. And I am the one who discovered the emails that prove Russo allowed AIS to attack us in the first place. This is war. We cannot sit on the sidelines. Joshua, I’d like to make a motion.” 
 
    Joshua recognized Caroline, and she moved that the camp align with the Free America Movement. Drew offered an amendment to specify that the camp would retain its autonomy and continue to operate under its own rules. The motion and amendment both passed unanimously. 
 
    *** 
 
    Saturday, November 17, 2018 – 7:15 a.m. – Fontana Dam   
 
    Joshua stepped off his porch the next morning, with Reagan trotting at his side. Nearly everyone in the camp was assembled in the clearing. The chill in the air was amplified by the brisk mountain breeze, and a gray cloud cover hung low over the mountains. A thick coating of snow carpeted the forest floor, and Joshua’s breath was visible in the unseasonably cold air. Rebecca joined him near the base of the flagpole and clasped his hand, and Reagan sat at his feet. 
 
    Joshua nodded at Jack and Kane, who unfolded the yellow Free America Movement flag. The crowd was eerily silent as the flag was slowly raised atop the pole, where the Stars and Stripes had proudly waved just a day earlier. A laser-like streak of sunlight pierced the gray cloud cover as the flag reached the top of the pole and the coiled rattlesnake began snapping in the wind. 
 
    Joshua squeezed Rebecca’s hand and looked into her puppy-dog brown eyes. She returned the squeeze and smiled. They were venturing into uncharted waters, and Joshua knew he had her support even though she was nervous about where those waters might lead. America was fragmented and on the brink of a civil war. History was taking Joshua down a path he never imagined. 
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