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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Although the last of the snow had melted off days earlier, the chill at the high altitude reminded Dora Lassiter the harsh winter wasn’t over. Despite the record snowfall, all preparations for new arrivals had gone off without a hitch. The solar panels and turbines had kicked in when they lost power, and other than a few complaints from the smaller abodes surrounding the annex, things were quiet. Families stayed warm, lights stayed on.

      Inside, the men huddled around a roughhewn meeting table, packed together so tightly they hardly needed a fire. Dora had popped outside for a refreshing chill. The plan had been to take a couple minutes of air then return to her perch next to the bay window in the dining area, but when she spied two familiar figures leaning against a storage shed to the east of the main house, the heat in her face rose.

      She blew a short, shrill whistle between her two front teeth. The men jerked like they’d heard a thunderclap, slipped their rifles over their shoulders, then returned to their patrol.

      Lazy bastards.

      Dora punched the entry code on the panel outside. After the bolt thunked, she slipped back into the house. The huddlers still huddled except for Jacob. Her husband crouched, tilting his head to one side as he scanned the area beneath the table.

      She circled to him. “You lose something?”

      “The assembly map.”

      “That’s strange. Did you look at it somewhere else? Maybe in the shelter?”

      He shook his head. “Not that I remember.”

      Dora squeezed his shoulder. “Well, you know how your memory gets when you’re amped up. Laser focus. You’ve pored over the map a thousand times. That job’s in the bank at this point. Focus on the now. I’ll refill the drinks.”

      Jacob straightened, clutched his narrow hips, then gave a low, affirmative grunt. “Yeah, probably in the wrong folder. No biggie.”

      She leaned in. “Wouldn’t surprise me if someone accidentally used it to kindle the fire.”

      Her joke drew a laugh from her man, but it quickly died in his throat.

      “Hey.” He cocked his chin toward the window. “I hear you whistle out there?”

      Dora nodded. “Caught Phil and Lester lounging by the cable shed.”

      His features melted so his face turned to slate. “I’ll have a chat with them.”

      “Don’t bother.” She cast a wide smile. “Should’a seen ’em jump when they heard me.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      On her way back to the kitchen for ice and a lemonade pitcher, she pinched the curtains on the side window and peeked out to find the two figures trudging uphill. One stopped then waved the other closer, maybe to chat him up again.

      Dora shook her head in derision. She released the curtain then pulled snug one of her cotton gloves.

      Lazy bastards.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After Dora sent them packing, Lester led the way as the pair cut through the trees north of the main cabin before circling back around.

      Phil cocked his chin, pressed a finger to his lips, then waved him over.

      Lester stepped lively but kept his footfalls light. “What is it?”

      He pressed his fingers to his lips again then thrust it toward the ground.

      A strand of twine poked through a small patch of unmelted snow. It had been painted brown to blend with the pine straw. Lester crouched, pinched a frayed end, then tracked it to its origin point, where it had been wrapped around a tree. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Racoon?”

      “Not this close to the compound. Not in daylight, anyway. Besides, a coon wouldn’t have tripped it. Like cats, those little pests.”

      “You don’t think someone’s snoopin’ around.”

      “That would be a real shame. Let’s go take—”

      A crack sounded up the hill, then a thunderous rumble rolled down to them.

      Lester’s head whipped around. “Was that one of the grenades?”

      Phil shrugged his rifle off his shoulder, crouched, then cocked his chin up the hill to the north. “Definitely not a raccoon. C’mon. Looks like we got visitors.”
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      Cyrus planted his anchor foot when Neesy dribbled the ball low as she lurched back and bumped him in the post. Her younger sister juked to draw their father a step in the wrong direction, then left him in her dust to take up position on the wing. No small feat considering Ray once started at Georgia Tech.

      When Neesy bumped Cyrus to clear again, he planted his feet and set a forearm against her back. She was getting too strong for him to give ground. When she recoiled, Cyrus was sure she’d take an extra step with the ball.

      Instead, she pivoted, made eye contact with the man she called uncle, then shoveled the ball in a perfect no-look pass that found her sister wide open for the three.

      Ray lurched toward the wing in an effort to make up lost ground then threw up one hand to block the shot, but he arrived a second too late. Lanie’s smooth stroke sent the ball swooshing through the hoop.

      Nothing but net.

      “Looks like someone’s sharking us, Ray.” Cyrus clapped Neesy on the back. “That was a nice damned pass. You sure you don’t want to play guard?”

      She raised her palms to signal her sister to pass the ball so their team could take it out. “Nah. Coach says at the rate I’m growing, I’ll be a three, maybe even a power forward.”

      “Well, the NBAs new trend is point forwards, and the WNBA is no different. Keep those passing skills sharp with those post moves and you’re a shoe in.”

      She reached the top of the key, bounced the ball toward him, then held her hands out for the check.

      “Tell you what, Uncle Cyrus, when you can guard me, I’ll start listening to your advice. Meantime, check the ball.”

      Ray laughed. “Hey, little girl. Watch your tone with the adults.”

      She stuck out her tongue. “Says the guy who talks trash like a garbage man.”

      “I also put a roof over your head. Besides, you goad him enough, he’s likely to send your next shot into the pool.”

      “Oh, really?” Denise shot Cyrus a look. “Think so, Uncle C?”

      Cyrus chucked the ball at her chest then dipped to lower his center of gravity. “Come find out, little one.”

      Denise juked to the left, crossed her dribble between her legs, then shot to the right and around Cyrus. Her sister crossed the court from the left wing, planted her feet in Cyrus’s blind spot to pick him off so Neesy might find a clear path to a layup. But the stealthy move came a step too late, and Cyrus sent her sprawling to the concrete.

      There’d been a time when he’d have stopped, given up the layup, and made sure Lanie was okay, but Ray insisted the girls were growing into their game and taking it easy on them wouldn’t turn them into stars. So when Neesy slipped by and tossed the ball toward the backboard, Cyrus swatted it into the side yard.

      Ray offered his youngest a hand, but she smacked it away then waited for her sister—her teammate—to offer help. Back on her feet, she eyed the orange leather sphere resting in the grass. “Our ball.” No ego. No worries about having her shot swatted.

      Her father smiled. “That’s my girl.” But he blocked her path to the wing. “What’d you do wrong?”

      Lanie tilted her head to one side, and her gaze drifted skyward. “Tried to screen a fat guy three times my size?”

      “Hey!” Cyrus barked. “Do I need to show you my six pack?”

      Lanie gave a mischievous laugh, but Ray focused his stony gaze on his youngest as he waved Cyrus over. He stepped behind his longtime friend and butted his chest against Cyrus’s back. “When you set a screen, you gotta sidle right up to him and get your feet planted. It’s all about center of gravity and opposing force. When he moves toward you, you bump him. And if you time it just right and his force bowls you over, you draw the foul, even when he’s on defense. Make sense?”

      Lanie nodded. “Yeah. But it’s still gonna hurt when I land on my butt.”

      “Trust me. It’ll be worth it when you hear the whistle and know you got the better of your opponent. Every enemy scowl is a victory.”

      Neesy nodded. “Ball.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Talk to your sister. If she’s going to throw up a lame duck for me to swat into the yard, she does the chasing.”

      Neesy gathered the ball without a word, but when she turned, her cheeks flushed pink.

      Steph stepped onto the court as she clapped her hands. “All right, you’re going to bore Marsha and me to tears. That’s game. Let’s go sit in the shade and hydrate.”

      “Mom,” Lanie whined. “I was just about to take Dad to the hoop. It’s game point.”

      Ray laughed. “The heck it is. We’re up two. Listen to your mother. Go wash your hands and meet us at the table.”

      Marsha stepped onto the concrete top then smacked Cyrus on the backside. “Embarrassing little girls to inflate your own ego. You should be ashamed of yourself.” A sliver of sunlight caught a golden lock as she tucked it behind her ear.

      “More like getting them ready for their dreams, sweet one. Enjoy the show? Did my athletic prowess—”

      Steph called from across the yard. “Agent Jennings, is Marsha driving? You want a mimosa?”

      Cyrus tapped the spot on his wrist where a watch would usually be. “Briefing at three.”

      “On a Sunday? Man, your job sucks.” She cast a knowing grin. “Marsha? Mimosa?”

      Cyrus’s girlfriend shook her head. “No, thanks. But I’ll take an orange juice.”

      “There’ll be a pitcher on the table.”

      As they stepped off the hardtop, Marsha scanned the length of Ray’s place. Despite the recent passing of winter, the sprawling lawn was packed with deep green Bermuda grass. The McMansion was divided into three wings with the outer sides sweeping toward the back yard—or field, if Cyrus was being accurate—to form a wide U.

      “Nice, isn’t it?”

      Marsha nodded. “It’s beautiful. A bit too much space for me. I wouldn’t know how to keep it clean.” She swept a hand across the landscape. “Or mowed.”

      “I know what you mean. But Steph doesn’t subscribe to the douchery of the other residents. She mostly manages the place herself. From what I’ve heard, Ray had to wear her down for a couple years after they bought the place to let him bring in someone every couple weeks for the deep cleaning.”

      “I knew I liked Steph.”

      “And I knew you would. She’s good people.”

      “Since we’re speaking of abodes, you still haven’t shown me the cabin.”

      “Why would I? There’s not much left of it.” Despite the truth in that statement, the shed behind the ashes of what had been his cabin—the one with the secret underground bunker, battery banks, MREs, and a computer rig—hadn’t been touched. He felt a little ping of guilt leaving that out.

      “I think maybe you worry it shows a side of you I might not appreciate.”

      Cyrus decided to alleviate a bit of his guilt. “That’s kind of the whole point. I don’t want anyone to see that part of me. But if I was going to let anyone see, it’d be you.”

      “Who are you trying to con?” Marsha stopped and looked up at him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Is it really the recluse prepper thing, or is it that you don’t want me to see the burned out wreckage so I don’t sit home worrying about this life you live.”

      “You mean you’d worry?” He flashed a sideways, victorious smile.

      Marsha slapped his arm. “Bite me, Cyrus.”

      “Not in front of the kids.”

      They traipsed across the lawn to the patio, which stretched the width of the living room and kitchen inside. Cyrus pulled out a chair for Marsha. She nodded her thanks as she sat.

      “Soak up a little Vitamin D. I’m gonna wash up.”

      When he reached the sliding glass door, the girls burst past him en route to the table. The way they were sprouting up, Ray must have found it challenging to find enough food to shovel into their gullets. They’d be snarfing whole cows soon. Maybe he’d turn the sprawling back acreage into a dairy farm.

      He snatched Lanie’s elbow to stop her then leaned down to whisper into her ear. “It was still a pretty solid screen.”

      She shook her head. “If it had been, Denise would’ve scored instead of having you send her shit flying.” She slapped a hand to her mouth.

      Cyrus chuckled. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear it. Now piss off.”

      “Thanks! You’re cool for a Boomer.” She gave his backside a sporting slap then sped off.

      “I’m not a freaking B—”

      Ray stepped out before Cyrus could cross the threshold. “They’re getting good, huh?”

      Cyrus nodded. “Yeah, but I think you’re losing step. Your ten-year-old daughter slipped your D and dropped a three on you.”

      “I was taking it easy on them.” He stepped past Cyrus to clear the doorway.

      “The hell you were. You got used.” He shook his head and spoke without looking back. “By a ten-year-old girl.”

      Ray whispered just loud enough for Cyrus to hear. “Fuck you, Jennings.”

      Cyrus laughed. “That’s the correct response because I’ll be holding this one over you for years.”

      Steph approached with a tray balancing two pitchers. Cyrus pulled the sliding door wider. “Can I help?”

      “I’ve got it, thanks.”

      “You know, we should take the girls up to Hunter’s Ridge and teach them to shoot sometime.”

      Steph stopped, turned, then set the tray on a side table next to the door. “Okay, let’s have an understanding. You’re family. The girls adore you. Hell, I adore you. But if you think you’re ever bringing them near a firearm as long as they live in my house, then that job of yours has finally sent you over the border into crazy town.” She set her hands on her hips. “In the years you’ve known me, what indication have I ever given that my girls would be—”

      Cyrus threw his hands up in self-defense. “Sorry I said anything. I’m stupid. Bordering on delusional. Should’ve known better. “

      She nodded her approval then swept up the tray. “Besides, you’d be here in five minutes if anyone threatened me or those girls. Why would we need a gun when you’ll move mountains to protect us?”

      He couldn’t disagree. Mountains and earth.
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      Cyrus scanned the crowd until he spotted Misty lurking in one corner. Inconspicuous. Not that fiery hair with blonde highlights made for much in the way of stealth. He slid along the wall behind the onlookers until he reached whispering range.

      In lieu of a greeting, she leaned toward him and asked, “What’s with the uniforms?”

      The special agent in charge stood near a whiteboard. He stepped to the right to reveal a lankier man adorned in the patented tan of a sheriff’s uniform. A deputy stood by the door where Cyrus had entered. “No idea.”

      “Great. So you’re equally in the dark as to why I’m burning my Sunday.”

      “Get used to it, kiddo. We’re the FBI. Bad guys don’t take weekends off.” Although the sentiment was true, he took no joy from delivering it. After all, government work wasn’t Misty’s forte. The opposite, really. A prodigy with cyber capabilities that dwarfed his own, she’d commanded six-figure salaries from companies who wanted to keep their data and network traffic safe. The only reason she stood there with him now was because he’d worked out a deal with a judge to keep her out of prison. Or from escaping confinement again.

      Before his exile to Denver, he’d spent his final years at Quantico lecturing new recruits about cyber threats and how rogue and not-so-rogue nation states developed new technologies to infiltrate adversarial governments’ infrastructures. But Misty put most of those hacks to shame, and she’d immediately proven to be an asset. He tried not to think about the reason a position had opened up on his team. Every time it came to mind, it cracked his heart.

      He forced away the image of Byron, his former student and friend.

      Special Agent in Charge Sean Blake stepped to the front, tugged his jacket straight, then leaned on a long table. “All right, people. Listen up. Sheriff Nixon from Walden up in Jackson County will be briefing us today, so give him your full attention.” He turned. “Sheriff. Thanks for coming. The intel share is appreciated.”

      The uniform stepped to the center but didn’t lean on the table like the SAC. “No problem. I had to stop at the Costco, anyway.”

      This drew an uncharacteristic chuckle from the Sunday spectators, but Misty rolled her eyes then left her gaze trained on the ceiling. What had her cogs turning? Was it business or personal? As far as Cyrus knew, she didn’t have much happening on the personal front.

      Maybe he could do something about that.

      “We’ve been monitoring a group up in a compound near the border. Survivalist types. Militia. Likely anti-government to the Nth degree.” The sheriff added words like he was waiting for someone in the room to give a nod of recognition. No one did, though they were well-versed on these threats.

      Misty, however, perked up. Her shoulders snapped back. Her head craned forward.

      Cyrus suppressed a smile.

      “How anti-government we talking?” Someone in the back asked.

      The sheriff leaned forward and pressed the fingertips of both hands on the table. But there was something else in his expression as his eyes darted around. Hesitancy, maybe. His voice came lower, but still audible in the confined space.

      “One of their members got into a scuffle in a bar last fall and refused to present ID to the responding deputy. When we snapped the cuffs on, he relented and provided a non-traditional ID and claimed he was under no obligation to provide a license—or any identification, for that matter. That got our hackles up.”

      Agents around the room nodded understanding. Cyrus got it. Rebellious type. Worthy of a second look.

      “We ran his name. Confirmed his ID but he came up clean. Super clean. Not so much as a speeding ticket. But Deputy Johnson”—he shot a look at the uniform standing along the back wall near the door—“is an intuitive if I’ve ever employed one. Something rubbed him wrong about the guy. So while the perp sat in the tank overnight, Johnson checked his last known address. On a hunch, he took a ride out there. The place was a shack in the middle of nowhere. Run down. Abandoned. Best we could tell, no one had lived there for years.

      “When we cross-checked the address, we learned no fewer than fifteen people had used it to lie about their residency in the last few years. Something stank.”

      “To high hell, I’d say,” a stout agent with walnut hair pulled into a tight bun added.

      “Exactly. I didn’t get elected to a third term for a lack of curiosity, so when Johnson brought it to me, I told him to keep his hands off the prisoner. I didn’t want to start prodding, asking questions.”

      The same agent nodded. “You didn’t want to tip him off.”

      “Right. So, when we let him out at sunrise the next morning, Johnson watched until a late model Ford pickup arrived to gather him. Nice one. Sat high off the ground. Clean paint but mud splatter at the bottoms of the wheel wells.

      “Johnson was kind enough to let me ride along as we followed the truck. We tracked them to a place in the mountains, and a quick check of the map revealed we wouldn’t get far without them noticing us. Too remote. Only one road up, and it didn’t lead down the other side.”

      “Perfect place to isolate,” Misty added beneath her breath.

      The SAC craned his neck forward. “You have something to add, Daniels?”

      She shook her head, but Cyrus saw an opportunity. Since she’d joined the Bureau, her desk had been situated in a dark basement room with connections to the assets she needed—and only those. To say she walked under a cloud of suspicion was an understatement. So, when she tried to shake the special agent in charge off, Cyrus butted in.

      “She said it sounded like the perfect place to isolate.”

      “And she’d be right.” The SAC pushed off the desk and took a few paces forward. “Next time, speak up, Daniels. We’re all friends here.”

      Cyrus couldn’t have asked for a better assist.

      She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Her monotone response probably came from her special forces background, if he had to guess—as little as he actually knew about it.

      While he could’ve run a few searches against her real name and learned most of what he wanted, it would have gone against his core belief system. He’d joined the Bureau as much out of mistrust for the government as anything, and he’d taken on the teaching gig at Quantico to ensure new agents stayed above board and didn’t violate innocent peoples’ civil rights.

      Or their right to privacy.

      Misty leaned toward him to whisper. “Butt out, Dad.”

      The SAC sent the sheriff a curt nod, and the local took his cue. “We backed off and pulled Johnson’s drone from the back of our ride. We flew it high enough we didn’t need a warrant. What we found caught me off guard.

      “I take pride in knowing my county, you understand. Especially trouble spots. Meth and oxy are everywhere. Yet somehow, a sprawling compound high on a mountain with solar panels reflecting the sun wasn’t on my radar. They had the whole setup—flourishing gardens, self-sufficiency on the power side, and defendable high ground with thick foliage for cover surrounding the place.”

      “Yup. Reeks of militia,” Chestnut Hair responded.

      “Did you surveil them long?” another agent asked.

      Sheriff Nixon shook his head. “No authority. A bar scuffle wasn’t exactly probable cause, and the fake address would get us bupkis from a judge. Then a scrap of paper landed on my desk, and no one in my office knew where it came from.” He leveled a serious gaze for effect. “As in, no one knew who left it on my desk. When we checked the cameras outside my office, we found a glitch in the timeline. Someone screwed with the cameras in our office.”

      Misty nodded. This time her whisper was more measured, probably to ensure she didn’t get the SAC’s attention. “Nice.”

      Chestnut Hair rang in again. “Wow, that’s bold. Bet that raised your antennae in a damn hurry. What was the paper?”

      “It was a hand-drawn map of Hoover High School.”

      Sound was sucked out of the room. Heads swiveled and gazes were shared before the collective attention returned to the local cop.

      The sheriff reached for a remote on the table and nodded toward the back, where the deputy flicked off the lights.

      Nixon clicked the remote. An image popped up on the whiteboard doubling as a projection surface. “This is it.”

      The scrap denoted the school’s buildings in detail. Four rows of trailers sat in the back near a strip of woods leading to a softball field. Another path through the woods led to an adjacent football stadium. A red arrow ran down the trail from the latter, between the trailers in a zig-zagging pattern then across the threshold into a library, where little rectangles had been drawn to represent shelves. A side exit led up another hall to a gymnasium. The arrow ended up just inside the door, where an X marked a spot beneath the bleachers on one side.

      “Shit.” An agent muttered. “A bomb, you think?”

      The sheriff nodded. “Don’t know what else to think.”

      “What’s the connection to the bar brawler?” an agent near the back asked.

      “A note scribbled on the back.” He clicked the remote. Another image depicting loose scrawl on crinkled paper appeared. “It’s got the name of the road and GPS coordinates. Even if it hadn’t been for the brawl, this would’ve led us right to them. Also mentions a name we didn’t recognize. Maybe a leader of the compound, but we’re not sure. Jacob Lassiter.”

      Cyrus cleared his throat. “Have you considered that’s exactly what they want? For you to find them? To draw you into a conflict?”

      The sheriff tossed one shoulder in a half-shrug. “That’s why I’m here. Two of my deputies went back up there yesterday. They set off a trip wire, and something exploded.”

      “Shit,” Cyrus said. “Anyone hurt?”

      Deputy Johnson interjected. “The mine was about ninety feet from where we triggered it, on the opposite side of a tree. Like it was intended to scare the bejesus out of anyone tripping it, but not to injure them. Call it an alarm system.”

      Chestnut Hair shook her head. “With that kind of distance, it sounds like a grenade.” Cyrus eyed the golden letters reading ATF on the ballcap sitting on the table before her.

      The deputy standing near the door set into the back wall raised two fingers. “That’s what I was thinking. A grenade. Designed so the pin could be pulled by the trip wire at a distance. Careful use of leverage.”

      Nixon raised a thumb to show his approval. “Johnson had the wherewithal to photograph a few others en route to the compound, but they’d missed this one. The traps closer to the compound were simpler, made of painted twine. But the line that set off the device was wire. We suspect tension applied to the wire closer to the device would’ve met with stronger resistance to prevent casualties. Whether to protect their own or us, we aren’t sure.”

      “Leverage,” Misty whispered. “Calculated. Sophisticated.”

      Cyrus nodded.

      An agent close to the front swiveled his head toward the deputy standing in back. “I’ll bet your guys about crapped their pants.”

      A few chuckles filled the room, but the deputy didn’t smile. “Not at all. You’d be surprised how you clench up when ordnance explodes nearby.” He paused when all eyes were cast on him. “Not my first rodeo.”

      One of them threw a thumb over her shoulder toward Cyrus. “Jennings probably wouldn’t have flinched. I hear his cabin went up the same way.”

      Cyrus could’ve mentioned how his cabin was burned, not bombed, but the razing was nothing new, and he was bored of it.

      Blake cleared his throat. “Cut the chatter. We’re forming a domestic terror task force in coordination with the locals. You’ll get assignments today. We plan to monitor and learn all we can about this group. If the compound’s as big as the sheriff describes and they’ve flown under the radar until now, we’re already way behind. The note is a warning, and the ability to hide who put it in the sheriff’s office displays technical skills. These aren’t just a bunch of mountain men.”

      This time. Misty’s voice rang out. “Then why just monitor? If they’re going to blow up a school, why not get a warrant?”

      The SAC scratched one cheek. “Think about it, Daniels. A mine goes off. Trip wires everywhere. A plan to set off a bomb. They’re bound to have more armaments on site, and the last thing we need is another massacre. The deputies weren’t injured, and they didn’t really have cause to be on the land in the first place.”

      Misty folded her arms across her abdomen, nodded then leaned toward Cyrus to whisper. “Bomb stuff. Guess we’re reserves, then.”

      The briefing broke up. Cyrus waited until they were outside to answer.

      “Not at all. Take a look at that camera footage from the sheriff’s office. Maybe Deputy Johnson can give you the tour. Figure out how they got in to the system and erased a segment. Maybe it’ll lend some insight into who we’re dealing with.”

      “No problem. Might as well do something.”

      A voice called out for Cyrus in the hallway. “Yo, Jennings.”

      He turned to find Sean Blake chasing them down.

      Uh-oh.

      “Hey, I want you to hook up with Miles Crenshaw from the DC Terrorism Task Force. I hear you guys have a history?”

      “Yeah. Solid guy. We taught at Quantico at the same time. Why DC?”

      “The locals don’t know it yet, but this Jacob character has popped on our radar. He used to be active on some survivalist forums but went radio silent a couple years ago. If our intel is right, he used the web to recruit likeminded folks. No evidence of wealth, so the breadth of the compound makes us wonder.”

      Cyrus nodded understanding. “Lots of acreage and tech. Solar costs money. He might have an army up there.”

      The SAC’s gaze darted to Misty then back. “Right.”

      “Sounds federal. Why the joint task force? Why not form our own and spare the locals a headache?”

      “That was for the sheriff’s ears. I want to keep him calm.”

      “Yeah, right up until the feds in their navy windbreakers with gold letters on their backs start setting up shop on his turf.”

      “Would you rather I alienate him from the start?”

      “I guess not. When’s Crenshaw coming in?”

      “On a plane now.” He clapped Cyrus’s shoulder. “But you don’t have to meet him at the airport. I’ll give him your cell.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “He has it. I’ll sync up with him.”
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        * * *

      

      His phone rang ten minutes later. He smiled when he saw the number on the display then tapped the receive button.

      “Sorry, I’m not in the market for penis enhancement pills, today.”

      Laughter barked through the speaker. “A riot, as always Cyrus. How the hell are you?”

      “Sliding by. I hear you’ve had your eye on this Lassiter punk.”

      “Not much of one. We put together a file, but there’s not a lot in it. I guess this changes that. Especially since last we traced him, he was in Augusta.”

      “Georgia?”

      “One and the same. Stopped posting about three years ago. Ditched his cell phones, sold his car, and by the time we realized he was going off the grid, he was gone.”

      “FBI work as its finest.”

      Crenshaw chuckled. “Fuck you buddy. If I had a nickel for every hate-spouting fountain of vitriol out there with a file at the Bureau, I wouldn’t be in government work.”

      “The filing cabinets overflow.”

      “Everything’s digital now, old man. I’d think you of all people would get that.”

      And hackable.

      “Right. You need a pickup?”

      “Nah, your SAC had a convoy of SUVs waiting at the airport.”

      “What? You bring the whole task force?”

      “What’d you expect? While all those cronies on Capitol Hill might spout their platitudes, we don’t take kindly to school bombings. We’re going to scope this place out, see what we can see, then call the leaders out for a chat.”

      “And what makes you think they’ll want to chat with the feds? Not exactly par for the course with militia types.”

      “We can be convincing.”

      “You stole enough poker money from me in DC to leave little doubt. Where do you want me?”

      “I’ll reach out when we’ve set up camp. I’m sure Blake has you doing prelims on the tech shit, so let’s talk after we’re set up.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Before Cyrus could hang up, Crenshaw lowered his voice and spoke again. “Sorry to hear about Byron. Good kid. Deserved better.”

      A slide show from the train station disaster played through his mind. Blood. A man without a leg screaming between the snapped boards of the station platform across from FBI HQ, Denver. Bryon, lying in his arms. He pushed away the memories before he got to the worst one. “Shitty day for everyone. Definitely deserved better. Thanks.”

      “No problem. How’s the new one working out?”

      This time, the image that crossed his mind was of Misty’s face, arms crossed in the common closed stance that said fuck with me at your peril. She might be a loner with the disposition of a shrew, but despite the threat of the million headaches she could—and probably would—cause, thoughts of Misty were a warm reprieve from the memories of her predecessor and how Cyrus had failed him.

      “Jury’s still out. Talent’s there. Just not sure she’s Bureau material.”

      “Only Eagle Scouts and platoon leaders are Bureau material. The rest of us make do. I’ll reach out soon.”

      “Roger.” Cyrus clicked off.
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      When Jacob reached for her hand as they descended the path to the lower annex, Dora yanked it away in a harsher reaction than she’d intended. Although he didn’t say anything, she knew how it bugged him when she was unresponsive to his affections. It was apparent in how he swiveled his head away to peer into the distance as if the horizon held interest, directing his gaze down the hill as he scanned the single-family cabins.

      But this wasn’t the time to coddle the man.

      In Jacob’s world, you went along to get along, but in recent months, Dora sensed a dark turn, and she wouldn’t go unheard. Not today. Not on this one.

      They used to be our ends.

      She shoved her hands deep into the pockets of her capri pants, worn in preparation for an unseasonably warm day. “I still don’t like it. Maybe losing the map is a sign. They’re children. You’ll make them victims. The feds will search high and low for us.”

      “Feds from the same illegitimate government brainwashing those kids. It’s because those who came before us lacked the courage of their convictions that those children grow to be stooges. Complacent puppets who do the biddings of a system who methodically strip them of their liberties. Better they not grow up at all.”

      After scanning their surroundings to ensure no one was within earshot, Dora whipped one hand from her pocket to gesticulate while making her point. “Do you hear yourself? I’ve been with you all this time—the whole time—and I can’t figure out for the life of me what happened to you.”

      “Nothing has changed.”

      Dora measured her tone, if not her words. “Bullshit, Jacob. If they trace it to us, we’ll be splashed across the TV screens of America. I can see the rising smoke now. We’ll have nicknames. You could bring down the whole place.”

      “Only if they’re ready to bring in an army.”

      “You don’t think they have one of those?” She stopped, turned, then snatched one of his hands to tug him toward her. “Ever heard of the National Guard? The ATF? The cameras caught two deputies scouting the upper annex. We nearly blew them to smithereens. The timing couldn’t be worse.”

      This time, it was Jacob who pulled away. “You’ve gone soft.”

      Dora wouldn’t be lured into a contest of egos. “We’ve built this place on measured actions. I can’t help but think the plans have changed, and you forgot to let your partner in on the new ones. Make me understand how blowing up a bunch of children in an assembly will draw more people to our cause.” She threw both hands out to her sides so their palms faced the sky. “That’s still what we’re trying to do, right? Grow our community?”

      He lowered his head and searched her face until their gazes finally met. “Of course it is.” When his wife didn’t respond, he huffed a short sigh. “Dora, you’re just going to have to trust me on this. They got no way to trace it to us.” He drew out the last word. Jacob always reverted to his West Virginia vernacular when he was on the defensive, but his clipped delivery would’ve revealed his impatience anyway.

      She shoved a finger in the air to point uphill toward the main house. “There’s too much heat, Jake.” He hated the nickname, but she’d done enough placating for one day.

      “But nothing to show them it’s us ’did it.”

      Dora stomped down the hill.

      After a few heartbeats, Jacob’s footfalls crunched rocks behind her.

      She spoke without turning to face him. “I can’t help but think you’ve lost sight of what we’re doing here.”

      Jacob snatched her arm from behind. When she yanked it away, he let go. “It’s not me who’s lost sight of anything, Dora. How are things ever gonna change if someone doesn’t do something to change them?” His cheeks flushed. “How are people like ours ever gonna get ahead if we don’t pave the way?”

      “And you think blowing up a school is going to do that?”

      He gave a curt nod. “Damn right, I do. Besides, you’re being dramatic. It’s not going to make that big of an explosion. Just a little media attention, maybe a few injuries, is all.”

      “A few injuries? We’re still talking about kids, right? Something’s changed. Tell me what it is.”

      “Nothing’s changed. It’s just time for the next phase. I’ve been meeting with the boys on the regular. We’ve been talking.”

      “And there it is. That’s the problem. The boys have been talking. The boys have planned to blow up an auditorium filled with kids. My question is, where have all the men gone? The ones who care about their families first? The men we brought here with their wives and children for a better life?”

      “They’re right here!” It was Jacob’s turn to point. “Look around you. This place used to be a cabin on a hill. Now we got the main house, the annex, the—”

      “And you’re going to blow it all up with those kids.”

      “You sound so naive. Whoever built a nation without body count, Dora? You want to see me valuing lives?” He set off down the hill. This time he showed the good sense not to try to drag her along. She followed, and they descended the path then turned left between two rows of cabins. Jacob stopped at one, stepped onto the porch, then rapped on the door.

      A couple beats later, a woman with a blond ponytail appeared, drying her hands with a dishtowel. “Jacob? Welcome!” Her face spread into a wide smile. “To what do we owe this honor?”

      Dora knew exactly where this was going, but she pressed her lips together.

      “Sorry to come unannounced, but we wondered if we could ask you for a favor.”

      “Of course. Come on in, both of you.” She dipped her chin. “Hey, Dora.”

      “Heya, Joan.”

      Joan closed the door behind them. A boy sat at a table in front of an old sofa scratching wild marks on a coloring book. He didn’t look up or show any sign he’d noticed their arrival.

      “Hey, Benji,” Jacob called.

      The boy didn’t respond.

      Dora suspected Joan’s adopted son wasn’t slow but maybe was on the spectrum. They had special programs for boys like him at the school Jacob planned to blow up. His older brother, Billy, was a senior there.

      “Is Ben around?”

      Joan shook her head and flipped the towel onto her shoulder. “Nope. He’s up by the cave rewiring those panels you asked him to see after. Said he’d be back by lunchtime if y’all wanna wait.”

      Jacob smiled, reminding Dora of the younger man who’d won her over, the one with the soft delivery she’d been unaccustomed to.

      How things had changed.

      “Wondering if you thought about what we discussed,” Jacob said. “It sure would mean a lot to the community and what we’re trying to build here.”

      Joan’s gaze drifted to her son. “I don’t know, Jacob. We talked about it, but he’s still trying to acclimate to the move here. The psychologist thinks pulling him out of school, breaking up his routine, would be too much.”

      For this, Jacob had an answer. “You know, Tammy—our community teacher—studied psychology at Liberty. She’s really sensitive to the needs of all our kids.”

      “Oh, Jacob. We’re so thankful you included us and gave us this place. We don’t want to seem ungrateful, and sure, we’ll pull him out and put him with the rest of the kids sometime. But we have to be careful or it could really set Benji back.” Her eyes shifted to Dora. “You understand.”

      Dora nodded. “I sure do.”

      The way Jacob suppressed his frown was impressive, but Dora still caught the twitch in the wrinkles down one cheek near his jawline. “Well, do me a favor, then?”

      Joan hesitated, then nodded. “Sure. What can I do?”

      “Just keep him out of school tomorrow. Some of our people have been hearing disturbing whispers in town. You know, we like to stay plugged in. And I think it’s best he’s not there tomorrow.”

      Joan’s eyes flitted between Dora and Jacob a few of times then steadied on him. “Can I ask what kinds of whispers?”

      He adopted his best, charismatic smile. She doubted it carried the same weight with this particular mother that it had when they first met. Joan was the mother of a special needs child, and Dora could imagine no stronger bond. She’d perk up at the slightest possibility of harm coming to her boy.

      Jacob knew that, too. “I don’t want to cause undue worry, Joan. Just a few whispers is all. I’m sure everything will be fine, but the security of our compound members always comes first, and, well”—he paused for dramatic effect, but Joan’s expression never changed—“I’d rather be safe than sorry. Any threat to our people or our way of life is taken seriously.”

      The way Joan shrugged one shoulder, Dora suspected she was just ready to be rid of her visitors. After all, she didn’t need added complications. “Well, okay then. I don’t suppose it’ll hurt to keep him home for a day.”

      “That’s great.” Jacob flashed his winning smile again. “We won’t take up anymore of your time. Do tell Ben we said hi.”

      “Will do. You sure you won’t stay for lunch? I was gonna make—”

      Jacob showed her a palm and wagged it back and forth. “Oh, no no. We’ve taken up enough of your day. But that’s very kind. We’ll take a raincheck.”

      Joan nodded then gave the kind of uncomfortable smile Dora suspected was derived of her southern upbringing. Maybe where she was from it wasn’t proper to turn down an offered meal. Yet there might have been a twinge of relief in those youngish features, too. “Of course.”

      After the door closed behind them, Dora shook her head in derision. “And you don’t think the feds will question the families of every child who misses school tomorrow? Every sick kid?”

      “Let them come. I’m not afraid of those fucking hypocrites, and we have contingencies for whatever they want to throw at us. Or have you forgotten that? Forgotten the plan?” He stomped ahead, back up the hill toward the main house.

      Dora didn’t follow.
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      Cyrus swiped his badge then shoved the cross bar to enter the basement lab. The contrasting light from the semicircle of monitors blended the backside of Misty’s head into the shadows. If there’d been a cage behind the displays, the area would’ve resembled the workspace she’d managed before a Bureau raid forced her to burn all her server racks—or at least the ones with data on them. While they’d initially suspected she was covering up her crimes, Cyrus knew she’d been protecting client data. Totally legal. There was nothing fair about the way she’d come to work with him, but he’d take the boon, whatever had caused it. Even if the sight of her often reminded him how unfair the whole situation was.

      But things would’ve been different if she hadn’t disabled the jail guard and escaped, and working for the Bureau wasn’t the worst punishment in the world.

      Keys clicked rapid fire under her dexterous fingers.

      “Dark enough?”

      Misty spoke without turning the high-backed Secret Lab’s gamer chair he’d requisitioned for her. “Something about dim environments keeps the vultures clear.”

      “Except for me.”

      “It’s spooky how you read my mind sometimes.” One hand slipped away from the keyboard, then her fingers drummed a steady beat on the metal tabletop from pinky to forefinger then back. “What do you want?”

      “I feel unwelcomed. You know I’m the one who kept you out of prison, right?”

      This time, Misty swiveled the chair then dropped her hands into her lap. “I’m not going to prattle off a thousand reasons you shouldn’t hold things over peoples’ heads because keeping me out of prison was no small feat. Of course, I was wrongly held, and any public defender probably could’ve sprung me, but that was high-risk when compared to the low prospect for reward. So, can I just thank you one last time and you swallow it?”

      “I don’t remember a first time, but I’m not here for your thanks. Let’s just try to keep your contentious nature directed at those deserving of it.”

      She smacked one knee then shoved a finger in his direction. “Now that I can get on board with.” She swung to face her monitors again. “And thanks. You know. For keeping me out of prison.”

      “It was my pleasure.”

      “Thanks for verifying you take pleasure at my daily suffering.” Her fingers clicked and clacked.

      “Okay, who irritated you this time?”

      “Oh, no one in particular. I’m just feeling the Monday morning blues. Want to know why?”

      He shrugged despite her not being able to see it. “Sure.”

      “Because I didn’t used to care what fucking day of the week it was.”

      Cyrus snatched a rolling chair then slid next to her. “Happy Monday, Agent Daniels.”

      “I’m an analyst.”

      “I know but calling you that ignites your ire, which elicits tiny bubbles of joy in my soul.”

      “Why do I totally believe that?” She slammed the side of her chair into his. “I was into something. Cut to the chase.”

      “Progress report, please, Analyst Daniels.”

      Misty tapped a button on her keyboard. A screen to Cyrus’s right lit up. The familiar blue background of the social media platform turned his stomach. The unfiltered, ego-driven, attention-stealing platforms that were social media often elicited his sneers when he caught Marsha scrolling her timeline in her apartment. Then he’d remind himself it was Marsha’s apartment, make a snide comment anyway, share a laugh, then move on.

      An ivory-skinned preteen female with black, knotted dreads filled the frame of a profile pic. She wore a sarcastic smirk reminiscent of Misty on her best days. In one fluid motion, she sent the mouse pointer zipping across the screen then clicked on a link so fast, Cyrus missed what she’d selected.

      “Tara Baker,” he muttered the name on the profile page. “Who is she?”

      “Our militia types aren’t exactly children-of-the-earthers who avoid tech. Since getting a warrant on what little we have would approach impossible, I dug up a ranger station about two miles to the east. I checked the website and plucked the IP to hone in on the network the ISP is using. It was slow-going. Then I busted into—”

      Cyrus threw up a hand. “Stop. Hold it, there. Anything you say is going to come back to bite you when they put me on a polygraph.” He shot up and paced in a circle. “Dammit.”

      “Dude, it’s not like it was some major breach. Any dip shit could—”

      “How long have you been here now?”

      “One day short of three months. Longest three months of my life. And I was in combat.”

      Cyrus allowed a long sigh to blow through a tight circle he formed with his lips. “Misty, you have to cut the shit.”

      “Are we really driving down your road of suspicion, again? You have to stop with the presumptions. I called the ranger, walked him through it, and he gave me the IP. I went through the SAC to confirm my identity. There’s nothing illegal about running trace routes. Now, do you want to know what I found, or not?”

      Cyrus ground his teeth. For all the mentoring he’d done with Misty since she’d returned from Quantico, it might have been nice to show her a little trust. Then again, this was Misty Daniels, which wasn’t even her real name. Hacker extraordinaire. Testing boundaries was second nature. He reminded himself to balance his continual trepidation at having brought her onboard with his confidence she could be an amazing asset.

      Be less of a prick.

      Misty continued as if she’d read his thoughts. “Little girl here is inside the compound.”

      “I intuited.”

      “Sure you did. You’re an intuitive.”

      “But you didn’t get that information from a traceroute.” He raised a hand before she could protest. “The less you say, the better. Please continue.”

      She didn’t challenge him. “Miss Dreads goes to the school the map left on the sheriff’s desk indicated.”

      Cyrus nodded then dropped back into the chair. “Okay. You find any others?”

      “Not a one.”

      His head whipped around. “Not the answer I expected. I thought you’d be able to tell me what every kid in the place ate for dinner last night.”

      “Okay, for one thing, if I were up to my old tricks, I probably would know a lot more. But the way you breathe down my neck and constantly remind me I’m working for the Man now, I take fewer risks. They didn’t ship me off to Quantico without reason.”

      “Yeah, but I still wonder why they shipped you back so fast.”

      “Maybe because I’m a quick study.”

      “Or you’re a pain in the ass know-it-all.”

      “I get the rules.”

      “Good. Maybe one day you’ll follow them.”

      “You could shove a lump of coal up your—”

      “Shut it. Finish.”

      It was Misty’s turn to sigh. “Fine. At the risk of sounding like you, I tried to figure out why this girl was the only one I could get a lead on. Her school records…” she paused, shot him a sideways glance, sighed with the effort to change directions. “I think they’re using a VPN at the compound.”

      “That makes sense. Mask your IP by logging into a remote server and you’re virtually untraceable.”

      “Thanks for the first-semester lesson in network security, Agent Jennings.”

      “Bite me.” He extended two fingers then rolled them in a circle.

      “It seems she slipped, forgot to sign in using VPN, and that’s how I tagged her. We can’t draw a lot of info from her profile, but at least we have an idea of who we’re looking at.”

      “So they’re smart enough to keep comms secure.”

      “Even more,” Misty added, “smart enough not to make people feel imprisoned by stripping them of access altogether. That leads me to believe they’re less likely led by some religious zealot who wants control over their every move.”

      “Hmm.” Cyrus considered her. “Fine deductive reasoning. Anything on the property records?”

      “Yeah.” Her fingers got busy then the monitor to her left scrolled an eight-bit list of numbers and names. “Land’s registered to 2AFG Corp.”

      “Why kind of name is that?”

      “The subtle kind. Just more evidence they’re trying to keep quiet—not that buying land through a corporation is great trickery. If you have the right lead, it’s an easy—and legal—lookup online.”

      “Is it Lassiter?”

      She nodded. “One and the same. It stands for Second Amendment Freedom Group.”

      He huffed. “Great.”

      “You should be happy.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because that means they’re just the kinds of psychos who might blow up a school.”

      “Hardly the kind of probable cause that’s going to get me on that land. Not everyone who supports the Second Amendment is psychotic.”

      “Hand me an MP5 and send me up.” She chuckled. “Don’t know why the locals didn’t start arresting them when the grenade triggered, but I’d be happy to put prospective child murderers in the ground.”

      Cyrus rolled the chair away then twisted it to face her. “Think that through for a minute.”

      “Are you really going all Professor Jennings on me right now?”

      “Everyone can learn, right? Or is that perch upon which you sit gazing down at me too high to appreciate the experience I bring to bear?”

      “Do you practice those lines in the mirror, or are you just that quick?” Misty swept her hands away from the keyboard, spun her chair in a slow circle, then planted her feet. “Teach, away professor, but don’t judge me for not wanting to waste cycles when a bunch of Neanderthals up there are begging to be arrested for trying to blow up a high school.”

      “The sheriff’s deputies overstepped. The mines, grenades, or whatever are on private property. Set aside the legality of their possessing them because trying to prosecute them for it is fruit of the poisoned vine.”

      “Okay. I’m with you. They didn’t have cause.”

      “Not to mention the sheriff has all of three deputies. That wouldn’t make for much of a raid.”

      “But don’t cops make arrests they know won’t stick to send messages? Get people off the street and make them consider their actions?”

      “Some cops do. But the way Sheriff Nixon enunciated his every word during his presentation, he struck me as the strait-laced type.” Misty didn’t reply, so Cyrus pressed on. “That map was set on his desk for a reason. Someone was trying to stop something, whether a bombing or not. If that person is on the inside, they might become a source who could help us lock up the whole plan. And whoever it is knows the sheriff can’t handle it alone. Knows the feds will be brought in, especially now that they provided the map and a mine exploded.”

      “So, not everyone up there is anti-fed to the point of child murder. Maybe they don’t like what’s going on.”

      “Right. And they know the FBI won’t just go in guns blazing. Think Waco.”

      Misty nodded understanding. “Or Ruby Ridge.”

      “Yeah. Or Ruby Ridge. But we’d be remiss not to look at that from both sides, because it’s also possible they wanted the feds to respond so they could lure us into a conflict.”

      Misty dipped her chin, maybe in acquiescence. “I was just talking off the cuff.” She spun herself toward the monitor. “I have no desire to gear up and go in guns blazing. I’ll try to be less… confrontational.”

      That was something. Confrontational should’ve been Joanna Reeves’s—Misty’s real identity—middle name. When she got aggressive, latched onto to an idea or a person who’d stoked her ire, she’d ride that bucking mustang until someone relented, and it wouldn’t be her. So, her promise to try was no small concession.

      “You don’t love working for the Man. I get it.” Cyrus rose and shoved his seat under the desk so its arms clanked on the metal table.

      Misty eyed it with suspicion, taking offense to his action.

      “But if you’re going to get along, your genius brain is going to be of more use to you than your sharpshooting skills. Besides…” He strode to the door then swung it open. His voice echoed in the hallway outside. “You’re just an analyst.”
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      The FBI chopper landed at the bottom of the mountain. After thirty minutes of winding upward, Cyrus and his team rolled up to the checkpoint stationed on a dirt side road where a German Shepherd with more black hair than tan was being corralled by a handler wearing a Kevlar vest emblazoned with “FBI” in gold. The scene was anything but subtle, with a white canopy covering an assortment of monitors and a variety of other tech.

      Seriously?

      When their Suburban parade rolled up, Miles Crenshaw was talking to a subordinate, the two of them studying something on a tablet the other man held. As the tac team exited the vehicles, the man with the tablet jogged over. Crenshaw approached at a more leisurely pace.

      Cyrus nodded his greeting to the eager tablet-holder before shaking hands.

      Crenshaw slapped his shoulder. “Cyrus Jennings, as I live and breathe.” He was two inches shorter and about forty pounds lighter than Cyrus, and he boasted a slicked-back head of hair Reagan would’ve envied.

      “Glad to see you breathing. What’s with all the tech? I thought the Suburbans were conspicuous, but this takes the cake.”

      “We’re far enough off the road, and there’s no outlet. We’ve had people watching the entrance since we got here. No one’s come or gone. Not a peep.”

      Misty’s suspicion that cops would make bogus arrests streamed through his mind. The FBI was out here for all to see, daring the compound’s residents to do something stupid. They didn’t need to make false arrests. There was more than one way to skin a cat. It was less obtrusive. Tactically more refined. SAC Blake was no dummy.

      An irrelevant thought flitted through his brain… What would Mona Davies—his last boss who’d been promoted and shipped to DC—have done in Blake’s shoes?

      “Lockdown.” Cyrus followed Crenshaw to the tent. “Fitting if they plan to bomb a school tomorrow morning. Go radio silent. Hunker down in case we get wind of it. Which means someone with a military background’s on the inside.”

      “And possibly that Lassiter is careful. He’s wiped his social media presence and deleted old posts he used to drop on nationalist websites.”

      “Fresh start.” Made sense. After Cyrus’s transition to the Denver field office, his desire to lay low and fall off DC’s radar was powerful. But even a cabin on a mountain hadn’t proved the protective barrier he’d hoped for. If this Jacob character blew away his online profiles but the girl with the dreads was free to use social media, what did that really mean? David Koresh would’ve shaken his head in derision at this lack of control of people who fell under his domain.

      They stopped at a long table. Crenshaw pointed at two small monitors like he was flashing the peace sign. “We just sent up the drones. Satellite images were cloudy, and the tree canopy’s thick along most of the upper compound, so we’re pushing them lower, into the area with all the cabins below.” A radar screen pulsed. He tapped a map with curved markings displaying the changes in terrain.

      Cyrus fingered the western side. “So, the upper compound is here. Where did the deputies trigger the mines?”

      Crenshaw cocked his chin. “Right about where your finger is.”

      He traced along the drop in the terrain. “So the cabins are here, in this clearing. That why you’re using the drones down low? You can’t ignore the upper compound, especially since it’s closest to the only road in or out.”

      “The sheriff sent two deputies up with our guys—you know, joint taskforce and all.”

      “Don’t want to annoy the locals. Got it.”

      “Blake put me in touch with Deputy Johnson for a quick briefing over the phone. Deputies found trip wires all over the place. Old school pole speakers—like on MASH when they called the docs to work, right?”

      Cyrus chuckled. “I have a clear mental image of it. I hear Radar’s voice. So maybe they blow a klaxon through them for noise deterrence. Might be more for bears or something. Place is probably rife with them.”

      Crenshaw stood straight, set his hands on his hips, then nodded. “Hadn’t thought of that. You might be right.”

      “City boy.”

      “Born and bred.”

      Cyrus pressed his hands on the table as one screen displayed a drone’s view passing over four rows of cabins. He counted five in each. “Spot anymore ordnance when they were walking the woods?”

      “Nope. But if they’re using mines, we probably wouldn’t. The way Deputy Johnson described it, the wire he tripped was set to trigger from a distance.”

      “Yeah, I was there for the original chat. Good to know he briefed you. ATF thought maybe they’d set off a grenade.”

      Crenshaw nodded. “Johnson joked he’d probably have gone down the mountain shooting once he’d gotten over the shock if he thought they’d actually been trying to kill someone.”

      “Clear-headed. Glad he kept his wits.”

      “Me too.” He dropped his hands. “Because something tells me they’ve got all kinds of guns in there. Purely anecdotal evidence, mind you.”

      “It’s not a stretch. If they have grenades, they’ll have guns. If we could get in there and bring ’em out without a firefight, we could arrest them on the illegal ordnance. Even if a judge threw it out, they’d know their plans were toast.”

      “Sometimes it’s worth snapping on the cuffs even if you can’t make it stick.” Crenshaw agreed. “These militia types push my buttons.”

      Cyrus wasn’t sure militia was the best description of people with braids hanging out on Facebook, but he kept the thought to himself. “What’s the plan, then? Just recon for now?”

      “For now, yeah. If they don’t engage, we don’t engage. But that’ll change when we catch them trying to plant the bomb.”

      “Your guys already checked the bleachers, then.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Of course. Nothing there. So, we’ll try to catch them in the act tonight or tomorrow morning.”

      “You plan to sleep in the command tent?”

      Crenshaw smirked. “We rented the upper floor of a hotel down the mountain, in town. Your SAC even got you a room.”

      “Hmm. He didn’t think word would travel that a bunch of feds moved in?”

      “Let it travel. Maybe our arrival will make them think twice about chicanery.”

      Cyrus folded his arms across his chest. “Right. So we’re camping out. In that case, I need to make a call. Be right back.”

      He found a spot off the side of the road where he got two bars then tapped the button combination on his old school flip phone to call Marsha.

      “Hello, handsome.” Her voice was like newly discovered golden age jazz, and a smile crept up his face the instant he heard it.

      “Hello, beautiful. Wonder if you’d do me a favor?”

      “Feed your fish?”

      The goldfish had been hers as much as his. Their apartments were on the same breezeway and she’d dropped it off one night saying now Cyrus would never be alone. He hated fish, and she knew it. But he also wondered if it was an indication she’d like to keep their places separate.

      “How’d you know?”

      “Because you left early and planted a kiss on my forehead. You only do that when something’s up.”

      “Yeah. You get me.”

      “I’ll feed Herman.”

      “I named him Rosco.”

      “Exactly. Makes me think of that stupid deputy from the Dukes of Hazzard. So, it’s Herman.”

      “Which makes me think of the Munsters.”

      She ignored his retort. “Anything else? I’m standing over a body. Should I have some cocoa ready for you when you get home?” Although his home was technically the apartment up the way, she’d been inviting him to stay more often, and it surprised Cyrus to suddenly long to share space with her on a more permanent basis. But he sure as shit wasn’t about to push his luck.

      “We’re camping for at least a couple nights. But when I do return, I could think of better things than sipping cocoa.”

      Marsha chuckled. Again, jazz. “Then I guess you’d better return in top condition, Agent Jennings. I’ll feed the fish.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Welcome. Talk to you soon.” She clicked off. No pressure for pleasantries. No subterfuge.

      No wonder he was into her.
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      Dora drew her hands from the dirt then wiped sweat from her brow. Although turning over soil when winter had been such a bitch was nothing short of wishful thinking, hers was the most literal form of cabin fever, and she needed to escape the constant rantings inside while she still could. Meteorologists were talking about a system moving onto the west coast. A massive snowstorm, if they had it right.

      When she spotted a worm in the dark soil she’d drawn from beneath the topsoil, she spat.

      Dammit.

      Her head came up when three men appeared from a tree thicket in the distance near the shed. Bolt-action rifles bounced over two of their shoulders, but the third carried a military-issue semi-automatic.

      “Pace!” She pivoted in her crouch so she could see the front door and, when it opened, a gaunt figure wearing a crusty old red ball cap appeared.

      “Dora? You call?”

      “I did.” She picked up her trowel to point with its angled tip. “Do me a favor and go cut those bozos off. Last thing we need with the sheriff poking around is for them to be shooting in the upper meadow. I know they want to oil the rust out but let ’em know target practice is suspended until further notice.”

      “Like you’d know anything about rust with your eagle eye.”

      “I practice like anyone else to keep it.” Dora forced a smile. “And flattery will get you nowhere. Now, go on and get ’em.”

      “You got it.” He set off in long strides.

      “Thanks, Pace.”

      He wheeled and gazed back at her. “Why is it you gotta call me that, too? You know I don’t like it.”

      Although the nickname was born of the way the man never took a casual step in his life and always seemed to be in a god-awful hurry to get to the next manufactured emergency, it also had a dark underbelly of which Dora’d become all-too-aware. She couldn’t miss Jacob’s occasional jab at the albino’s inability to take color from the sun, but when he’d made the mistake of calling him paste one day… well, it was all downhill from there. The two barely spoke as it was. Not that they outright despised each other—and not that Dora would’ve cared if they did—they were just the sort who didn’t get on.

      Didn’t get on… sometimes she wondered if she was lying to herself about that.

      Dora spied a couple kids carrying firewood down the hill in the opposite direction from where the armed men headed. They chuckled and cut up as they went about their chores, but Dora didn’t dare don a smile while Pace was awaiting an answer about why she wounded him so.

      She adopted a soft tone. “Well, Randall, I’d hoped when it came from me you wouldn’t take it like the others because of how we get on, ya know? You’re just always in a hurry. I would never mean it the other way.”

      Deep curves and a pair of dimples lit up his features when he smiled to reveal a gap where a canine might once have taken up residence. “Okay. Fair enough, Dora. I’ll go let them boys know.”

      “And I’ll thank ya for it, Randall.”

      Randall winked. “Call me Pace.” He turned then jogged up the hill in even longer strides.

      Dora smiled at his back. Then a thought occurred. “Hey, Pace?”

      He wheeled and cocked an eyebrow that raised his receding hairline.

      “We got eyes on us. I need people ’round here to be mindful. Remember their manners and keep their behaviors above board. If anyone goes to town, they’re to be extra nice. See a sheriff or deputy, they should smile real big. Can you spread a subtle word to the compound?”

      “I’ll make the rounds.”

      “Thanks. Stop back by later. I have something else I need you to do.”

      She dipped her chin in gratitude then turned back to the soil. Although some of the kids took second glances when Pace passed them by, the adults—outside of Jacob and his immediate ass-kissers—seemed to like him. Maybe something about his condition roused their empathy. After all, they were good folks. And it made him the perfect messenger when she wanted a softer tone than they’d get from one of Jacob’s crew.
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      Blake waved over a tall black man with a shining dome and wideset eyes. The badge hanging from his neck slapped the chest of a shirt so starched the collars might have snapped at any moment. He holstered a walkie and shot Cyrus a nod. “Cyrus Jennings, meet Trip Jones.”

      They shook hands. Jones flashed a smile. “Your reputation precedes.”

      Cyrus suppressed a smirk. “I’m not sure how to take that.”

      Jones laughed. “It’s hard to work in the Bureau without running into one of your former students. I’m only sorry I never had the pleasure of sitting in your front row.”

      Well, that was something.

      “Thanks.”

      Blake set his hands on the table. “Deputies in place?”

      Jones nodded with such gusto Cyrus thought he might salute. “Cruiser’s half a mile down the mountain. Second dog came in, and his handler’s ready when we are.”

      “Snipers?”

      “Positioned north and southeast, as ordered. North has good eyes on the trail leading down from the compound, but still no angle on the main house. Southeast has the lower cabins in full view.”

      “Good. Let’s wind ’em up and get ready to roll.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You say sir, and I start looking for uniforms. Cut that shit out, Trip.”

      Jones threw a two-fingered salute then turned. “You got it… sir.”

      Cyrus chuckled. “I guess you guys have a history.”

      “That guy drives a ball like Tiger Woods. Needs to work on his short game.”

      “Ah. Golf.” The finest waste of real estate on the planet. If he could collect all the water wasted on those courses he’d never run out. The thought of the reserve tank atop his mountain next to the burned out remnants of his old place made his lip twitch.

      “Yeah, golf.”

      A fed up the hill sped across the dirt road leading to the compound about a mile up. He reached down and unleashed a black lab. The animal crossed the road, slipped into the brush, then disappeared while his handler climbed along the edge of the twisting mountain road. Another ran down the hill, taking a different track to the compound with the shepherd Cyrus spotted the first time he’d come up.

      Cyrus glanced around then leaned in. “You can’t like the blind spot on the main house.”

      “What op is ever perfect? We’ll scout something out if we need it later. For now, the place is covered well enough for our purposes. I’ve got a drone up.” He flipped two fingers toward the trailer. “If it goes to shit, I can get eyes on in seconds.”

      “Sounds like you have your ducks in a row.”

      “You expect any different?”

      Although new leadership often left underlings tentative to act, Cyrus had found Blake to be a stand-up guy his first few months in Denver. He clapped his boss’s back. “With a hard ass like you? Not a chance.”

      A dog barked higher up the road. Cyrus stepped out from beneath the tent and peered the direction the lab had gone. A radio on the table crackled with static. Crenshaw grabbed it to listen.

      “Nest One. Canine Two. We’ve got a late model GMC pickup speeding down the mountain. My animal alerted when it crept past, then it took off.”

      “Nest One. Roger that. Wait, One.” Crenshaw turned up the speaker on the radio, as if it was necessary. “Eyes on.”

      “Nest One, Canine Two. It’s our lucky day. Truck has a busted taillight.”

      Crenshaw grinned. “Good thing the sheriff is around. Time for a traffic stop.”
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      The lab sat off to one side at its handler’s feet while men encircled a white GMC pickup. The dog didn’t look happy when it craned its neck forward and yipped. A young man with knotted curly black hair stood with his face pressed onto the side window while one of the feds cuffed him. Cyrus and Blake dismounted the Suburban and met the deputy from the briefing back at HQ.

      He handed over a Colorado Driver’s license. Blake peered down as the deputy spoke. “William Tanner. That address is nowhere near here. Guess that’s not surprising.”

      “Mm,” was Blake’s only response.

      Cyrus checked the date of birth over Crenshaw’s shoulder. “Barely eighteen. Barely legal.”

      “Go take a look beneath the tarp on the back of the truck. Nothing in there is legal.”

      It didn’t take a brainiac to interpret his meaning. The way the semicircle of feds stood away from the vehicle except for the one raising the boy by his collar and dragging him toward the deputy’s cruiser spoke volumes. He wasn’t talking about guns.

      Cyrus paced to the truck, peered over the gate, then craned his neck forward. One-by-fours formed a box whose lid hung open. Inside sat a roll of red tubes with wires and an unpowered digital timer. He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew his flip phone. The line trilled as he returned to Blake and Johnson.

      “What do you want, old man?” Misty asked from the other end.

      “I’m eight years older than you. Anyway, I need you to dig into a William Tanner. T-A-N-N-E-R. Last known is 372 Millbury Junction Rd. Need social media. Dark Web. The whole routine. Top priority.”

      “Looking for anti-government shit? The usual?”

      “Definitely.”

      “What’s his deal?”

      “One day you’ll figure out that asking questions when someone says top priority is inefficient.”

      She ignored him. “You gonna hold the line or you want me to ring you back?”

      “I call you Lightning for a reason. I’ll hold the line.”

      “Wait a sec.”

      Blake strolled over. Cyrus dropped his chin in a single nod. “C-4. Dynamite. They were going big.”

      The clatter of rumbling key clicks filled the cellphone speaker while Blake raised a hand and signaled the feds with two fingers. “Sounds like probable cause to me.” He raised his voice. “Okay, we’re going. Keep the dogs back. I want everyone in position in thirty minutes.” He turned to Deputy Johnson. “Hold the kid for us?”

      After a lazy salute, Johnson strolled over, snagged the kid’s handcuffed arms, then dragged him to the car. He shoved the boy’s head down to plant him in the back seat. Once the prisoner was shut inside, the deputy yanked off his hat, tossed it into the passenger seat, then took his place behind the wheel.

      Cyrus’s inner alarm rang out, and he tapped Blake’s back before his boss could return to the command tent. “You sure we want to go in? We don’t have eyes on the whole place yet. They’ve got kids in there. We don’t want—”

      Blake clutched his hips. “Yeah, I get it. But the director got word of the map left at the sheriff’s office. He doesn’t want Fox News and CNN railing on the Bureau about how we failed to act when a school was in danger. After all, there are a lot more kids at that school than on that compound.”

      “I’m not sure I’m buying into your logic, if I’m being honest.”

      Blake slapped his shoulder. “That’s why I like you, Jennings. I get the unfiltered truth. But check your watch. Most of those kids are in school.”

      “You’re assuming they don’t home school. I think that’s more likely.”

      Blake’s eyebrows shot up. “Shit.” His hands dropped to his sides. “Only someone like you would come up with that so fast.”

      “I’m not sure how to feel about that.”

      “Cyrus?” A tinny voice called.

      He raised the phone. “I’m here.”

      Blake stepped closer as the team mounted up, wheeled the Suburbans around, then drove up hill. Cyrus turned his phone like the op leader had earlier with the radio so they both could hear.

      “This guy is a separatist like I’m a Commie.”

      “Say that quietly. Some people around here still might have doubts about you.”

      “Very funny. You here all week? I don’t think this Jacob cat has been monitoring this one’s social media. If anything, Tanner is a pacifist. His Facebook interests include PETA, the Humane Association, some environmental cause I’ve never heard of and had to Google, and get this—the ACLU.”

      Blake frowned. “‘The hell is he doing with a bomb in his truck? Fake profile?”

      Misty chuckled. “No way. These posts go back years. They’re consistent. Unless you think our militia has been up here that long, but his CDL’s address wouldn’t support it. Legit address. If he got it at sixteen, he wasn’t even at the compound.”

      Blake answered. “Roger that. Thanks, Daniels.” He cocked his chin at Cyrus. “Director rules the day. We’re mounting up.”

      Although she wasn’t big on the use of her last name like she was still in the military, Misty’s reply came even and unperturbed. “Yes, sir. Glad to help.”

      Well played, Daniels.

      “Anything else, Cy?”

      “Good job, Misty. We’re rolling out.”

      “Hey, Cy? Take me off speaker a sec?”

      Cyrus pressed his lips together and raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. Blake made for the command tent.

      “What’s up?”

      “Do me a favor. Stay in the back. My gut is rumbling.”

      Cyrus smiled. “Try putting something besides coffee in it. Your concern warms me. Gotta run.”

      “Peace.” She clicked off.
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        * * *

      

      They stopped 200 yards short of the drive leading to the compound. Cyrus sat in the passenger’s seat and Miles Crenshaw leaned over the wheel as the feds raised rifles and charged into the woods.

      “You cleared all the trip wires?”

      Crenshaw nodded. “Before sunrise. Swept to make a path down both sides from here. The road wraps around the complex, down to the lower annex, then turns to come back to the high side where the main house is. Long wind around. Intentional. But those paths will give us a shortcut.”

      Cyrus didn’t like the last word, and something about what Misty’d said about her gut echoed in his head.

      Why do I feel like I’m missing something?

      A report sounded from deep in the woods. Another pop. A rattle of gunfire.

      The CB mounted on the dash crackled. “Nest One! Shots fired! Muzzle flashes from two directions.”

      “Nest Two! Make it four. Got one coming from the shed near the main house.”

      “The kid was a plant,” Cyrus said. “They knew we were here, and they lured us in.”

      “Nest One! Safeties off. Engage at will.” Blake barked over the radio. “All units, engage!”

      Cyrus shifted in his seat. “You still got people on the school? If the bomb was a decoy…”

      Crenshaw sighed then nodded. “It’s covered.” He cranked the engine.
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      “They’re here!” Jacob barked into his radio. “To high ground! Send a message!”

      His shrill barks caused Dora to flinch, but no one seemed to notice. His troops were all jacked up on adrenaline, their wide-eyed focus on his every word as he pointed toward the cabins to the east of the main house.

      Two of Jacob’s council trailed them, bending at intervals to thumb the devices planted on the sides of the road. If the feds made it that far, they’d be in for a nasty surprise. But the crossfire when they reached the curvy drive in the lower annex might turn them back and, in a way, Dora hoped so. Despite the escalation, it was still possible to salvage a good outcome as long as everyone followed the plan.

      She returned her gaze downhill, where Joan Tanner—her autistic son leaning on her hip—gazed up the road leading to the entrance gate. When Joan turned her head toward the party marching up hill, Dora waved her back into her house.

      Go hunker down, idiot. Get out of the crossfire before it starts.

      People flooded onto their porches in that part of the lower annex, men mostly, with shotguns and bolt-action rifles at the ready. Others scurried down from the dwelling on the high hill to take positions behind rocks on the opposite side of the road.

      Jacob and his squad raced uphill. Dora quickened her pace. The first Suburban raced out of the woods, its rear tires kicking up rocks and dirt, a cloud of dust pluming in its wake.

      She started sprinting.

      The steep hill proved an easy jaunt because she ran it each morning before Jacob was out of bed. Dora caught up to the group in time to see her husband tap his phone’s touch screen. A red button turned green under his fingertip.

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “Gotta take precautions. You know the rules. We prepare in all things.”

      “It took us years to—”

      “From sacrifice comes victory.”

      Dora muttered. “Aren’t you just the philosopher of late?”

      After Jacob pocketed the phone, he reached for his walkie. He twisted the channel knob, listened intently, then set it to the next frequency. Dead silent. Of course it was. The feds wouldn’t use standard airwaves. Their communications would be encrypted. Or whatever they did. He returned to channel three then holstered the device.

      Of this, Dora approved. Although they couldn’t hear the enemy, the enemy would undoubtedly be listening to them. For all his flaws, Jacob proved tactically minded in the heat of the moment, and this was the time to support him.

      “We heading for the upper cabins or the main house?”

      “You know the plan.”

      “It depends on which plan.”

      Jacob blinked, turned his gaze on her, then nodded as if he’d come to a realization. “Sorry. Just feeling a little tight.”

      She gripped his hand. “Hey, I’m with you. These bastards are trespassing on sovereign land. Where to?”

      “The shelter. Upper cabins.”

      “Good. Good plan.”

      “Can’t believe they got this close without me knowing it, Dora. What do you think triggered them?”

      She shrugged. “They caught the kid going down the mountain. Probably fashioned an excuse to pull him over. If I’m right, the paddy wagons will follow.”

      “Yeah,” Jacob agreed. “They’ll take everybody. We can’t allow that to happen.” He picked up his pace.

      She fell in beside him. “That wouldn’t do at all. But I sent out word yesterday. No one talks.”

      “Great. A reminder never hurts. You did good. And it looks like we got the whole thing going without needing to set off the bomb, too. That’s a win in my book.” The little favor she’d had Pace do for her—taking out the taillight to give the feds an excuse—might have saved them from a premature federal incursion if some bozo hadn’t spotted a dog and started shooting. But she had to set her irritation aside. At least the bomb would never go off.

      Jacob’s gaze strayed to the first Suburban as it started its descent toward the lower annex… and all the people locked down inside their cabin’s basements.

      He raised the radio, but Dora snatched his thumb to keep it off the button. “They won’t get to our crew, and the rest aren’t going to talk. Why put them in harm’s way now?”

      Jacob pointed with the radio. “They’re here, Dora. You want me to just let them take our people?”

      “It’s that or a firefight that could end up killing half of ’em.” She grasped his shoulders, peered up into his eyes with the softest expression she could muster. “You’re always talking about discipline. This might be a good time to show some. Tell them to aim away from the vehicles. Slow ’em down but no direct attacks. The feds will be caught on their heels. They’ll stop short, won’t even get to the IEDs.”

      “So we can save them for later. Smart thinking, hon. I’ll let them know.”

      “Yup. Don’t worry, they’ll get nothing from ours. And if we don’t attack directly, if we don’t so much as ding up one of them SUVs, they’ll have nothing to hold most of our people on. This is private property. No laws against weapons fire, and no one’s going to say shit about the bomb.”

      Jacob thumbed the radio. “Don’t fire at the feds. When they reach the first curve, give up the goose.”

      At this point, it wouldn’t matter if the illegal force heard Jacob send the signal. They were already in the bottleneck and didn’t even know it. The troops would pin them down and buy enough time for the Lassiters to get underground.

      Rifles jutted over the outcroppings on the hill as Dora and Jacob entered the clearing. Gunfire erupted in small pops from this distance. A hum brought Jacob’s head up. Dora followed his gaze to spy a low-flying device.

      Jacob nudged her. “Take it out.”

      Weapon raised, she closed one eye and focused the other through the scope. “Not going to be easy…” She estimated the drone’s path, set her rifle where she thought it would be a second later, then squeezed the trigger.

      Sparks shot off the azure facade meant to camouflage the spy craft. A moment later, it burst into flames then careened to the distant hillside. It disappeared into a thicket of trees with a crash that came to them on the breeze. Easier than she’d feared.

      “Nice freaking shot. Now… everyone, move!”
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      Cyrus jostled in the driver’s side seat when Crenshaw yanked the wheel to turn from the asphalt onto the dirt road into the compound. They whipped around the curves shaded by tree cover on both sides as short eruptions of light glared off the windshield when rays burst through the canopy.

      “I thought they gave the all-clear. Why are you driving like we’re chasing somebody?”

      “You afraid I’m gonna put us in the ditch, Jennings?” He yanked the wheel. The back tires slid as they rounded another corner.

      Cyrus forced a chuckle although his heart skipped a beat as they whipped around the second curve in the snaky section. “No, I suppose not. I just wonder about your stress levels.” He grinned as his ass jostled in the seat. “Or your testosterone levels.”

      They burst into a clearing atop a hill looking down on the lower annex of cabins. Four black Suburbans sat bumper-to-bumper to form a square between them where they’d rounded up the militia. He scanned the road beyond to where it curved at the bottom of the slope and whipped back around before climbing again. If he recalled, the main cabin was high on the opposite ridge, at the end of the winding drive.

      Crenshaw brought them to a jerking stop. He jumped out of the Suburban the second the tires came to a halt. Cyrus followed right behind him, sidearm at the ready.

      Trip Jones stood in the space between the pairs of SUVs, directing traffic. He’d diverted when he spied Crenshaw en route and now met them halfway.

      “They came down on their own. Stopped firing, dropped their weapons, threw up their hands. Wouldn’t know it to see the sour looks on their faces, so I think Plan B was to slow us down. One of them told me they’ve got mines and IEDs all over that side of the road.” He pointed past the cabins to where the dusty trail climbed. “The CIRG’s ordnance unit is crossing over now.”

      Critical Incident Response Group. Although they usually brought a negotiator along, theirs got caught in a late-season snowstorm up north when the airports shut down. But their IED guys were top-notch. Cyrus spied the group hustling through the space between the cabins.

      “They said the IEDs probably won’t trip if we walk over, but vehicles will set them off.”

      Crenshaw shook his head. “That’s exactly what they would say. They’re buying their leaders time to escape.”

      Cyrus disagreed. “Not to escape. To hunker down. They’re going to ground.”

      He gazed up the hill. “And now they have the high ground. Pretty good plan.”

      “Anything on the school bombing?” Cyrus asked.

      Jones shook his head. “Second question out of my mouth to a group over there. They claim to know nothing about it.”

      Cyrus gazed at the cuffed and corralled militia. Although many sported ubiquitous grizzled beards, more than expected were clean shaven, well-kept. When he stepped to one side to get a better look, a glare caught his eye. He brought his head around.

      The sun beamed off a solar panel atop one of the cabins. He squinted against it and started counting.

      Those are at least 300 watts each. Six per cabin. Every cabin. One-point-eight kw each. Someone came from money, or they’ve got schemes.

      “Jennings?” Blake arched one eyebrow. “You see something?”

      Cyrus pointed toward the lower cabins. “I was wondering if they divert all that power to one set of shared battery banks or if each unit stands alone.”

      Blake cocked his chin toward Trip Jones. “Prepper mentality. We could learn things from this one, especially where these douchebags are concerned.” He met Cyrus’s gaze. “How would you play it?”

      Among the line of restrained civilians, a young man in camouflage pants and a black tank teetered from one foot to the other. As he did his little dance, his head turned left, then right, then left again, his reddish hair glinting copper in the sun. Cyrus considered him and the rest of his group, then a strategy took form. He smiled. “Take them to the sheriff’s office. Line them up in the hallway or chain ’em to a bench. Offer cold sodas or water. Cokes first, water only if asked. Pick up some diet in case of diabetics.”

      Blake chortled. “I like it.”

      Jones’s forehead furrowed into a collection of wavy wrinkles. His gaze bounced between his two cohorts.

      Cyrus cocked his head toward the captive group. “First one who asks to use the restroom gets taken into interrogation or an office—whatever the sheriff’s station has. Stare them down until they’re so full their eyes turn yellow. Then, whoever we take away from the group has an alibi, as long as we keep the questioning short.”

      “Damn,” Jones said. “You’re old school, Jennings.” He trekked downhill then gestured for the group to depart. A swarm of agents whipped open Suburban doors. The captured militia members began piling in.

      Cyrus looked up the hill in the direction from which they’d come. “You’re going to need a bus.”

      “We’ll make a couple trips. Hold here to send a message we’re not afraid of being on their land.”

      “Good.”

      Blake folded his arms across beneath his chest. “Think they’ll talk?”

      “There’s one in every bunch.”

      Over the edge of an incline looking down on a natural terrace below, Cyrus spotted a huge steel building nestled away from the rest of the compound. “What’s that?”

      Blake tilted his head. “Judging from the farmland surrounding it, probably food storage. Either way, warrant doesn’t cover it. Owned by another corporation, so we can’t touch it.”

      Jones ran back up the hill toward them. Cyrus followed Crenshaw when he went to meet him.

      “What is it?”

      “The kid down there,” he pointed toward the dancer Cyrus had noticed. “Pendleton says he was cursing at them and let slip about how he wished we’d all have gotten blown up.”

      “So?” Cyrus asked.

      Jones pointed northwest. Nestled in the shadow of a tree line sat a small metal structure. “His eyes gave him away. We might want to check that out.”

      Blake stared at the steel building they’d all initially missed. “Now that, we can touch. Up for a little recon?”

      Cyrus nodded. “Once the CIRG clears a path, sure.”

      Crenshaw paced back up the hill, opened the rear of his ride, then withdrew a pair of bolt cutters. He cocked his head toward the CIRG group. “Let’s follow them, then.”
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      Cyrus guessed the building to be about 1,200 square feet. The perfect tint of the greenish black paint camouflaging the place brought an unexpected ping of respect. He’d painted the roof of his utility building behind the cabin in much the same way, to match the terrain.

      When Crenshaw snapped the lock, Cyrus stood to one side, weapon drawn, flashlight lit. Two members of the CIRG team took up station on either side then slid the doors open on their rails.

      Cyrus directed the beam around the room but extinguished it as rows of LED bulbs blinked to life. He gaped at the contents.

      Metal racks on either side reached from floor to ceiling, every inch of them full. Rifles. Stacks of army green ammo boxes. Wrapped bricks with orange coverings. A tubular weapon with a thick trigger.

      Is that a—

      A red light flicked on in the corner. Cyrus squinted at the object encasing it. A camera. Someone was watching.

      A klaxon sounded. One of the CIRG team brushed past Cyrus, leaned in to scan the interior, then turned back. He shoved Cyrus with one hand. “Go! Back! Back!”

      With a final glance over the agent’s shoulder, Cyrus spied a digital timer atop one of the bricks.

      5…

      The klaxon honked again.

      4…

      Then again. Cyrus’s ears rang.

      3…

      He hauled ass. The group fanned out in all directions.

      2…

      Cyrus dove for cover.

      1…

      Fucking C-4!
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      The team caught a chopper back to HQ before sunrise. Cyrus had left the helipad to meet Misty for breakfast. Now, the two sat in a booth in a packed IHOP where he shoved his eggs around the plate with the tines of his fork. Although it caught his notice when her head came up for a long moment, he didn’t raise his head.

      “I never knew you liked your eggs cold.” When he didn’t answer, she let her fork drop. She scanned the crowd before leaning over the table. “You look like a five-year-old who doesn’t want to eat his broccoli. Spit it out, already.”

      Then he did meet her gaze and was surprised to find her angular features and porcelain skin a source of comfort in his work life. She represented stability. Despite her opposition to working for that which she’d opposed since she left the military—under circumstances she didn’t talk about and he didn’t dare investigate lest he lose her trust forever—they’d grown closer since she took up Byron’s position in the wake of his death by train.

      A ping of regret touched his chest.

      Never again.

      “C’mon, Cy. It’s me. Your fellow outcast.”

      And that, she was. It wasn’t until then his finger finally touched the nose of realization. They were alike. Same mentality. Ants serving the queen that was the United States from the inside but relishing fantasies of someday escaping the nest.

      Even if escape meant different things. She’d burned out her mini data center the day the feds infiltrated her little hideout, preferring to burn everything she’d worked for rather than letting them have it to hold against her. Obstruction of justice at its worst. And despite not having anything to hide because she used virtual machines and deleted them on the regular, melting the racks provided the prosecutor with an open and shut case until Cyrus intervened. Judging her paranoia would’ve made him a hypocrite.

      The militia—

      Preppers, like you.

      —pulled the same tactic. Blew it all to high hell before they let the Man get it.

      Misty’s expectant gaze never faltered.

      “They had grenade launchers. C-4. MP5s. I think I saw an M-16.”

      She cocked a pencil-thin auburn eyebrow. “Military cache? Hmph.” She forked a shank of ham then shoved it into her mouth. Her words came muffled as she chewed. “I can see why you’d be a bit perplexed. Where do you think it all came from? Any theories?”

      “No. And there was tech in that place. Military grade Toughbooks. SVS and B-series scopes. The real deals.”

      Misty swallowed a mouthful. “Shit. That’s a little cray.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “Maybe you should have the local National Guard armories checked for missing munitions and such?”

      “Not a bad idea, but I have someone who can do that for me.”

      Misty smirked. “On it.”

      “Actually, let’s bank it for later. Keep your eyes on the forums.”

      Cyrus’s phone buzzed against his hip. He ripped it from his pocket, eyed the number, then raised one finger to his lips. When Misty nodded, he answered. “Marsha. How’s it going?”

      “Another cell number, Cyrus? Am I gonna get a mystery text every week? Should we change your legal name to Unknown Number?”

      “Probably.”

      “You and those damned flip phones. Sometimes I wonder if you’re just scared of tech, but then I remember you’re an expert in it and wonder if it’s safe to carry my Android.”

      “These days, saying I work with tech experts would be more accurate. Misty proves daily how rusty I am.”

      “The mysterious Miss Daniels. Are you okay? I was a bit worried.”

      “I’m fine. Spent the night interrogating dimwits.”

      That wasn’t exactly true, but it was the shortest explanation he could muster that would stave off further discussion.

      “Learn anything of interest? Anything you can talk about?”

      Cyrus shook his head as if she could see it through the phone. “Nope. Nothing I can talk about. Sorry.”

      “I get it.” A long breath discharged into the mic on her end of the line. “We still on for dinner, or does the Bureau own you for the next month?”

      “Still on. I have to catch a chopper back in the morning, though, so I can’t be up late. Meet at your place or at the restaurant?”

      “Why, too far to walk up the breezeway?”

      “You’re full of hilarity today. I can hardly wait for dinner.” He dropped one of Misty’s lines. “Are you here all week?”

      “Actually…”

      When she paused, Cyrus pictured her looking at a row of bodies laid out on metal tables. “Actually?”

      “Um… I’ll probably be occupied right up until go-time. I’ll meet you at the restaurant. Seven p.m., Agent Jennings. Don’t even think about being late. The good doctor needs mental stimulation from the living.”

      “I’ll be there at quarter ’til.”

      “That’s the right answer.” Marsha clicked off.

      Misty revealed a rare smile. “Wishing you rebuilt your cabin yet? Proximity to your main squeeze weighing on you?”

      “Shit, no. Do you think I flew back just to have breakfast with you? Besides you, she’s the one thing I’ve got going for me.”

      The smile faltered, and Misty tilted her head to one side. “Well… thanks, Cy. That might be the nicest thing you ever said to me.”

      “Try not to get used to it. I’ll be on your ass again in half an hour.”

      She raised the fork and poked its tines on the back of his hand. “Maybe I prefer your hard shell over your mushy, soft center.”

      “Now I’m a Tootsie Pop.”

      “A what?”

      Cyrus rolled his eyes.
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      Cyrus was with Misty again at lunch, but this time it was on their home turf—the FBI’s Denver Division. He pulled the top layer of bread off his hoagie then reached for a tomato to extract its foulness from the sustenance equation.

      Misty stopped him by snatching his wrist. “You ditching the tomatoes?”

      He slid his carton toward her.

      She plucked the overripe mess resembling larvae then stacked it on her roast beef.

      “I don’t know how anyone eats that shit.”

      “My gain, boss man.” She chomped into the sandwich.

      The SAC grabbed half a sub then sat at the head of the table. The agents representing the alphabet soup of federal agencies all raised their laptop lids the second his butt hit the chair.

      Cyrus logged into the meeting place used for remote attendees then gnawed off a hunk of his turkey sub. The black video screen flickered to life, then the sheriff appeared sporting a sickle-shaped mustard stain next to a button on the left breast of his tan shirt.

      “Is this thing on?” The sheriff tapped his laptop. The mic thunked. “Hello?”

      Cyrus rubbed his eyes.

      Blake leaned forward. “We see you, Sheriff. Reading you clear as a bell.” He waved a hand toward the crowd. “I’m Sean Blake. Special Agent In Charge, Denver Division of the FBI. If we could quickly go around the table so you know who you’re talking to, we’ll get started.” Introductions ensued. Marshalls. ATF. CBI. FBI. Everyone but NSA, CIA, and the other, more covert outfits the average American didn’t know about. The ones who kept Cyrus up nights.

      “Good. Thanks.” The SAC cast his gaze toward the opposite end of the table. “Let’s get an update from Agent Jones. Any sign of the Lassiters or their crew?”

      Jones shook his head. “They haven’t come up for air. My team is sweeping the compound with drones.”

      “Hopefully from a distance,” a sharp-chinned federal marshal said.

      Crenshaw didn’t show the hint of a smile or flick his eyes in the marshal’s direction. The drone’s destruction was likely a sore spot, and the new ones probably were flying high to avoid another loss.

      “What did we learn?” the SAC asked.

      “They’re more sophisticated than we gave them credit for.”

      One of Cyrus’s eyebrows flicked up before he could suppress it. He’d told Crenshaw what Misty found about the girl and her VPN usage on the compound. Some level of sophistication was implied. Then he recalled the advanced weaponry in the steel building, and the marshal’s supposition made sense.

      Crenshaw validated his suspicion. “The weapons cache was decimated. We got nothing but metal shards out of it. We’re dragging a forensic comb over it as we speak.”

      The SAC nodded. “Next steps?”

      A woman in an ATF hat answered before anyone else could speak. “We should close in, surround the Lassiters. Wait them out.” When Cyrus smirked, she glared at him. “You disagree?”

      He cast a glance at the SAC, who nodded he was clear to speak. Cyrus shrugged. “Have you been on site?”

      She nodded.

      “Then you caught sight of the solar panels. The wind turbines.” That their setup mimicked his rankled, though he’d never bring it up. “And, as Crenshaw said, the cache blown to smithereens by C-4. These people aren’t unprepared for a standoff. You’d be cornering a caged animal.”

      “I think you’re overstating it.”

      “Am I?” Cyrus scratched his Adam’s apple. “I saw the hardware they sacrificed. We’re talking military-grade stuff. But if you think that was all of it, well…” He shook his head. “Besides, we still don’t know what kind of ordnance is buried around the cabins at the upper annex. The closer we press, the higher the risk.”

      To his surprise, the woman nodded. “Fair enough. What would you suggest?”

      “I don’t hate the idea of circling them in, but we should remember McVeigh.” The way homegrown extremists like Timothy McVeigh rose from the ashes of ops like Ruby Ridge and Waco would be obvious enough to this group. “We should back off. Show good faith to negotiate.”

      “We don’t negotiate with terrorists.” Her tone left little doubt about how she felt.

      Cyrus snorted. “The hell we don’t.”

      “Jennings.” The SAC shook his head in tight twists. “Let’s keep it on the rails, here. One big happy family, right?”

      Cyrus set his hands in his lap then leaned back in his chair. “Sure. One big Brady Bunch. Sorry, Marsha.” It wasn’t lost on him he’d just called her by his girlfriend’s name, but the message got across.

      The ATF agent smiled. “At least you didn’t call me Jan.” Then she nodded to the SAC, but her elbows remained propped on the table.

      Cyrus noted she was the only one who hadn’t taken a sandwich from the platter.

      A man from CBI—Colorado Bureau of Investigations—with a salt-and-pepper high-and-tight raised one finger. “As much as I abhor pissing contests,” his eyes flitted between Cyrus and the ATF agent, “and I don’t want to appear to take sides, I think Jennings has it right. If you back off their land, they’ll come out on their own. Then you send in a negotiator to work it out. They know you found that bomb in the truck, and there’s no way down from that mountain until they’ve negotiated surrender. Besides, I think you all got lucky the first time. No injuries in all that mess? Count your lucky stars.”

      Crenshaw took exception. “Lucky? I call it carefully planned and skillfully executed.”

      The man flashed a palm. “Hey, I’m not trying to make waves. Just my opinion. But no plan is perfect. There was a little luck involved.”

      “Fair enough,” the SAC said.

      Cyrus shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. The point still stands. They’re underground. I counted ten gardens in the lower annex alone. If those don’t do it, they’ve probably got enough food stashed in mylar down there for years. Supplies. All kinds of tech. They’ll wait you out. It’s a stalemate, at best.”

      The ATF agent smiled. “You know a lot about preppers, do you?”

      Cyrus swallowed hard. All eyes turned his way. He buttoned up.

      God. I sound just like them.

      Misty cleared her throat. “Know thy enemy. Cyrus is right, but it’s worse.” She swung her laptop around, stood, then leaned over to point. “They’re posting on this forum. So, their internet is up and running.”

      Crenshaw shook his head. “We cut it.”

      Misty shrugged. “Check the aerials again for small discs on top of numerous cabins, nestled there so they aren’t seen from the ground. Satellite dishes. You really think they wouldn’t have a backup considering what we’ve seen so far?” She swung the laptop around, her gaze swept the words on-screen from left to right, then she continued. “The forums.” She read them aloud. “The dogs are barking again. They raided our place. We were minding our own business, and in they came because they can’t stand the idea of sovereign people in the United States of Oppression.” Her chin popped up. “They’re stirring the pot as we speak. This is exactly what they wanted.”

      The SAC waved her off. “Thank you, Miss Daniels.” He flashed Cyrus a quick glare.

      Cyrus didn’t like it. Blake had told Misty to speak up, now he was shutting her down. What made it worse was she was right.

      “Knowing what we know,” Blake continued, “I think we should give them a little space. Back off, see what we can learn from the people we have in custody, and go from there. Where are we on that effort, Sheriff Nixon?”

      The sheriff's answer played in a Bluetooth bud nestled in one of Cyrus's ears. “They won’t even ask for food or water. No disrespect, but they had a plan, too.”

      “Fine. We’ll hold our position up there, maintain a perimeter, and wait for the negotiator. If they won’t surrender, we’ll work up an op to drag them out.” The SAC stood. “Questions?”

      Cyrus eyed the ATF agent then pressed his lips together.

      Laptops flipped closed, people rose. The door swung open, then they filed out.

      Misty caught up to Cyrus in the hallway outside. “You good?”

      He huffed. “Yeah. Just… perplexed.”

      “ATF got under your skin.”

      “Bite me.”

      “You’re wondering if you’re a little too much like these people. You backed off.”

      Cyrus clenched his molars but didn’t respond. When he set aside Misty’s obvious intellect, he was struck by her matching level of intuition. Byron might have gone toe-to-toe with her on the tech side, but her ingrained understanding of human nature hit home more often than he liked to admit. But she also shared his sentiments about government—Big Brother. It shouldn’t have surprised him, though he wasn’t about to admit any of that.

      An unlikely rescuer appeared behind Misty. She stepped around and offered her hand, her hat still pulled low. “Shauna Edenborough. ATF.”

      Cyrus shook. “Cyrus Jennings. This is my lead analyst, Misty Daniels.”

      Misty nodded but didn’t offer her hand. Her ability to maintain a stony expression that masked her distaste for government personnel impressed him. Or maybe he was projecting.

      Although she’d introduced herself to him first, she focused on Misty. “You traced them to a forum. I was hoping we could put our heads together.”

      Misty glanced at Cyrus.

      He nodded. She pushed her bottom lip out but sucked it back in before Edenborough could notice.

      “One big family, right?” Cyrus asked.

      Edenborough took his acquiescence as license to dig. “And I was hoping you’d give me a rundown on what you saw before that shed blew all to hell.”

      “I’ll send you my notes.”

      “Great.”

      “Once I’ve run it past the SAC.” He turned and strode up the hall.

      Misty fell in beside him and flashed him a quick grin.
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      Marsha’s work kept her at the morgue later than usual. Cyrus decided on a place that was upscale but didn’t require reservations. Their respective workloads were too unpredictable for plans. In an unusual stroke of luck, the wait proved only to be around fifteen minutes before the hostess ambled over to lead them to a corner booth.

      It took about two more minutes for Marsha to adopt her curious gaze, drop her elbows on the table, then start in. “So, the preppers are militia types?”

      The question made his noggin itch. Even if there’d been no judgmental emphasis on the word “prepper,” he was all-too-aware of social sentiments toward people like the Lassiters and couldn’t help but wonder if Marsha saw him that way somewhere in the back of her mind. Or, God forbid, the front.

      “They are.”

      “That's it?” Marsha tilted her head to one side. “No elaboration?”

      When she paused, Cyrus considered how he might broach the subject without appearing sympathetic in the least. But the words didn't come. Where Misty always claimed he was a constant communicator, Marsha probably thought he was tight with his words because of trust issues. Nothing could have been further from the truth.

      “Fine. While you get that worked out in your head, I'll tell you about my day.” This time, she didn't smile. She drew the napkin out from beneath the silverware with a delicate touch. “Seventeen-year-old girl. Bottle blonde. Raped. Throat slit wide. Third one in as many months. No DNA. The assailant used condoms because I found spermicide and latex. How's that for pre-dinner conversation?”

      “Works for me. No leads at all?”

      Marsha shook her head. “Capillaries were busted, and bruising around the wound indicate the killer strangled her then slit her throat either for good measure or because of some psychological hang up. I'm sure his mother’s skeleton is sitting in a room in his basement.”

      Sudden motion caught Cyrus's eye when heads at neighboring tables swiveled. A man with close cut brown hair sat frozen with a forked piece of steak halfway to his mouth and a glare targeting Marsha.

      Cyrus showed her a palm. “Okay, I get the picture.”

      “Thought you might see it my way.”

      Cyrus chuckled then adopted a volume that nestled his words below the patron’s murmurs. “The compound sits on a mountain at about eighty-five-hundred feet. They've got families in cabins built in neat little rows—almost as if they're trying to replicate suburban America with an old-time flare. So many solar panels the glare blinds anyone driving down the road into the compound, powering generators for backup and portability on top of the standard gasoline and natural gas rigs. Not to mention plenty of lithium-ion batteries to store the power—every six cabins are connected to the banks. And don't get me started on all the weaponry.”

      Marsha's chin ticked up. “What kind of weaponry? Like rifles? Pistols?”

      Cyrus huffed a laugh he didn't really feel. “A scary mix, really. Pretty diversified. Everything from homemade IEDs, to grenades, to assault rifles. And the technical knowledge to blow up a cache with enough C-4 to make sure nothing but dust remained.”

      This time, Marsha's chin dipped. “Tell me you were nowhere near that.”

      “I wish I could. Dove into a ditch. Damn knee is killing me.”

      Marsha nodded. “I thought I detected a limp.” She blew a long sigh through a small circle in her lips. “Just what I need to add to my already-tainted view of the world. Now I have to worry about whether you're going to come home alive.”

      Cyrus eased back into the chair and dropped his hands into his lap. While he took in her features, he let the words echo in his cranium. He tried to keep his work life on the down low around her for this very reason. But he always ended up feeling like shit for holding back because she wanted to know, and she was tough enough to take it.

      The latter thought influenced his response. “I'm usually pretty careful. But that should tell you something about these people. That they were able to take me by surprise serves only to make me more cautious.” He reached across the table and grasped her hand. “I hope that sets your mind at ease. And I thank you for the sentiment.”

      She turned her palm over and squeezed his. “I'm used to worrying.”

      “Your son?”

      Marsha nodded, released his hand, then relaxed into the chair. “I'm like a million other mothers, a cliché really. A son in uniform does it every time. My God, how do I sound? Son or daughter is what I meant to say.”

      “I think you’d get a pass from cancel culture on that one.”

      Marsha raised one shoulder in a half shrug. “You know, I never entertained the notion that I might end up being a single mother. I hate the phrase on principle. Makes us sound like we can't fulfill all of our children's needs on our own.”

      “Yeah, and I seriously doubt that's the case where you're concerned.”

      “You're too sweet. I have my flaws.” One of her eyes narrowed in more of a humorous display than a suspicious one. “You're not the only one who can hide things.”

      “Family. There's always someone to worry about when you have one.”

      “I've noticed you very rarely talk about yours.” She blanched. “I'm sorry. I wasn't being critical.”

      “Let's make a deal.” Cyrus gave her hand a squeeze then dragged his back across the table. “How about we sweep up the eggshells? If you have a question, ask it. If I have one, I'll do the same.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “After all, we share a bed from time to time, and on my luckiest nights, there’s even spooning involved. Family shouldn't be off limits.”

      Marsha's flashed a radiant smile full of ivory teeth. Cyrus's heart skipped a beat. “Well, I'm glad you feel that way. Now, tell me about your fucking family.”

      Cyrus laughed. “My dad was born in 1941. He once regaled me with one of his earliest memories… A mushroom cloud filmed from the deck of the Enola Gay.”

      A young, rail-thin man in a white shirt with a black tie barely reaching his belt stepped up to the table. “Good evening, welcome to the—”

      Marsha raised a hand. “Piss off and I'll add five-percent to your tip.”

      The waiter's face went slack, but only for a split-second. “Of course, ma'am. Flag me down when you're ready.”

      Cyrus allowed himself a grin. “You know, I'm getting kind of hungry.”

      Marsha shook her head. “Wrong answer.” She snapped her fingers twice. “Continue.”

      “Maybe I should slide over to your side.”

      “Well, maybe you should.” The sultry voice awakened a primal warmth.

      Cyrus slid in next to her. “Dad thought we gave what he called” —Cyrus signed a pair of quotes— “the ‘Japs’ what they richly deserved because of Pearl Harbor. I'll admit he became a little more enlightened by the time I was an adult, but by then the damage was done.”

      “What damage was that?”

      Cyrus realized he’d set his own trap. But after telling her he believed they should be more open with each other, he could hardly stop now or else he'd feel like a total hypocrite. Life was so much easier when he didn't give a shit, but those days were gone. Time to spill the beans and hope for the best.

      “The preparedness thing.”

      Marsha's chest rumbled a low chuckle. “You mean the prepper thing.” She elbowed him. “Don't be so damned uptight.”

      “Fair enough. He grew up during the rise of the Cold War. Like any other red-blooded boy of his age, he related the march of communism into Vietnam directly to the Russians and the Chinese.”

      “He felt the war was justified?”

      Cyrus nodded. “Exactly. So even though I came a bit later, the Cold War was a recurring theme. We had the whole set up. A bomb shelter in the back. Weapons I was shooting by the time I was seven years old. I even helped my mother rotate the food supply.” He turned to look at her. “And we had an inventory that would make a Mormon blush—or cry with joy.”

      “Cyrus!” She exclaimed although she kept her voice down. “You can't say things like that.”

      Why, when I should feel chastised, do I take comfort in her correction? Man, I have issues.

      Cyrus made a mental note. “That's fair. Sorry. Anyway, we did the preparedness drills. Our ears were always peeled to which way the political wind was blowing. My dad didn't trust any president from either political party as long as there was a little red button at their disposal.”

      Marsha nodded understanding. “Not to mention he was a black man in the pre-Civil Rights era. I’m sure that caused more than a small modicum of mistrust.”

      He had to admire the way she’d just come out with it. Cut to the chase. Told the truth. That she’d seen the angle so clearly and quickly, not to mention how she hadn’t worried about how he’d take it, was a point in her favor.

      Marsha continued. “You know that's kind of… crazy, right? I don't mean you. You were just a product of your household. Maybe you still are. It doesn't bother me, but I have to admit it makes me curious about why you haven't taken me up to the mountain property. Is it because it was burned down? Or because there's something else up there you don't want me to see?”

      Cyrus fumed.

      Busted.

      “Yup.” She patted his knee then gave it a nice squeeze. “That’ll do for now, Agent Jennings.” She flagged down the waiter when she saw his gaze meander to their table. The young man started over. “But I hope the time will come when you hide that expression well enough to convince me you are ready to go a bit deeper.” She planted a soft kiss on his cheek. “Now, I bought you a present. If you want to prove you’re a normal person, maybe you’ll even use it someday. But no pressure.”

      She pulled from her bag a small box with a green bow.

      Cyrus unwrapped it. “An iPhone?”

      She set a hand on his. “I already set it up on my Apple account so you could try it out for a while before you register it or anything. Now put it away. Like I said, no pressure.”

      He suppressed a sigh as the waiter arrived.
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      Dora didn't care for the way Jim Walker brooded in one corner of the supply room with his arms folded across his chest. His persistent fuming in the twenty-four hours since they'd gone to ground left her wondering if the crabby vet had slept a wink. When Jacob came clean about the bombing plot and Jim—who considered himself the right-hand in Jacob's enterprise—found out he hadn't been part of such a critical plot, he'd said nothing. But there was no mistaking the sneer of disgruntlement that remained pasted on his features a day later.

      To his credit, Jacob gave the man space. Jim was the righteous sort, and probably the smartest person on Jacob’s crew. He'd come around.

      Jim’s wife Emily—who preferred analog to digital—paced around the underground supply room taking stock of the supplies then recording her findings on, of all things, a clipboard. It had been her gig when they lived above ground, and she likely knew the count of every foodstuff, battery, and weapon stashed down here. But some people needed distractions when they were uptight. Emily retreated into the busy work.

      Ernest Pollock reclined in a lawn chair, drumming his hands on his knees. “Now I guess it's a question of who we can trust. Right, Jacob?”

      Jacob nodded but didn't raise his gaze from the tablet grasped in one hand. “We have to assume they took everybody who isn't down here.” He scanned the faces of the thirteen people surrounding him. “I haven’t seen any movement on the cameras since the raid. Anyone among our brethren a cause for concern?”

      After a few heartbeats of silence, Lucy Renier nodded. “The Tanner boy could be. Especially if it's like you say, Jacob, and he didn't even know what he was carrying in the back of that truck. That's like to piss him off. Might think you set him up.”

      Dora winced.

      Lucy was young. Quicker with her mouth than her brain. Even though she'd paused before responding to the question, her natural inflammatory vibe came across clear as a wind chime. But she'd just celebrated her twenty-third birthday a month before, and youthful zeal could be forgiven in stressful times.

      Jim Walker broke his day-long silence. “Jacob doesn't need to be lectured by the likes of you, little miss.”

      Lucy's expression transitioned from wound up, to wounded, to indignant. “No one else was saying nothing, so I contributed. Or should womenfolk keep their traps shut when the menfolk are talking?” Despite hailing from Upstate New York, she cast her words in southern speak, which wasn’t going to win her any friends. What was more, it showed she didn’t give a shit about Walker’s authority. Piss and vinegar.

      Dora shot her a warning glare.

      She pressed her lips into a white line.

      Jim stared at her. “I'm not saying that at all. What I'm saying is you could've stopped after you spoke the boy's name. It's obvious he could be a weak link, and we're all smart enough to intuit what you meant without your accusatory tone. Are. We. Clear?”

      Lucy's gaze flitted back toward Dora, who gave only the slightest tilt of her chin.

      “I didn't mean nothing by it.” She turned from Jim to face her leader. “Sorry, Jacob.”

      “Think nothing of it.” But his tone didn't match the words. “Anyone else?”

      Dora decided to move this along before it turned into a free-for-all. “Aside from the people in this room, no one knew the plan. We isolate them for a reason.” It was her turn to scan their faces. “Unless somebody here has loose lips, we should be fine. And I'll tell you one other thing—Billy ain't weak. So the feds found contraband in the back of his truck. Big deal. He's got no love for them, and he knows his daddy was taken with him. Last thing he's going to do is start popping off at the mouth. Bill Senior raised him better than that.”

      Jacob shook her off. “Those pigs violated the boy’s civil rights. They invaded our sovereign land. Even if they found the stuff in the back of his truck don't mean they should just roll on to our compound and assert their corrupted will upon us.”

      Dora nodded. “That's right. Underestimated us, didn't they, honey?”

      “Damn right they did. And each and every one of them is going to pay for it. We’re going to redefine what it means to be a free people. Keep busy on the forums. Make these bastards famous. By the time we're done with them, people might just be up on this mountain holding up signs—or even better—coming in to join our cause. We’ll show those power-hungry pricks.”

      This time Dora's nod was unmistakable. “That's right, honey. We're going to show them.”

      Jim Walker nodded agreement. “For the people.”

      Dora nodded, adopted a righteous tone. “For the people.”

      Jacob crossed the room, turned, then paced over the same path. “Let’s make sure we’re ready to welcome our people back into the fold. Except for Billy, I don’t want any questions asked of them. No sign of mistrust conveyed, whatsoever. They’ll come to us on their own if they have something to share, as long as we show our faith in them.” He raised his hands with his palms facing the four-by-four supports overhead. “The family will see our smiling faces the second they walk back upon our land.” His gaze snapped to Dora. “Scouts say the number of feds have dwindled down the hill, so they’re regrouping. Next time they set foot on our land, we won’t be firing a bunch of warning shots. They want a war? They’ll get a by-God war.”

      Fists pumped. Affirmations echoed down the narrow hallways leading away from the supply room. Jacob’s face twisted into something between a sneer and a smile.

      A flood of warmth filled Dora’s chest.

      That’s right, honey. Get ’em all worked up.
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      As Cyrus strode down the sheriff department’s hallway in Jackson the next morning, the strong scent of fresh floor wax overpowered the rank aroma of swamp sludge passed off as coffee. He was about to enter the lone observation room outside what the deputies called Interrogation One when he spied his SAC and detoured.

      Blake leaned with the flat of one dress shoe pressed against the wall. His head came up when Cyrus approached then he pocketed the phone. “Jennings.”

      Cyrus gave a curt nod. “Boss man.”

      “Anyone talking?”

      “Not really. I just checked in with the sheriff’s team. I think they appreciated you letting the locals question them first.”

      “Daniels talk to the deputy yet?”

      “She’s with him now.”

      “Good. Maybe she’ll get something on the map the sheriff found in his office. They have any luck with the Tanner kid?”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Not yet. His eyes turned yellow first. Sheriff pulled him in for a bit then returned him to holding to belay suspicions. Claims he didn’t know what was in the truck. Just another day of school.”

      The SAC pinched his lips together. “Nixon believe him?”

      “That’s his story, and he’s sticking to it. I don’t know if his resistance was part of his indoctrination into Crazy Nation or if he’s telling the truth. I suspect a mix of both. Deputy Johnson—that’s the one who discovered the trip mine—took a run at him last night. He says the kid’s chin never dipped. Constant eye contact no matter how Johnson ran at him. I don’t think the kid is sweating it. The hard shell on the back of the pickup would’ve hidden the bomb, and it’s entirely possible he was just driving to school, where someone else would take up the dirty work when he went to class. You know, while my girlfriend appreciated having me back in town, I could’ve stuck around. Why leave it to the deputy when one of your best interrogators is on site?”

      “Your humility abounds.” The SAC shrugged. “Professional courtesy. Speaking of, Shauna Edenborough went in there just before you came up the hallway. I figured it couldn’t hurt.”

      “ATF, right?”

      The SAC nodded.

      Cyrus pointed at the door across the hall. “Then maybe we should watch her in action.”

      “Sure.”

      They crossed into the dim observation room. Cyrus left off the lights.

      On the other side of the glass, Billy Tanner drummed his fingers on the table. Fidgeted. His eyes darted around the room. One foot tapped 120 beats per minute. An empty soda can rested near the edge of the surface.

      Edenborough sat with her elbows propped on the table between them, her fingers interlaced. Neither spoke. Her ATF ball cap sat on one corner so the emblazoned gold letters faced the kid.

      Nice touch.

      The SAC set his hands on his hips. “Kid looks nervous.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Good. That’s how I like them.”

      Edenborough stared across the table.

      Tanner continued the incessant foot tapping. Where he’d maintained a level gaze with anyone who talked to him the night before, his whole aura in the early hours left him looking like a different person. Despite his youth, dark circles rimmed his eyes.

      Edenborough drummed her own fingers then cleared her throat. “You know the FBI has you, right?”

      Cyrus noted how, as ATF, the bomb found in the kid’s truck was her domain, but she wanted to create some separation between agencies, maybe so she could play it like she was on his side later. Good tactics.

      The kid still didn’t meet her gaze, but his hands stopped drumming then he dropped them into his lap.

      “You can talk to me or they can come back. Your call, really.”

      “I need to pee.”

      Edenborough’s eyes flitted to the can resting near the corner of the table. “I can get a male deputy in here to escort you in a few minutes.”

      Cyrus shared a smile with the SAC.

      Nice.

      Where Edenborough could easily have waited for him outside the bathroom door, she continued his discomfort in a ruse about a policy that didn’t exist.

      “When will that be? You think I don’t know what you all are doing?”

      “What are we doing?”

      The kid huffed, rolled his eyes, then turned his gaze toward a camera in the high corner opposite the door.

      Setting her hands on either side of her chair, she sat straighter. Stared.

      “She exudes patience,” Blake said.

      Cyrus nodded.

      “What? You don’t like her?”

      “It’s not about like or dislike.”

      “She challenged you in the meeting last night.”

      Cyrus turned. “Do I strike you as the kind of guy to get bent because a woman contests him?”

      “I don’t have enough data to draw a conclusion. You tuck your emotions inside your shirt and leave them there.”

      “This is awesome.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Free psychology assessment. Does this count against my regular evals?”

      The SAC laughed. “Fuck you, Jennings.”

      Cyrus chuckled.

      The door swung open. Sheriff Nixon burst in with the air of someone on his home turf, but he jerked when he spied the two feds. He tugged his uniform shirt straight. “I didn’t realize anyone was in here.”

      “How’s it going, Sheriff?” The SAC shook his hand.

      “Jennings’s liquid refreshment gambit paid off. We loosened a couple of them up, but either they don’t know anything or they’re exceptionally gifted at deceit. Could be either.”

      Cyrus gave his head a subtle shake. “I suspect the former. The Lassiters aren’t stupid. They compartmentalize.” He cocked his chin toward the one-way glass. “This kid’s the best hope.”

      Edenborough’s voice sounded tinny through the speaker. “I’m going to tell it to you straight, Billy. We found enough explosives in your truck to level that gymnasium.”

      Cyrus recalled the plot drawings left on the sheriff’s desk by an anonymous source, and he couldn’t help but nod his silent approval of Edenborough’s tactics.

      The kid’s head tilted to one side then his face twisted up in confusion.

      “What’d I miss?” The SAC asked.

      “She mentioned the target specifically. The gym. He looked confused. If he’d been in on the planning, he probably would’ve continued with the iron facade. But that was confusion. No way he’s that good. He didn’t know about the plan.”

      “That, or he didn’t know the target.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “I’m not buying it. We found a bunch of tools and a paintball rig in the back of the truck, so he’d probably put the tarp there himself. His people just slid the bomb in, and he was none the wiser. That’s my guess.” He threw the sheriff a glance. “Was he up all night?”

      Nixon nodded. “Didn’t sleep a wink. Not even when we put him in a cell for a couple hours.”

      Cyrus decided to keep his curses to himself upon learning the locals had broken up his strategy. Isolating the kid might rouse suspicion, but there was nothing to be done for it. He hoped the ATF agent on the other side of the glass had been brought into the loop.

      The speaker rumbled as Edenborough continued. “Pretend you didn’t know until you’re blue in the face, but someone’s gotta fry for it. I’d rather have the people who plotted the attack, and if you’re innocent, you can prove it by cooperating.” She leaned in again, dropped her elbows on the table, and leveled one finger at him. “But it riles me up when people target innocent kids, and it’s not gonna fly. Do you think I’m playing games?”

      Nixon grinned. Cyrus felt his forehead wrinkle. He leaned closer to the glass.

      “I’m innocent, and I still don’t have to cooperate. You don’t make the rules.” One corner of his lip curled then the kid eyed her up and down with disregard. “No more talk until I’ve drained the vein.” He turned his gaze to the ceiling.

      Cyrus headed for the door.

      “Where you going?” His boss asked.

      “That’s my cue.”

      Cyrus strode into the hallway, opened the adjacent door, then slid inside. Edenborough craned her head to cast her gaze over one shoulder. He didn’t make eye contact, choosing instead to focus on William Tanner. “You want to take a piss? Get up.”

      The kid stood, threw another up-and-down gander at the ATF agent, then smiled as he passed Cyrus. For his trouble, Cyrus gave him a smack on the back of his head. “Keep eyeballing my colleague like that, and you can sit here and wet your pants.”

      The kid wheeled on Cyrus then rubbed the back of his head. “Hey, man. Keep your fucking hands off me. You’d think a black guy would know better than to sign on with the enemy.” He raised his nose in bravado then clenched his fists.

      Cyrus tilted toward him so their gazes were level and sneered. “Please follow through on that instinct, junior. I’m begging you. Puh-LEASE put your hands on me.”

      Tanner took a short step back. “What? So you can add assault to my charges?”

      “No, so I can kick your ass into every corner of this room.” Cyrus stepped forward. “What do you think? Want to give it a try?”

      Edenborough stood so fast the legs of her chair raked the floor. “Agent Jennings, control yourself.” She slid between them, set a hand on Cyrus’s chest, then shoved him back, winking when she turned her back on the kid.

      Cyrus suppressed a smile.

      “Yeah, Listen to the b—”

      Edenborough wheeled, grabbed the kid by the slack in the front of his hoodie, and yanked him forward. “And you shut your damned mouth or I’ll do the job for him.” She shoved Tanner backward. “Tough guy.”

      The kid’s gaze flicked between the two agents then lowered to the floor.

      Cyrus smiled. “A piss then.” He grabbed the kid’s arm, led him out the door, up the hall, then into a private toilet. When the door closed behind them, Cyrus leaned against it. He folded his arms across his chest. “Go for it, Billy.”

      “Only my mother calls me that anymore.” He sneered.

      “And what? I’m supposed to be impressed because you can wrinkle your face? Take your squirt, junior.”

      “What, you’re gonna watch?”

      “Don’t worry, I can’t see the string bean from here.”

      The kid turned, unzipped, then stood there. After nothing flowed for a few beats, Cyrus cleared his throat.

      “I can’t pee with you standing there.”

      Cyrus flipped on the water in the sink next to the toilet. “Maybe that’ll help.”

      He returned to the door. The kid urinated.

      “Man, you really needed to go.”

      “Did you think I was joking?”

      For good measure, Cyrus gave William a little shove. The kid threw out an arm to right himself. Balance restored, he looked down. “What the hell, man?” When he zipped up and turned, Cyrus spied a line of droplets splattered on his pants.

      Perfect.

      He grabbed William’s shoulder, yanked him back into the hallway, and dragged him toward the interrogation room.

      “Can I wash my hands?”

      “Wipe ’em on your pants for all I care, Billy.”

      The door swung open, Cyrus shoved the kid into the room. Edenborough stood, scanned the dribble stains on Tanner’s pants, then considered Cyrus for a beat. Her eyes took on a distant gaze, then her expression morphed for a split second. She wheeled on Cyrus. “What the hell is this, Jennings?”

      “I guess he hasn’t learned how to hold his wee bit, yet.”

      “He shoved me while I was taking a leak,” Tanner protested, taking the bait like a catfish.

      Cyrus shrugged.

      Edenborough turned so the kid couldn’t see her, a smile brightening her face. “Well! You can bet I’m reporting this to your boss. I don’t know how you FBI twits do things, but ATF—” She paused, as if exasperated, then thrust a finger toward the door. “I have it from here, Agent Jennings.”

      Again, Cyrus shrugged. “No skin off my ass. There are plenty of rednecks to talk to up the hall. First one who sells this one out gets a free trip home.” He yanked open the door, stepped into the hallway, then slammed it behind him.

      Cyrus hustled back to the observation room, where the SAC was doubled over with his hands on his knees, his face red as his torso rumbled with laughter. Sheriff Nixon pressed a thumb and forefingers to his temples and shook his head as if embarrassed by his own chortling.

      Blake raised his head. “Oh, it’s a thing of beauty, Jennings. It’s like the two of you have been working together for years.”

      “Shh!” the sheriff pressed a finger to his lips. “I wanna listen.”

      On the other side of the glass, Edenborough gripped the boy’s shoulder. “You good?”

      Tanner shrugged himself free. “I’m fine.”

      “If you want to file charges, you’ll let me know, right? I mean, by my definition, that’s assault. Plain and simple, open-and shut!” She slammed her hand on the table.

      Tanner jerked, then his cheeks went slack with realization. “Yeah. I want to press charges.”

      “Good. I don’t like his kind, anyway. Fucking FBI. Think they’re better than everybody else.” She dragged the steel folding chair to the side of the table then threw a subtle wink at the smoked glass.

      Cyrus chuckled.

      “Now, William. Let’s see if we can get you out of here, then we can go up front and file on Jennings.”

      “What do you need?” the kid asked.

      “Pure gold,” Crenshaw muttered. “Shiny freaking gold.”
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        * * *

      

      Although she was no fan of badges up close, Johnson struck Misty as a guy on the up-and-up. His accent was West Virginian, and she suspected he knew how to use it with the aw-shucks mentality he displayed now that they were alone. She didn’t know if he was trying to get in her pants or if he just wanted to appear cordial. Although he had no shot at the former, either worked for her purposes.

      He gestured toward two monitors. “These are live feeds from the cameras covering the entrance and the front office. Anyone coming through the front or the back has to pass that one, and we should’ve caught them again on the other.” He pointed to each in turn. “But I had Ruth—she’s our resident operator and receptionist—take a look last night, and both tapes were erased.”

      Misty scanned the area. “Tapes?”

      He pointed at a rack in the corner that reminded her of the carts teachers pulled into classrooms to watch videos when she was in school. A by-God VHS recorder sat on the second shelf.

      “I didn’t know they still made those things.”

      “Yeah, for all the modernity that has made its way into law enforcement, surveillance of our own building hasn’t caught up.”

      Modernity. So much for aw-shucks.

      “Wait,” she said, as realization struck. “That means they had to be erased manually, right? Someone had to do it from in here?” She threw looks over each shoulder like she might find the culprit hiding in a corner then silently called herself a moron.

      “More likely they paused the recording. Erasing them would’ve left a gap, but as you’ll see in the time stamp there”—he punched a few keys and the footage rewound—“it skips. Not that this method worries me any less. Just means they knew what to do and where to do it. Worries me to death, to tell you the truth.”

      “I could see how it would. Do you think one of…” she trailed off so she didn’t have to actually say the words. No point setting him on the defensive. In a moment of ingenuity, she pulled her sweater taut from its bottom hem.

      His gaze dipped then returned. Men were easy.

      “I mean, yeah. Of course I considered it. But we only have so many deputies. Six of us in total, and all my compadres are stand-up guys. Would give the people of this town the shirts off their backs. They follow the sheriff’s lead.”

      “So, Nixon is a good one?”

      His head craned in reverse like he was shocked by the obvious answer but gave it anyway. “The best of the best. Local boy. Knows everyone around here. Treats ’em real fair.”

      Aw-shucks was back.

      “You like working for him?”

      “If you want to uphold the law, there’s probably no one better in the state. Maybe the country.”

      “So, we have no leads. No one who might have a relationship with someone up the mountain?”

      The deputy shook his head without hesitation. “Hell, we hardly knew they were there. I mean, sure, it’s a small town and people talk when they come down the hill and buy supplies at the Tractor Supply, but other than a couple of your run-of-the-mill scuff-ups, we’ve had no trouble from ’em.”

      “Fair enough.” She set a gentle hand on his forearm for effect. “Well, keep your nose to the grindstone for me, and let me know if anyone… surprises you. Acts funny, yeah?”

      He patted her hand. “Sure will.”

      When she turned toward the door, the deputy rushed to open it for her. As she crossed the threshold, he blurted, “Say, the sheriff and me meet for coffee before work most mornings. Sludge around here is no bueno. Why don’t join us tomorrow at the Beanery and get to know him yourself? You’ll see what I mean.” He grinned. “I mean, you can’t just take my word for it, right?”

      Misty smiled. “That’s very kind of you. I think my boss planned on sending me back to Denver, but if I’m around, that would be great.”

      “Cool. And if not, we meet most days, should you return.”

      His gaze took a fleeting detour to her chest before raising again. Cyrus wouldn’t have liked it, but to Misty, it was proof of a mission accomplished. Men were so predictable.
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      After making the rounds to a few of the interrogation rooms, Cyrus returned to the only one with an observation area.

      Edenborough sat on a bench, leaning against the wall. Despite the dim light, she’d donned her hat and tipped it low so the bill shaded her eyes. She didn’t look up when he entered, but she folded her arms across her chest. “Good job, Jennings.”

      “Thanks. Nice working with you. Get anything good?”

      She smiled. “He didn’t know about the bomb. I think they planted it and planned to take it up after he left his truck.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Compartmentalization. Anything else?”

      “The upper compound. Told Tanner I might have to lead a team up there to negotiate a peaceful surrender. Would you believe the kid warned me off? Said the place is a fortress. Although he isn’t allowed up there unless he’s with his father, the few times he’s been were educational. They have a shooting range and the requisite hardware to supply it. Seems the shed that blew was a bunch of reserve contraband. He suspects there will be mines with remote detonators. Cameras on the buildings and screwed into trees surrounding the area.”

      “That doesn’t sound promising. But at least you got him talking.”

      “We got him talking.” She waved a hand. “Anyway, I took him back to holding. He’s gonna be pissed when he finds out they aren’t going to charge you with anything. Poor dumbass.”

      Cyrus shrugged. “Life is hard.”

      She brushed her hands down the front of her pants as she rose. “You get anything good? Play bad cop with any others?”

      “Nope. Went good cop. The rest aren’t talking, but I don’t think they know anything. I think it’s safe to assume the conspirators escaped to the fortified area. Exactly like they planned it.”

      “You think they drew us in?”

      “What better way to show their people that we’re everything they say we are. They knew we’d pull the kid over, and we played the game. Hell, I think the plans planted at the sheriff’s office might have been a lure to lead us there.”

      Edenborough set her hands on her hips. “Shit. That adds up. If you’re right, someone up there is a futuristic.”

      “Futuristic?”

      “Yeah, my boss had my team take this weird strengths finder test. He’s one, and he doesn’t let us forget it. Always looking ahead, trying to figure out where things are going and how to adapt for the best possible end results.” She shrugged. “Can’t fault him for playing to his strengths.”

      “Nope. I suppose not.”

      Edenborough paused, and her forehead wrinkled as she seemed to work through a puzzling thought. Finally, she looked up at him. “Aren’t there cameras in this place? We could check the—”

      “I have someone on it as we speak.”

      “The pretty redhead?”

      Cyrus pursed his lips, realized he was doing it, then relaxed them. “Oh, is she pretty? I hadn’t noticed. Anyway, I’ll fill in my SAC. You want to come?”

      She whipped out her cell then tapped the screen. “Nope. Gotta call mine. Let him know how ATF dominated the FBI today.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “He’s the gung-ho type. Try not to hold it against me.” She elbowed him then pushed through the door.
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      This was what they’d prepared for. Running water from the well. Mylar bags in the stock room filled the shelves, the lavatories were in perfect working order. First order of preparation… essentials. Basic needs.

      Even so, the shelter’s occupants grumbled more with each passing hour. Steal liberty from people who espoused its virtue daily, and some infighting was inevitable. But it’d only been two days, and Dora grew annoyed with the bickering.

      “We should go right back to our homes,” Jim Walker announced. “No one in this room fired a weapon. They’ve got nothing on us. Let them come.”

      Not exactly true since Dora had shot down a drone, but she let it go.

      Jacob shook his head, tapping a monitor with several camera views spread across the compound. “Not until they’ve released our people. Sheriff can only hold them for forty-eight hours, and my assets tell me they’re being held at his station. Soon, they’ll have to charge them or release them. We all knew the plan, and this isn’t the time to go soft.”

      When Walker’s nose twitched at Jacob’s implication that his self-proclaimed right hand was weak, Dora braced for an escalation. But Jim surprised her by simply muttering, “I just don’t like letting the fucking feds dictate our movements.”

      “We have bigger fish,” Jacob said. “We’re gonna want to isolate and talk to Billy Tanner when they let him go. First order of business.” He looked around at the seated members. “Who else?”

      Ernest rang in from his stool in the corner. “His dad. Doubt he’d fold, but he loves his boy.”

      Dora shook her head. “Will isn’t gonna say shit. If he saw Billy, he told him to keep his trap shut.”

      “A big if,” Lucy Renier—AKA Miss Piss and Vinegar—said. “They got Billy going down the mountain. Probably isolated him from the rest.”

      She wasn’t wrong.

      “But you know what I’m wondering?” Lucy looked at Jacob. “Did you ever find that map?”

      Her companion adopted that quizzical twisting of his lips she despised. “No. But I know what you’re thinking. If the sheriff had it, that would explain why they showed up in the first place.”

      “It’s like you read my mind.”

      “Let’s scour the cabin when we’re back above ground. If we don’t find it, we’ll include it in our… interrogations.”

      Lucy crossed her legs, tugging at her jeans to smooth them. “You’re not really going to interrogate Billy, right? He’s a kid.”

      “He’s eighteen. Senior in high school. He can handle a little pressure.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Then why would he talk to the feds at all?”

      Jacob waved her off like she amounted to a tick’s dick. “We’re on the side of right. Our people know it. A little talk is a small price to pay. The feds gotta be put in their place. Too many times, they’ve infringed on people like us. Innocent folks who want to live their lives truly free from tyranny. As long as we stand our ground, follow the plan—”

      Lucy shot up from her stool. “Spare me the same old lecture about your sacred principles, Jacob. You don’t even trust your own people. Billy looks up to you, and you’re too distracted to see it.”

      Jacob cocked his chin, ready to fire. “What’s your fucking problem, woman?”

      “Woman?” Her head craned forward. “You say that word like it’s poison on your lips. You gonna let him get away with that, Dora?”

      Jacob thrust a finger toward the seat she’d leapt from. “The grownups are talking, Lucy. Sit down or I’ll sit you down.”

      This brought Paul Thomas to his feet. He’d been dating Lucy for years, and they’d come to the compound together. He took a step forward. “You should watch your tone, Jacob. I don’t care who you think you are.”

      Despite their disagreement a moment earlier, Jim slid in front of Jacob to cut off Paul’s view of their leader. “And you’d do well to remember who brought you here.” He pointed at the couple, wagging his finger between them. “Both of you should chill out. You were lucky to be included.”

      Lucy wasn’t having any of it. “Self-righteous as always, Jim. Tell me, if we’re really thought of as leadership around here, why weren’t we let in on the school bombing?” Her gaze shifted to Jacob. “Knew we wouldn’t go along, right? Knew we had our limits? Besides, you act like we aren’t one of the major contributors to this place. Who do you think you’re conning? What do you bring to the big picture?” She thrust a finger toward Jacob. “And I’ll tell you something, Jake—”

      Dora frowned. He didn’t like being called Jake, and Lucy darn well knew it.

      “—I knew you’d go to lengths to meet your ends. Hell, look where we are. But killing kids? That’s low, even for you.”

      Jacob stepped around Jim. “I’m going to let that one go. We’re all running on short fuses. I get it. But you’d do well to pinch yours before your powder keg blows.” He raised a hand when she drew a deep breath to respond. “Sometimes you gotta be willing to do whatever it takes to protect yourself and yours. The US government has—”

      Lucy rolled her eyes again, really drawing it out this time. “Spare me another tirade. We’ve heard it all before. But children, Jacob? I’m starting to wonder if you’re the one we should be listening to, at all.”

      Dora cocked an eyebrow. “That’s enough.”

      Lucy threw up a hand in frustration. “But Dora—”

      “You take exception to Jacob, you take exception to me. You two agreed to follow orders and, while we appreciate your contributions to the community, that doesn’t give you license to say whatever you please. You pledged you’d follow the chain of command.”

      The younger woman’s jaw clenched, probably so she didn’t continue her tirade.

      Her beau, however, wasn’t finished. “Yeah, but we didn’t agree to be terrorists.”

      Jacob snatched the collar of Paul’s shirt. Yanked so hard, it tore. Still, he didn’t release his grip and stood nose to nose with the younger man. “Who the hell are you calling a terrorist?”

      Paul shoved a finger between Jacob’s eyes and growled. “Calling you a fucking terrorist. Let go of me or I’ll kick your ass.”

      Dora shot up. After two lunging steps, she snatched Jacob’s arm until he relinquished his grip, then slipped between the two so she was facing Paul. When his glare bore down on her, she slapped him. Hard.

      His head whipped to the side. When he turned to face her again, she saw murder in his eyes.

      She jabbed her finger toward the corridor. “To your quarters, both of you. When you’ve calmed down and learned a little respect, you’ll be let out.” She cocked her head to one side. “Ernest, lock ’em in.”

      Ernest, the oldest among them, hadn’t even risen from his stool during the commotion. Given all that ice water surging through his veins, it was a wonder his lips weren’t blue from the chill. But when he rose to follow orders, it was impossible to miss the giant magnum holstered on his right hip.

      Thank God Dora had convinced Jacob it was best if Ernest was the only one armed in the bunker. As far as anyone else knew, anyway.

      Ernest nodded, his eyes at half mast, projecting calm. “All right, kiddos.” He waved them down the narrow, reinforced tunnel to his right. “Let’s all take a break and talk about it when our minds have cleared.”

      Jacob sneered at Paul. “Lucky I don’t feed you to the wolves, you ungrateful—”

      Dora sighed, but she wasn’t about to get in Jacob’s face. That wouldn’t project the right message.

      Ernest stepped up. “Now, Jacob, they can’t rightly calm down and think about things if you exacerbate the situation. Let’s all keep cool. Tryin’ times. Relax, right?”

      The target of his admonition let his face relax but spared only one curt nod, and not without a final glare at Paul that lasted until Ernest led the couple out of sight.

      Dora cast a look into the shadowy corner all the way across the space, opposite of where Ernest had been sitting. Pace, whose gaze had lingered on the floor like he was watching a spider crawl, raised it as if he sensed her change in focus. For all the pockets in his cargo pants, no one would’ve even known to search him for the .22 he’d stashed away.

      The nod he sent her was barely discernible.
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      Cyrus sat in the passenger seat of the sheriff’s cruiser as they whipped around the mountain curves. They crossed over the town limits line then the sheriff pulled into the parking lot of a dilapidated strip mall. The Subway sandwich shop was a beacon of yellow and green surrounded by spaces for lease. When the vehicle snapped to a halt, the county lawman didn’t reach for the door handle. Instead he dropped his hands then drummed his fingers on the lower curve of the steering wheel.

      The sheriff dipped his chin as he spoke, his usual gruff exterior gone. “It’s no mystery to me that I’m being placated here. I’ve seen enough Law and Order to know feds like to run their own ops. But you don’t treat me like an unnecessary addition to the enterprise, and I appreciate it.”

      “You underestimate yourself, and crime dramas aren’t the best representations of real life. Anytime I can work with a local who knows the area, its people, the economy… any factors that could aid us in understanding the folks we’re dealing with, is a hand up.”

      “Folks, huh? Where you from, Cyrus?”

      “Georgia.”

      “Ah, country boy?”

      “More of a hybrid.”

      The sheriff chuckled. “I know how that feels. Grew up about fifty miles north of here. Seen all types from militia, to simple preppers, to college educated dweeb-os who think they know better than me.” He thumbed the button to release his seatbelt then twisted in the seat. “Something tells me you’re in the middle.”

      It seemed the sheriff was a face watcher, and Cyrus’s inner-turmoil over how he resembled the people in the compound had come across at some point. He couldn’t help but wonder if the SAC, the ATF agent, and the others had noticed as well.

      “I grew up with a father whose formative years came during the birth of the Cold War.”

      The sheriff nodded his understanding. “Bomb shelters and the like.”

      “Right.”

      “Had you late in life, then?”

      Cyrus nodded. “Dad was a rare breed for his time. Worked and saved until he could afford me. He was almost forty when I came along.”

      “Well, the reason I mention it is this. Despite my experience with all kinds, these people on that compound are… different. It’s hard to put ’em in a box. They got all that solar up there like they’re trying to be as self-sufficient as possible. I get why someone would want to do that. And maybe their isolationist tendencies would put some people off, but not me. They’ve never really caused any trouble before. Other than a few dust ups in town, they usually stay out of trouble.”

      “Why did I have the impression you didn’t know they were up there?”

      “I didn’t know how big the place had gotten. Big difference.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Flying below the radar is common among militia types. They like to keep a low profile until they’re ready to act. Especially with all the tech out there to keep an eye on them.”

      The sheriff nodded in agreement. “I know what you mean. But I’ve never seen them act like this before. The escalation came fast and furious. Second my guys stepped onto that property and set off that mine, they went into full-on defensive mode. Then they sent a bomb down the mountain.”

      Cyrus saw an entry point in the conversation. “My analyst spoke with Deputy Johnson. Says whoever left the map in your office paused the cameras recording your office, the lobby, and the hallways leading front to back. I’m not throwing out accusations here, but—”

      The way Nixon tossed his hand to wave away Cyrus’s worries showed about as much concern as a pair of co-eds debating the best pizza toppings.

      “I’m with you. Johnson filled me in, too. Trust me when I say, we’re both perplexed. I mean, I know I’m just a small county sheriff, but I have an amazing staff, and the woman who controls that camera room has been with the last five sheriffs. Whoever it was paused the cameras, dropped the map, then got the hell out.”

      Cyrus’s eyebrows shot up at a key revelation. “I believe you. Misty told me it records on VHS, right?”

      “An embarrassment. We’ve got guys coming to put in a new system with cloud backups. Afraid I dropped the ball.”

      “You couldn’t have known. But Miss Daniels made a good point. If someone snuck into the place to pause the recording, they also had the wherewithal to rewind it and erase the evidence of their entry… to run it back, pause it, then somehow cover their tracks as they zipped back out of the station. The time gap was only about three minutes. How do you think they kept the cameras from seeing them exit?”

      Nixon dropped his hands from the wheel into his lap. “Remember back in the day when you programmed your VCR to record shows while you were away?”

      “Now I feel stupid.” He chuckled.

      The sheriff didn’t. “But that also bothers me.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because whoever it was had to plan to get in and out in three minutes. That means they knew what kind of surveillance we had in place. How we recorded. Otherwise, an intruder would’ve been fumbling around. Shit.”

      “And you have no idea who among your ranks might be involved?”

      Nixon shook his head. “I like to think I have solid intuitions when it comes to the people closest to me, Agent Jennings. And I can’t imagine any of my guys being involved.”

      His confidence—not to mention the dejection Cyrus read in his eyes—spoke volumes about his trust in his team. A long-time receptionist who handled the cameras… probably from the day they were installed. Six deputies he swore by.

      “Anyone else on staff? Could they have gotten to a janitor?”

      “Now you’re reaching. I understand they’re preppers and that brings a certain tendency toward… preparedness, but what? You think they paid off our cleaning staff?”

      Cyrus almost laughed at himself. He was saved from having to answer when a man in a thick plaid work shirt left the sub shop and strode toward the cruiser. A beard exploding with wiry hairs hid his neck.

      Looking over the sheriff’s shoulder, Cyrus searched for bulges along his waistline. “We’ve got company.”

      The sheriff whipped his head around then depressed the lever to lower his window. A breeze of frigid air filled the cabin. “Hey, Winston.” Although the sheriff didn’t move to unsnap his holster, Cyrus did a mental check, reminding himself his Glock was stationed in the shoulder rig over his ribs.

      Winston held a card between two fingers. He passed it through the window. “We appreciate all you’re doing.”

      The sheriff accepted the gift card with a smile. “Thanks, Win. Means a lot.”

      Winston double thumped the cruiser’s roof before strolling away.

      A pang of guilt lanced Cyrus’s heart. Shame on him for even thinking about his piece. Profiling.

      The sheriff gestured toward the retreating visitor. “Guy’s got four kids. Used to work in the mines, but all that got shut down last year. Last I heard, he was working construction, and there’s not a lot of that around these days. Times are tough, and every dollar counts.” He cleared his throat. “So, want to tell me why you wanted to hang out with an old sheriff instead of plotting next steps with your posse?”

      Cyrus considered him, impressed at his astute observations and appreciative of his blunt speech. “Because I want your lay of the land. You know that terrain better than the rest of us, and I don’t want us going in half-cocked. I was hoping you’d be willing to work with our negotiator before we send him in. Give us a better idea of who we’re dealing with.”

      “Glad to help any way I can, but I’ve only had limited encounters with Jacob or Dora. They’re kind of an enigma around here. Sure, they come into town every once in a while, and she waves and smiles, but they don’t dilly dally much. It’s in, get what they want, then out.”

      “Buy anything of interest?”

      The sheriff shook his head. “Nah. They stop at the Tractor Supply store—there’s a business that manages to stay afloat, largely due to them—but no mass purchases of fertilizer or anything like that.”

      “Considering the C-4, I don’t think they need it.”

      “Damn good point. Speaking of which, isn’t that enough to just raid ’em again? Roll in at full force and bring ’em in?”

      “You’d think so, but no. All the firearms we retrieved were governed. Nothing full auto. Not illegal. And this is the Wild West, so it’s not like they have to register ’em.”

      The sheriff frowned. “I’m a Second Amendment guy, but sometimes I wonder whether any of us really understands the language.”

      Cyrus nodded, impressed. “Militia’s meant to defend the government and not to take it down, you mean?”

      “Exactly. But don’t try explaining that around here. No one cares. You know, cold dead fingers. Anyway, where’s your negotiator coming from?”

      “Salt Lake.”

      “Really?” He snatched his smartphone from a clip attached to the vents. “Good luck with that.”

      Cyrus eyed a weather map on the screen. “Well, shit.”
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      Cyrus strolled into the command tent just as the SAC slammed his phone down in frustration. As feared, the FBI negotiator assigned to the case had gotten stuck in a snowstorm in Salt Lake City and, just to pile on bad tidings, the storm was making its way across the States toward Colorado.

      Forecasters were calling it the storm of the century. Sensationalism, but that didn't matter. They’d be without a negotiator on the return trip to round up the leadership of the compound. To top it off, the peaks grew windy and colder while the FBI and ATF had people out in the elements with eyes on the place. Like it or not, the late-winter heatwave was over, and the schizophrenic mountain weather had plans of its own.

      The atmosphere inside was tense, with agents looking on while the SAC barked orders on his radio. He dropped the mic then strolled to Cyrus. “What do you think?”

      Blake had managed to obtain a court order to put every minor in the place into state custody while they worked out the Lassiters’ surrender on weapons charges. Although the illegal armaments had blown up with the shed and left no discernable evidence, the explosion itself proved their existence. Federal agencies had witnessed the stockpile before it blew. It might be flimsy in court, but it had been enough for the judge to agree to protective orders for the kids.

      They’d released the adults two hours earlier. As pissed as they’d be when they found out the kids were wards of the state, that meant more potential guns pointed at a negotiator. Minutes after the bus provided by the feds dropped them off, a drone had picked up Jacob and his crew strolling down a hill en route to the main cabin.

      After a look over one shoulder to confirm the sheriff hadn’t followed him into the tent, Cyrus faced his SAC. “Nixon is the best option. Knows the area.”

      Blake shook his head. “He’s not trained in negotiations. He could end up making the situation worse.”

      “It’s that or retreat down the mountain for days until the snow melts. It’s going to blanket the place.” He gestured at the tent’s roof. “Unless you’re planning on camping here. We have to work with what we have.”

      “I can get the road scraped.”

      “Yeah, but we’ll be high-stepping onto that compound if you’re forced to give the go order. Better we do it today.”

      While he talked a good game, Cyrus couldn't shake the gnawing in his gut that it could all go horribly wrong. Nixon might be the law in the county, but he’d admitted he’d had limited interactions with the compound members. He could only hope the sheriff was able to find some common ground with Jacob and deescalate the situation.

      “We have to send in Nixon,” Cyrus reiterated.

      Blake mulled over his options, turned to an agent, then cocked his head toward the slit in the tent leading outside. “Lanie. Get the sheriff wired up.”

      Nixon appeared moments later. Blake explained they’d be recording, but the sheriff didn’t need to push them toward a confession. The goal was to learn what they wanted to achieve.

      “Besides blowing up a school,” an agent at the command table muttered.

      Cyrus mused on that one. If they’d really wanted to blow up the school, why had they sent a truck with a broken taillight down the mountain where feds waited? Considering the tech he’d seen on the compound, he wasn’t so dim as to believe his team was dealing with stupid people. Just the opposite.

      Then why?

      Cyrus’s attention returned to the present as Blake reiterated the plan for Nixon’s negotiations—be congenial, figure out the militia’s objectives, then come back to decide next steps. Nothing more, nothing less.

      With a nod, the sheriff strolled from the command tent. He flung open the door to his cruiser then slid behind the wheel.

      Cyrus trailed close then knelt before Nixon could close the door. Once their gazes had locked, he dipped his chin. “No hero shit, right?”

      The sheriff flashed a wide grin. “Hey, I'm no hero. I didn't come up here to get my ass shot off.”
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        * * *

      

      The unease that’d been chewing at Cyrus’s gut ticked it up a notch as the sheriff drove up the mountain. This whole situation had been a mess from the start. Lassiter had lured them in before, and they hadn’t been able to make anything stick to anyone they’d taken into custody. They couldn’t even nail down who’d fired weapons. The militia hadn’t shot at the agents, anyway. Nor strung up the grenades. So, the owners of the property would have to be held accountable, and they’d holed up.

      Billy Tanner, who’d driven the truck with the explosives, knew nothing about the plot to blow the school bleachers into splinters. Of that, Cyrus was certain. But his father had told his people not to submit to any testing, including for nitrates that would prove who’d fired weapons. He’d taken command of the group.

      Sure, they could get warrants to do the testing anyway, but with the incoming weather, the whole crowd would be back on the mountain by the time they got the results. And if they’d lured the feds in once, by the time the ATF and the FBI returned to the premises with arrest warrants, the militia would be ready for phase two—whatever that entailed.
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      Dora studied the security feeds. A camera caught Nixon strolling down the hill past an outside corner of the cabin. The sheriff stopped at a safe distance and waved.

      She looked to Jacob for direction. He returned her pensive look before unlocking the door then stepping outside. He waved the sheriff forward.

      Nixon complied, moving slowly with arms spread out to his sides.

      Dora eyed his hips—he’d come unarmed. But when he stepped across the threshold, a little red light flashed on a device mounted behind the door.

      Not armed, but wired.

      She offered her hand when Jacob stepped off to one side to clear the way. “Sheriff. Can I offer you some coffee or tea?”

      The law officer’s smile was congenial, reaching all the way to his crow’s feet. “No, ma’am. Just came for a quick chat. See if we can calm the thunder.”

      Jacob squeezed in to form one tip of the triangle. “The thunder. Right. Maybe you can tell us what your people were doing on our property in the first place.”

      Dora suppressed her urge to nod. A fine question. Put him on the defensive from the start.

      But the sheriff’s easy response caught her a bit off guard.

      “Just getting a look after someone dropped a map on my desk showing a red circle under the bleachers of the high school gym.”

      Honest. No hesitation.

      “Maybe my deputies overstepped, but are the grenades necessary? Surely, with all your tech up here, you could’ve just used motion sensors.”

      Hmm, turning the tables.

      Jacob proved up to the task. “We didn’t break any laws, and despite what you might think, your deputies trespassed.”

      The sheriff nodded, but it wasn’t as if he agreed. “I don’t think grenades serving as land mines are legal. But let’s set that aside and address the other. If I’m investigating a 911 call, my guys would have to knock on your door, right? Would you call that trespassing? We do have certain liberties provided by the law, and I’m sure a local judge would’ve given me a warrant to look around, had I asked. But I decided to take a different approach, and I think it was a bit less invasive, to be honest.”

      “A 911 call gives some amount of probable cause to enter the property, Sheriff. I’ll give you that it was smarter to do it your way, because otherwise, it might not have ended so well for your deputies.”

      Instead of engaging in the standard testosterone-laden pissing contests that polluted Dora’s former home in the West Virginian mountains since the days of the Hatfields and McCoys, the sheriff donned that easy smile of his.

      “Of that, I have little doubt.”

      He’d shifted tactics. Became agreeable instead of pointing out the obvious flaw in Jacob’s argument, that the map left in his office was a substantial piece of probable cause left to help the sheriff get the warrant.

      “Seems you folks are quite outfitted and”—Nixon slid the back of one hand close to his mouth and leaned forward as though he was about to share a secret—“good on ya, if you ask me.” Done whispering, he lowered his hand and straightened his spine. “So, since no one was hurt, what say we start at square one?”

      Jacob shook his head. “Hard to do when you all roll in here and start gathering us up.”

      “Funny you should mention that. While I’m no federal officer or anything, I kind of respect how they let your people go instead of hitting them with a bunch of trumped-up charges. They do that, you know.”

      “Yeah, but now you’ve got a lot of pissed off people up here because their kids didn’t come home. If you think that’s going to work in your favor, you’re delusional.”

      The sheriff didn’t bite. “While I don’t agree with firing in their proximity, intentionally keeping the gunfire away from the feds’ Suburbans was a wise move. Any other time, they might’ve brought two-hundred agents up here and taken all of you in.”

      “Well, it’s never too late. But they better bring body bags and buy up some flags for their coffins.”

      Dora cleared her throat. “Now, Jacob, there’s no need for all that, is there?” She smiled at Nixon. “Why don’t we just let the sheriff tell us why he really came up the mountain? See if we can come to some kind of mutually beneficial end to all this mess?”

      Jacobs’ neck pinkened and the nodes in his jaw worked hard. “Out with it, then.”

      Nixon’s gaze shifted between them, no doubt picking up on Jacob’s offense over how she’d intervened.

      This time, the local law did take a beat to consider his words. Finally, he said, “How would you all like to see this resolve?”

      Jacob’s eyebrows furrowed.

      Dora groaned to herself. His expression was so readable. She didn’t want to step on his toes but had to intervene before his words betrayed him further. “A fine question, Sheriff. Seems to me you’re asking what our end game is, as if we had some grand plan to cause all this trouble. Let me fill you in. We don’t know nothing about any map. If you found explosives in Billy’s truck, then I guess you’d have to talk to Billy. After all, he’s an adult, right? Didn’t you question him while he was in custody?”

      The sheriff’s face went stony. “Matter of fact, we did. Struck me as confused. Like a kid who got the thorny end of a switch for what his brother did.”

      Mindful she was talking to a crowd of feds and deputies as well as the sheriff, Dora measured her response. “We built this community for people who wanted to escape the immoral outside world. Bought the land outright, invited like-minded people to come here. We don’t run around blowing up schools, and we don’t go causing trouble. Heck, Sheriff, we rarely even go into town.”

      Maybe Jacob felt like his command was slipping away, because he interjected in clipped sentences. “While I respect that you’re the law in this county, you’re on our land. And your deputies trespassed on it. It’s one thing to knock on doors, but it’s another to sneak around. Underhanded. If you’d have just come on up and asked us, we might’ve helped you get to the bottom of it. But things are what they are. There’s no looking back. So, if you and your federal buddies want to charge someone with something, give us a name and we’ll go and bring ‘em right to ya. Short of that, there’s work to be done in a place like this. It’s labor-intensive, if you know what I mean.”

      “Problem is, they want you to come in and talk to them. It’s not about anyone else. You own the land, so it’s you they want to… have a discussion with.”

      Jacob pushed on like he hadn’t heard Nixon. Or like the idea was so ludicrous it wasn’t worth discussing. “We don’t take kindly to threats, even less raids. If you don’t think Billy had anything to do with this supposed bomb threat, and if you’ve already questioned the others you released without charges, what else can we do for you?”

      When the sheriff didn’t immediately respond, Jacob cocked his chin toward his second-in-command.

      Ernest stepped forward, his magnum jostling on his hip. He waved an open hand toward the door. “All right, then, Sheriff. Time for you to go in peace.”

      Jacob twisted the handle, threw open the door, then he and Ernest followed Nixon out and up the hill.

      Dora watched the middle-aged sheriff’s waddling backside absently for a moment while her thoughts wandered.

      Wearing a wire, like we wouldn’t know. Downright insulting. Like we’re a bunch of hicks or something. At least we know whose side he’s on… if there’d ever been any doubt.

      She strolled over to a walkie sitting on a charger atop a short bookshelf. She switched it to channel three.

      “Pace, you check on the Tanners?”

      The radio crackled. “Yup. Seems all is well. If Billy is to be believed, he didn’t say anything incriminating.”

      So the boy had played his part perfectly.

      “Good. You can come on back up to the lodge. Jacob’s gonna have his hackles up.”

      “Roger that.”
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      After regrouping at the command tent, they debriefed Nixon. The sheriff’s sullen expression said it all—his mission had been a total failure. Instead of finding out what the outsiders really wanted, he’d gotten Lassiter’s hackles up.

      Cyrus couldn’t fault him for that. Good chance the guy bristled with regularity. Total hothead.

      After all, that was his land. He fancied himself some kind of patriot. Common sentiment among militia types and, after the threat about body bags, he could definitely be lumped in with that demographic. But Nixon had tried his best. Cyrus wasn’t the only one who saw that. The SAC did, too.

      “What do you think, Sheriff?” the SAC asked.

      “I think I confirmed what we both expected after the first grenade went off. We’re dealing with at least one crazy. Dora seemed amiable enough, even when she was telling me off, but you should’ve seen Jacob’s face when she interjected. Turned red. He’s one of those kinds, if you know what I mean. Biblical.”

      The SAC nodded. “You have good eyes and instincts.”

      Instead of thanking Blake for the compliment, Nixon’s gaze lingered on the tent wall beyond the division head. Cyrus had the impression he was still working through it. Looking at it from all angles. There was a reason he got re-elected twice. The sheriff wasn’t some bumpkin. His next words confirmed the suspicion.

      “I think we should give them some time to think it through. Let Jacob cool his heels. Maybe then I can go back up and try to learn a bit more.” His lips pinched into a white line, parted as if he’d say something, then pressed together again.

      “Don’t hold out on me now, sheriff,” Blake said. “What is it?”

      The shrug of Nixon’s shoulder was almost indiscernible. “Maybe I’m reading too much into it, but Jacob seems the perfect combination of dangerous and stupid.”

      Cyrus’s brows furrowed. “Stupid? That place is ready for doomsday. I think stupid is a bit of an overstatement.”

      The sheriff wheeled. “Then why bring up probable cause?”

      The SAC took a turn. “Come again?”

      “He sounded off about how we’d come onto his property without proof of a crime. Without the implication of one. But you all heard the lack of surprise in his voice when I mentioned the map. Tells me his inclination is to talk first and think later. That’s just the kind of guy you keep out of a bar unless you’re looking for a fight. In turn, it bodes badly for negotiating.” He held up his hand before anyone could misinterpret. “That’s not to say we can’t devise a better scheme, but we’d do better if we could get Dora alone.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “If he turned red because she interjected in the conversation, that isn’t going to happen before the sun explodes.”

      The sheriff gave a singular nod. “Unfortunately, I agree. Just saying, she’s more measured. Smarter than her partner. Her eyes shine with it.”

      The table shimmied when the SAC leaned against it and folded his arms across his chest, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Next steps, Jennings?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe recess so everyone can grab a bite and mull it over?”

      The SAC pushed off the table. “Agreed. I only let those people out of custody to give them a false sense of security. That they fired weapons in the vicinity of federal agents will have to be answered. But bringing in the lowbies to try and get them to implicate the leaders wasn’t fruitful. It’s almost like they’d trained for it.”

      Realization punched Cyrus’s brain. He snapped his fingers. “Exactly! That would explain the taillight.” His eyes flared. “When the deputies showed up to look around after you discovered the map, they’d been lured there. What’s more, I think they wanted us to come up the mountain. That’s why they used grenades instead of motion sensors. That would draw the feds. Thanks to the map, they goaded us into pulling the kid over. Wouldn’t surprise me if they busted the light out themselves. Ensured we’d have the sheriff pull Billy over. When we invaded the compound, they surrendered before we reached the IEDs. The whole thing was plotted. Measured.” He tapped the sheriff’s shoulder. “If Jacob did the planning, then stupid isn’t the right word for him. If Dora is more of a submissive because of the culture, we need to take a look at the men surrounding him. Who else was in the room?” Cyrus strode to the table then fanned out the photos the FBI had collected from the drones then run through facial recognition.

      The sheriff tapped the image of the albino man they had no name for and pushed it away. “He wasn’t there.” Then he poked the other pictures. “Jacob, Dora, Ernest Pollock, Jim Walker. But you all are missing a couple. Young kids.”

      The SAC flipped open a folder to reveal two aerial shots. “The drone captured these two before someone shot it down. Unfortunately, we didn’t have an angle on the shooter.”

      Sheriff Nixon tapped the photos. “That’s them.”

      Deputy Johnson, who’d slipped inside the command tent without interrupting their conversation, now stepped forward. He peered over his boss’s shoulder. “I’ve seen those two around town. Ran into them at the Rusty Rail.” He cast his gaze up at Blake. “Local bar. They were sipping Miller Lites. Struck up a conversation since I was alone. Gave me a business card for some kind of Esty shop.

      The sheriff nodded. “Etsy. Artsy types sell stuff there, my wife included. Still got the card?”

      The deputy reached into his wallet, yanked out a stack of plastic and paper, then handed it over. The sheriff gave it a once over then shared it with Blake.

      The SAC studied the card. “Lucy Renier and Paul Thomas. Just their names and a web address.” He offered it to Cyrus. “Get Daniels on that.”

      He snatched it, pulled out his Bureau cell, snapped a picture, then shot it off to Misty.

      While the SAC scratched their names on the photos with a Sharpie, the sheriff picked up his narrative where he’d left off. “Lucy and Paul were holding hands, standing in the kitchen off the main room, looking away from the rest of us and out the window.”

      The SAC snatched the photos of the younger pair then set them aside. “What do we have on Walker and Pollock?”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Nothing, yet. I’ll put Misty on that, too.”

      “Sounds good. Storm’s rolling in overnight. Damn thing is blanketing half the country, and it’ll likely keep them on the compound, but I want to keep Jennings and a couple others up here until we’re forced to vacate. Everyone else can pack up. Dismissed.”

      While people filed out, Cyrus leaned on the table and perused the images. He drew a pair close then read the names scribbled on the bottom edges.

      The young couple. Lucy Renier and Paul Thomas.

      The sheriff and the SAC flanked him. Blake asked, “What you got?”

      “These two.” He met the sheriff’s gaze. “You said they’re a couple. They were holding hands and looking out the window, yeah?”

      Nixon nodded. “That’s right. I didn’t spend a lot of attention on them but, now that you mention it, they seemed detached from the whole process.”

      “I get you,” Blake said. “You’re thinking strife in the ranks, right?”

      Cyrus nodded. “I might be getting way ahead of myself, but if Dora Lassiter won’t talk to us, maybe they will.”

      “Damn, Jennings. If I didn’t know better, I might have accused you of a hint of optimism.”
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      In no hurry to return to the hotel, Cyrus sat in his agency ride with his FBI phone resting on the console. Misty’s breath came through the speaker. He’d put her to work tracking down information on the occupants of the cabin during the sheriff’s meeting.

      She was the analytical type. Details were her heroine, and quick jobs were against her nature. Maybe it had been instilled during her stint in the military, and her paranoia about law enforcement reinforced the behavior. Sometimes patience went a long way. He’d even stalled for time by calling Marsha first, just to touch base. When the first snowflake fell on his windshield fifteen minutes later, he’d run out of excuses—and the desire to make them. He needed an update. Though he hated coming off as a nagging pain in the ass, he placed the call.

      Misty chimed in as if it’d been her cue. “Jim Walker was arrested for domestic abuse a few years ago. Charges were dropped. Divorced a year later. I drudged up some old posts from his ex-wife, but nothing on social media from him. He has littered the forums with enough rants to keep a conspiracy theorist’s wanker hard for weeks.”

      “Pleasant.”

      “Now he’s drumming shit up about the federal incursion on sovereign land.”

      “Great. They’re secessionists.”

      “That’s what it sounds like. But what else do you take away?”

      Cyrus mulled that one over and realized it was Misty who was teaching now. “Think they’re trying to recruit?”

      “Bingo. So glad they didn’t assign me to an idiot.”

      “High praise.”

      “Anyway, it’s a good reason to lure you in.”

      “Us,” Cyrus corrected.

      “What?”

      “You said they lured ‘you’ in, like you aren’t Bureau. It’s us.”

      “Semantics.” She pushed on. “These infrared aerial shots you sent prove they want to grow. About a quarter of those cabins registered cold, awaiting occupation. But they’ve got a bunch of people up there, and it’s like they carved those dirt roads to lock anyone who enters into a bottleneck. You’d have to wind through all those snakes just to circle back and climb to the main cabin. The only approach is down that hill in the front from the main road.”

      “No offense, Misty, but I didn’t call for aerial recon.”

      “Right. Sorry. I’m the analytical type. You know this.”

      Like she’d read his mind. Nothing new.

      Misty continued. “Jim Walker is a wife-beater and instigator on the forums, but there’s no social media. The older guy, Ernest Pollock, was a helicopter pilot in both Gulf Wars. National Guard after that. Ever since he retired eighteen months ago, he’s been a ghost. Never had a Facebook account. He’s early sixties, so that isn’t a huge surprise.”

      Nothing was easy. Cyrus kept his sigh quiet lest Misty misinterpret it as disapproval. “What’d you get on the young couple?”

      “Oh, they’re a treasure trove. Compared to the others, they could be mistaken for Instagram celebrities. Prolific posters. Selfies in front of the mountain landscape, pictures of each other swimming in pools at the bottoms of waterfalls. But very few captions. Not much text. Makes me think they do it to let friends or family know they’re okay.”

      “Could be.”

      “You know, Cy, those two don’t make sense.”

      That perked up his ears. “Why is that?”

      “They’re young. Good looking. Both went to college, but they’re not related to anyone in the compound. No family ties. In fact, Paul Thomas’s family is fucking rich. His father, Steven, is a partner at one of the biggest law firms in—wait for it—Chicago. That kid in a militia compound? He’s a fish out of water.”

      “What about his girlfriend?”

      “Wait, I’m not finished with him yet. Looks like he inherited a bunch of money when his grandfather died a few years ago.”

      He rolled his hand despite knowing she couldn’t see it. “How much money?”

      “Let’s spur your imagination. According to IRS records, he paid over two million in taxes at the end of that year. So, he either has the shittiest accountant on the planet or—”

      “Or his grandpops dropped a huge sum in his lap. Wonder why he skipped a generation and left it all to Paul.”

      “If you’ll get me a subpoena, I’d love to follow the trail. Find his bank accounts and see if—”

      He knew where she was going, so he pushed the conversation forward. “Paul and Lucy were in what I’m assuming was an underground bunker beneath a shed when we arrested the rest. They weren’t out in the open during the raid, and we hadn’t wanted to risk going in for the others.”

      “Who could blame you? If a storage shed explosion blew me off my feet and tossed me around, I wouldn’t, either.”

      “Yeah, you get me. Anyway, I’m wondering why a couple of young’uns were included in the leadership retreat below ground.”

      “Think he’s helping to fund the operation?”

      “It’s like you read my mind. Stop doing that.”

      She laughed, and Cyrus found it was an uninhibited, melodious sound he liked. He was filled with the warm fuzzies of gratitude. It was colder than a witch’s tit outside and he wasn’t running the heater because of the racket it would create on the phone. “Now to Lucy.”

      “Their shared Insta goes back five years. Practically pioneers. Tighter than a cat’s asshole, these two.”

      Another Misty-ism, but he wasn’t about to break her flow.

      “Her parents died in a car crash when she was twelve. Sad. She lived with her aunt in Poughkeepsie.”

      The way she got so much information in a two-hour period left Cyrus wondering how long it would be before someone sent her to DC. What an irony that would have been.

      “New York? But the Thomas kid is from Chicago, right?”

      “If you’d let me fucking finish. I thought you were in a hurry.”

      Cyrus sighed.

      “That’s what I thought. Her senior year, she traveled to Chicago for a US Department of State Youth Leadership program designed to expose international students from varying cultures to each other. Forge bonds and the like. They met there.”

      “Maybe I’m profiling or stereotyping, but anything about that strike you as odd?”

      He could almost hear her nod over the phone. “Considering all the photos you sent over and the people I’ve been researching, that’s kind of a stupid question. They’re all white. Not a mixed breed among them.”

      “Misty, Jesus Christ.”

      “Oh, what? You all woke now, Agent Jennings? It was you who said you might be stereotyping just seconds ago. Lighten up.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Misty chuckled.

      He smiled. “Continue.”

      “Where was I? Oh, right. She goes to Chicago, meets her beau, then returns home. Her Instagram has photos of the two outside a convention center. Seems they warmed up fast because they went to NYU together. When they graduated, he moved with her to Poughkeepsie. They were only there for a few months before moving to Colorado.”

      “Hmm. So, they’ve been together for a long time. Are they married?”

      “No record of it I can find.”

      “I’m trying to figure out what that means.”

      Misty huffed, which came across as static in his ear. “That they were a good match, maybe? Didn’t want to ruin it with matrimony?”

      “No. I meant their lack of participation in the conversation with the sheriff. Nixon told us they were looking out the window. Detached. Blake and I think there might be problems. Those two might be our way in.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “They went to this place for a reason. If his grandfather left him the money instead of his dad, I think Paul Thomas wanted to isolate. Escape his family. That means the Insta photos are probably intended for Lucy’s aunt, to let her know she’s doing well. You know how these Instagram kids are. Photos forming pretty lies.”

      “I try not to think about it.”

      “Then you’re in the wrong business, Cy.” She chuckled.

      “I’ve always wondered about that, myself. Why do you think I rigged up a cabin in the mountains?” He slid his backside in the seat to get his circulation going. When Misty didn’t answer, he continued. “Anything else you wanted to share?”

      “One last thought. I drew up a mind map to connect the members of the compound, but there are few familial connections outside marriages. No big expressions of any single bloodline.”

      “Did you see any religious talk on the forums?”

      “Not much. God and country stuff, but no Bible verses.”

      “So, Jacob doesn’t fancy himself a second coming, like David Koresh.”

      “That’s the Waco guy, right?”

      “Yeah. Branch Davidians. He called himself the Christ. They fired on a bunch of ATF guys serving a warrant for illegal machine guns, killing a couple agents and injuring others. A bunch of them died a couple months later when it came to a head and the feds tried busting down the front door with a tank to lure them out.”

      “I’ve seen video of that fire. Whole place burned down with kids inside, right?”

      “Yeah. Ugly day for all involved.”

      “Well, if this was some David Koresh thing, we could better guess what they are really up to. But I’m not feeling it from the information I’ve gathered.” A scratching sound came from her end of the phone. “Sorry, put you on speaker, needed to get the handset off my shoulder.”

      “Why not use the headset I requisitioned?”

      “Shoved it in a drawer back at the office. Forgot about it.”

      Cyrus chuckled. “For someone so rooted in details, you can be really absentminded.”

      “Thank your lucky stars I haven’t packed a bag and bought a boat ticket, dude.”

      “I thank them every morning.” Then he rooted out the meaning of her earlier words. “What do you mean, back at the office? Where are you?”

      “The SAC didn’t tell you? He brought me back. I’m at the hotel, right next door to your room.”

      “Why?”

      “Hey, dude, I just do what I’m told. I’d think you’d be happy I didn’t question the order.”

      Cyrus considered. Asking the SAC might come off wrong, and since this was the first time they’d worked a case together, he’d have to trust the man had a plan, though he couldn’t imagine how it would involve Misty. Maybe he just wanted to keep her close. After all, she’d been on the verge of prison when Cyrus bailed her out and got her the gig.

      Apparently goaded by the silent line, Misty spoke up. “What’s next for you? Riding out the storm up there or in the hotel?”

      “Haven’t decided.” He threw open the door of the truck then the wind slammed it closed.

      “Getting rough up there?”

      “Wind is ridiculous. Gonna make the compound hard to watch, but we’re sending half the crew down the mountain, anyway.”

      “But, of course, Agent Cyrus Jennings is going to stick around and keep an eye on shit. Do me a favor?”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “Who’s reading minds, now?” She clicked off.
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      Cyrus's SAC set the phone on the table then gave one fist a single victorious pump. “Judge approved the warrant. It’ll be with Burns back at the ranch in an hour.”

      Cyrus nodded his approval then shot Misty a text to reach out to Blake’s trusted confidante so she could start tracking bank transactions. Maybe she’d find that work more enjoyable, especially since she’d asked for the records and actually gotten what she wanted from the brass.

      That bit of business accounted for, they returned to the pressing piece. Sheriff Nixon wanted to go back up the hill. Where he’d originally suggested they let the societal outcasts cool their jets, waiting out the storm bothered him. Like he didn’t want them getting too comfortable.

      Cyrus liked the cop. But the idea of sending him back up after Jacob dropped direct threats put him off. If he’d been willing to blow up an auditorium with kids inside to make his mark, shooting a cop was nothing. Cyrus had gotten the SAC alone for a few after speaking with Misty, and they’d agreed. Nixon would need to sit the next one out. But the FBI negotiator was still snowed in and without power. His boss decided to let Cyrus have a go at them over the phone.

      But first, Blake had suggestions in the wake of their previous failure. “Get a concession this time. Now that they’re on the defensive, they see this as a standoff. Show we can negotiate, then everyone can get back to their lives. They’ll suspect because the feds are on the mountain, the situation is untenable and we don’t plan to leave without a pound of flesh.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Which we don’t.”

      “But we need to convince them otherwise. Tell ’em we only want a few ounces, in the form of the people who planned to attack a school.”

      The sheriff nodded his understanding. “Right. Keep ’em calm, let ’em know you’re not coming up the mountain in force. After all, if you were, you wouldn’t be sending someone a second time, right?”

      “Exactly. All we want is whoever was planning the attack, whether they planned to go through with it or not. Convince them if we get that person or group, we go on our way.”

      Nixon frowned. “What if that person is Jacob?”

      Cyrus answered. “Then they’ll hang up. If Jacob and his group weren’t in on it—which they almost definitely were—they’ll be rooting out the culprit or culprits on their own. If they turn anyone over—a longshot—we’ll flip them on Jacob.”

      “For what?” Deputy Johnson asked. “What has he really done?”

      Nixon answered his subordinate. “Planned the whole thing? Lured the feds into a confrontation, opened fire, shot down a drone, planted illegal grenades… whatever they can get. Trust me, Deputy. This guy is dangerous. I’d think the man who tripped his grenade would see that.”

      Cyrus inched forward. “Right. All we need to know is our target. If it’s a single actor, Jacob might decide the heat is too much and go right for them.”

      “We have two weatherized drones to see where they go after the call.” the SAC said.

      Cyrus understood. “So we can track them to whichever cabin they run to after we leave. Good.”

      Waves cut into Nixon’s forehead. “So, you were planning on going in either way.”

      “They were going to bomb a school, Sheriff. Hell yes we’re going in, unless Cyrus can get them to bring the culprit down.” Blake handed over a phone.

      Cyrus punched in the contact number then put it on speaker. After two trills, a husky voice answered.

      “Hold.” A moment later, Jacob’s unmistakable, irritable drawl fuzzed up the speaker. “What do you want?”

      “This is Cyrus Jennings with the FBI. I want to talk.”

      “We ain’t talking to the feds. Send Nixon.”

      The sheriff scratched his chin and his gaze went distant, detached.

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot. I was hoping you’d let me come.”

      “We only talked to him because he was local. What makes you think we’d talk to a fed?” The last word dripped off his tongue like acid before a click sounded then the line went silent.

      Without being asked, Cyrus rang Jacob again. The sheriff gave a two-fingered salute then swept out of the tent. The SAC nodded a goodbye.

      “You’re starting to get on my nerves, Jennings. I told you we’re not… hold on a sec.” The last four words came on a softer air of impatience than the previous ones. After a few seconds of muffled vocal sounds, he returned to the line. “We’re gonna spell it out plainly for you. Next fed I see on our property is going to be treated like an enemy combatant.”

      The line clicked.

      Jacob’s willingness to threaten the law on multiple occasions lent insight to his true disposition. Despite working for the FBI, Cyrus had occasionally shared in those kinds of sentiments. Seeing for himself the kind of surveillance tech the FBI deployed on unsuspecting citizens—and how it was constantly refined to perform even better—pushed all his paranoia buttons. If the everyday guy in America knew what the feds were actually capable of, the fourth amendment violations they could squash without revealing their sources, they’d all have cabins with solar, MREs, and lots of guns… just like Jacob’s crew.

      Just like me.

      Marsha would’ve chastised him. Told him he was nothing like these sociopaths. But Cyrus couldn’t shake the strange sense of foreboding derived from how much he and Jacob might have in common.

      A cold breeze blew the tent’s flap to one side as Trip Jones stepped inside. He thrust a thumb over one shoulder. “We’ve got a problem.”

      A snake crawled up Cyrus’s spine, but he followed the agent out into what was becoming a torrent of snowfall, the SAC on his heels. Directed by Jones’s outthrust hand, Cyrus caught sight of the sheriff’s taillights just as his 4x4 slid around a frosty curve and out of sight.

      “Shit. What is he doing?” Blake asked.

      “The way he sees it?” Deputy Johnson said. “His job.”

      A static voice inside the tent carried through the open flap. “You guys hear me okay?”

      “Shit!” Cyrus ran inside, slipping in the new blanket of snow and nearly busting his ass. He grabbed the radio. “Sheriff, they just said the next fed that comes up there is going to get shot at. Turn around.”

      “I’m not a fed. Jacob asked for me to come. I can calm ’em down. If I’m lucky, I’ll get that young couple to come back down with me.”

      Cyrus thumbed the walkie. “That’s not gonna work. Trust me, we need to regroup.”

      “You all gonna wait for the snow to melt? Give them more time to prepare for your raid? Trust me.”

      Deputy Johnson tapped Cyrus’s arm before he could reply. “He won’t come. Best we try to keep him alive.”

      “I’m coming up on their lodge. Gonna leave my truck like before and walk down the hill. Hopefully I can get in and out. Jackie is making her famous cherry pie for dessert.”

      Despite the cold, sweat beaded on Cyrus’s forehead. He gripped the radio tighter. “Nixon.”

      No response.

      “Dammit. Are you reading?”

      No answer came.

      Blake waved Cyrus toward the table. He thrust a finger at a spot high on a ridge overlooking the compound from the south. “You told me you and Daniels compete with each other on the rifle range, right?”

      Cyrus head whipped around in a doubletake. “Um, yeah?”

      “Baker’s out in his Suburban. Grab a weapon.” He circled the table. “We found a covered tree stand right there. The snipers are at the hotel. Have Baker drop you at the stand.”

      Shit.
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      Jacob was loading a Remington bolt action when Ernest Pollock rushed into the kitchen. “Sheriff’s back.”

      He looked up. “Nixon? I thought this Jennings would come, if anyone.”

      Ernest shook his head. “Guess not.”

      “And he’s out there now?”

      “Yup. Standing in the same spot, arms out to his sides.”

      The legs of the chair protested when Jacob pushed away from the table. “Guess you better go get him.”

      “Will do.” Ernest ran to the door, pulled on a parka, then pushed out into the blizzard.

      The hell is he doing back? Thickheaded fool.

      Jacob pushed a curtain to the side then peered out the window. Despite the weather, his line-of-sight to the cop was clear. Ernest waved him forward, gestured for him to throw his arms out, then frisked him. When the older man patted the law officer’s chest, he shook his head then clutched his hips before cocking his head toward the door.

      Jacob pulled it open, and Ernest shoved Nixon through.

      “Hey!” the sheriff protested. “Lighten up.”

      For confirmation, Jacob eyed the box on the wall behind the door. No blinking this time. At least he’d left the wire behind.

      “You armed?”

      The sheriff shook his head. “Left it in the four-by-four.”

      “I see our guest has returned.” Dora strolled into view and stopped just to Jacob’s left. “Coffee or tea, sheriff?”

      Nixon’s gaze shifted to Dora, but Jacob remained focused on the cop. Ernest handed over the sheriff’s radio. Jacob tossed it on the short coffee table in the seating area behind him.

      Nixon smiled and nodded. “Whatever you’ve got is fine.”

      Jacob didn’t appreciate the lack of fear that gesture revealed.

      “Ernest, I’d like to talk to the sheriff alone, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course, boss.” Ernest sauntered out behind Dora as she went to pour beverages.

      “Why’d you come? I told the feds—”

      “You asked for me, didn’t you? I’m not a fed, Jacob. This is my county. I think it’s about time you listened before things go bad.”

      Heat rushing to his face, Jacob grabbed the sheriff’s lapels then shoved him back. Nixon slammed into the door with a thud. His breath hitched, then his cheeks flooded with color. A moment later, Jacob held a blade to his throat.

      “This is our land. Our sovereign nation. Do you hear me?”

      Shocked eyes glaring down toward the cold steel pressed to his neck, the sheriff nodded gently, like he feared cutting himself with too harsh a motion. “Jacob, this isn’t necessary. I’m just here to talk.”

      “Talk about what?” He pressed the flat of his blade against the sheriff’s Adam’s apple.

      “C’mon, Jake. I never had a problem with any of you. Stayed out of your business up here until that damn map landed on my desk.”

      “Then you reported it to the feds.”

      “I’m the law, Jacob. I didn’t talk to the feds until your grenade nearly killed my deputies.”

      Dora’s bootheels clacked on the tile floor before quieting on the carpet as she entered the sitting room. “Did we still want coffee?”

      Jacob threw her a twisted sneer. As was par for the course, Dora wore her standard, stony expression. He lowered the knife.

      “Sit the fuck down.” He grasped the sheriff’s coat, yanked him away from the door, twisted around, then shoved him.

      Nixon pulled his coat straight and threw Jacob a homicidal glare.

      Now we’re getting somewhere.

      Dora ended the staring contest by stepping between them to set the tray on the coffee table. She distributed a pair of steaming cups.

      Jacob stayed on his feet. “What do you want?”

      “I came to save you from yourself. I don’t want headlines about a massacre in my county.”

      Dora took a few steps back, the tray shoved under her armpit.

      The sheriff continued. “They want to know who was planning the bombing. I told them you wouldn’t be that stupid. Had to be someone gone rogue.”

      Nixon was probably embellishing to calm things down, but Jacob decided to keep the pressure on. “Stupid, huh?”

      Instead of reaching for his cup, the sheriff showed Jacob one palm. “C’mon, Jake. You know how this works. Are you trying to start a war?”

      Dora muttered something under her breath. Jacob squinted without looking at her.

      Nixon turned. “What’s that?”

      Jacob shook his head. “She didn’t say anything. Dora, leave me to talk with the sheriff.”

      The sheriff pressed. “Sounded like she said we started the war.”

      “’Twas you came on our property, wasn’t it?” Dora blurted.

      Jacob ground his teeth then turned. “Know your place! Get out!” He thrust a finger for emphasis.

      Dora’s features stretched, her mouth gaped, then she turned and scurried away.

      He turned back to the cop. “Now, you. We ain’t putting you up until the snow passes, so I guess you better make your point.”

      Nixon shot up. “You stupid little shit. Did you really think they were going to let this slide? I’m up here giving you the chance of a lifetime, and you think you can hold a blade to my throat? Push me around?” He circled the table, lunged. Grabbed the lapels of Jacob’s vest, shoved him against the door.

      Jacob forced a grin. “So maybe you’ve got a pair after all.”

      The sheriff was clearly finished with the banter. “Listen to me, you little dimwit. Either you go down that hill and find a patsy, or they’re going to raid this place and take the lot of you out. You think Ruby Ridge was bad? Wait until the army of feds down there decides you’re not worth negotiating with!” He dropped his hands, stepped back, then took a deep breath. “You have two choices—point out the people who planned the bombing or sit here and wait. But the feds aren’t leaving, and if you don’t start thinking, this whole thing’s gonna go south.” He reached for the doorknob.

      Jacob slipped to one side. “Is that right?”

      The sheriff twisted the handle, but before opening the door, he leveled his gaze on Jacob. “You know, son, I wish it wasn’t. I came up here because I didn’t want the feds messing things up. Thought a familiar face might set you at ease. That maybe we could talk it out so cooler heads prevailed. But you don’t want to talk, so I’m just gonna head back down the mountain before the snow piles too deep. You decide what you want to do, but think about Dora and all the folks you got up on this mountain. If you want a confrontation, you’ll get it. You could’ve sent the kids away like a man instead of making the feds do it. Would’ve bought you some good will. Instead, you’ve made it clear my work here is done. Deal with them from now on.” He cocked his chin toward the table. “Radio’s on the right channel. Just twist the dial to turn it on when you’re ready to talk.”

      He yanked open the door, stepped onto the porch, then scurried down the snow-covered stairs without closing it behind him.

      Jacob watched him go.

      Dora reappeared and strolled over to stand beside him. She set a hand on his back. “He seems a bit perturbed.”

      Jacob was in no laughing mood. “Yeah, but I don’t care.”

      “Seems he chose his side.”

      By Jacob’s estimation, he had done exactly that. He nodded.

      “And what do think we should do?”

      He caught the slow twist of her head in his periphery, and he knew which look he’d see when he turned. That stern expression of judgment she reserved for misbehaving colonists.

      As the sheriff raised his feet to stomp high when he reached the incline leading up the drive, Jacob nodded.
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      Although the bitter cold left his fingers feeling like popsicles, Cyrus was thankful the shelter covered the ladder to keep the snow off the rungs. The shit was practically blowing sideways. He threw down the tarp tied onto his pack then lay on his belly. Even his rifle was frigid when he raised it to peer down the decline.

      Thanks to the way the snow weighed down the branches, he had a clear view down to the cabin below. He thumbed the radio. “Nest three, in position. Clear sight of the door.”

      “Roger,” the SAC replied. “Keep an eye—”

      The rest was lost when the door swung open and Nixon appeared. He stomped out of the cabin then down the stairs. Jacob, his hair longer than in the pictures they had of him in the command tent, stepped into the doorway. Cyrus breathed a sigh of relief knowing the sheriff had kept his time there short.

      But that probably meant if hadn’t gone well.

      A short woman with blonde hair—he’d seen a photo of her back at the tent, too—came to Jacob’s side. The two seemed to be talking, but at that range, he couldn’t tell, even through his scope.

      He depressed the button on his radio. “Sheriff’s on the way out.”

      “Good. Once he’s down the mountain, we’ll regroup.”

      In one smooth motion—before Cyrus could react—Jacob raised a pistol, leveled it toward the sheriff, then fired.

      The sheriff lurched forward. Jacob fired a second shot prior to Nixon hitting the snow-packed ground. The hat flew off the lawman’s head as blood painted the snow in a gruesome display.

      Cyrus’s breath hitched. He thumbed the radio button. “Jacob shot him! Officer down!”

      The SAC didn’t hesitate. “Take him out.”

      Leveling the rifle again, Cyrus peered through the scope. He wrapped his finger around the trigger.

      Jacob retreated, slamming the door behind him and the blonde.

      “God dammit!” He spoke into the walkie. “No joy. SOB closed himself inside before I found a shot. They’re gonna barricade.”

      Blake’s sigh preceded his words. “Let’s regroup.”

      The door swung open. Two men stepped outside. Cyrus peered through his scope, itching to blow Jacob’s head into gore that splattered his living room, but neither was him. One had long graying hair flooding out the side of a cowboy hat. The other wore a red ballcap. They hustled across the snowpack then stopped next to the body. The one in the ten-gallon knelt, pressed his hand to the sheriff’s neck, then stood again. After he shook his head toward his cohort, each man snatched an arm. They dragged the sheriff up the hill.

      “Got a pair of men moving the sheriff up the hill toward the road. Might be Ernest Pollock and Jim Walker… the wife beater.” Cyrus’s upper lip twitched, causing his nose to crinkle. “I’ve got a clear shot.”

      “Negative,” Blake replied. “Watch them. Baker is still nearby. He’ll pick you up. Follow them down the mountain. No one has the green light. Acknowledge.”

      “Acknowledged,” Cyrus grunted.

      But he didn’t quite want to let go. The trail of blood painting the snow behind the sheriff caused his fingers to tremble on his weapon’s stock. How he longed to reach for the trigger and do some painting of his own.

      But orders were orders. Cyrus lowered the weapon, collected his gear, then descended the ladder.
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      The agents followed at a distance while one man drove the sheriff’s vehicle behind a pickup with a scraper. They cut a path through the snow that Baker navigated with ease. Moments later, the high howl of small engines filled the air, then snowmobiles blew past them on either side, tearing down the mountain to take up position just ahead of the slow-moving lead vehicles. The riders wore all white, and rifles jostled on their backs.

      Cyrus pulled his service piece, checked the mag, then slammed it back into place. “Be ready.”

      Baker patted his jacket, where his weapon was stowed in his shoulder holster. “Roger that. I dare those motherfuckers to blink.”

      Cyrus knew how he felt.

      Well before they reached the FBI’s barricade, the snowmobiles veered off in opposite directions, one climbing around a rocky outcropping to the right, the other taking a snowy hill to the left. When Baker’s Suburban passed them, Cyrus rubbed away condensation on his window to spy the man on that side dropping into the snow and leveling his rifle toward the command tent.

      Baker pulled up short of the rear vehicle then shoved his ride into Park early enough that the vehicle rocked. Cyrus threw open his door. He stomped down the decline through the snow.

      Ernest Pollock turned. He raised one hand and set the other on a huge pistol on his right hip. “We’re not here to fight. Came to return your man, then we’ll go on our merry way.”

      A procession of feds hustled out of the tent, weapons drawn. The SAC took the lead.

      “Drop the fucking gun, asshole!”

      Pollock relinquished his grip on his weapon. He threw up his arms to gesture toward the snipers who’d dismounted their snow mobiles. “Now, there’s no reason for more bloodshed. Jacob will reach out when he’s ready to talk.”

      The SAC stopped at the barricade, his weapon still leveled on the cowboy. Agents fanned out behind vehicles, some aiming rifles toward the snipers, but given their high positions and the blinding clouds of snow being whipped around up there, they wouldn’t have shots.

      When the standoff had aged a couple minutes, Jim Walker moved to the back of the sheriff’s ride, threw open the gate, then stepped toward his partner’s truck.

      It went against Cyrus’s every instinct to let the two men mount up and close their doors, even less drive back up the mountain, but a battle in the snow would almost surely go sideways, and it had been Jacob who pulled the trigger, not these two. Or four, counting the men on the ridges.

      The SAC holstered his piece. “Let ’em go.”

      Cyrus lowered his gun then stomped to the back of the sheriff’s truck. Baker hurried over to assist. They pulled the man’s body clear then carried him toward the barricade.

      Blake frowned so his cheeks wrinkled. A moment later, the high whir of the snowmobiles echoed from on high. The feds turned to watch the truck slide around a curve and out of sight.
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      Cyrus mulled as he pulled into the hotel parking lot. Thirty-six hours and not a word from the compound. By the way Blake barked orders and grunted his other words, anyone could tell he grew edgy. He’d ordered trucks waiting at the bottom of the hill to scrape the mountain road all the way to the command tent then ordered all but a skeleton crew to return to the hotel to get some shuteye. He also called back the reserves he’d sent down days before to wait out the storm.

      The luxurious Walden Suites and Laundry Service lay nestled in a valley surrounded by foothills on all sides. When Cyrus reached the hotel room, the neighboring door flew open. Misty peeked out. “You’re alive.”

      “Disappointed?”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “When’s the last time you slept?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll sleep when—”

      “Drop off your shit then come on over. I’ll leave it open.”

      Moments later, he knocked anyway.

      “I said I’d leave it open!”

      He pushed inside. Misty’s backpack leaned against the legs of a simple round table tucked in the corner next to the window. The curtains were drawn. His tech queen sat on the bed with her ankles crossed, a VR headset perched on her noggin.

      “How are you doing VR on hotel Wi-Fi? Isn’t the bandwidth a bit low?”

      She turned her head toward him despite half her face being covered. “Do you really want to know?”

      “Tell me you aren’t hacking the hotel router.” He’d as soon wrap his laptop in giant condoms to keep it from getting the digital equivalent of Chlamydia as use the Wi-Fi.

      “Hey, it’s not my fault they used the default user ID and password. It’s like begging me to give myself my own channel. Besides, they probably get about two hundred megabits down. Plenty for a bunch of feds. No one will notice. The VR headset connects to the Wi-Fi directly, so it’s not like I’m exposing my work devices.”

      Exhaustion swept over him. He had better shit to think about but no desire to. His subordinate had just admitted the hotel router had no security, and she was just out in cyberspace whacking away at… whatever gamers like her whacked away at.

      Although he’d tried a few Call of Duty titles—and found them totally addictive—he’d done it over a VPN connection. Open hotel Wi-Fi? He wouldn’t send an email from that shithole.

      Misty prattled. “They’ve got these new VR rigs coming next year that look like alien pods. You clip into an ergonomic seat, recline, then pull down the lid for total immersion. The gamer geeks are sporting boners over this game they’re developing for it. Light of Babylon. Heard of it?”

      Cyrus rolled his eyes, slid onto the bed, then crossed his own ankles. “Get anything on the bank transactions?”

      “Loads. Folder’s in the main compartment of my bag.”

      He snagged the backpack then fell back on the bed.

      “Hey, I could do without all the motion. I’m trying to swing a sword here.”

      “You never struck me as the gamer type. How did I not know this?”

      His personal burner buzzed. Cyrus checked the screen. Ray. He thumbed it off.

      “Well, a girl’s got to do something. Fucking feds burned my warehouse.”

      “You burned your own warehouse.”

      “Same difference. But I can’t very well go back to business as usual with you all up my ass.”

      Cyrus chuckled. “If you prefer prison, I could still talk to the judge.”

      Her headset turned his way again. “Oh, so it’s like that, is it?” When her head returned to the front, she lowered her voice. “Sorry about the sheriff.”

      “Me too. He was a good guy. It wasn’t necessary.”

      “You gonna fuck up this Jacob cat?”

      “I hope so.”

      “Can I ask you a related question without you pissing on me?”

      Cyrus sighed again and crossed his ankles. Once he’d raised a couple pillows and jostled his shoulders to get comfortable, he interlocked his fingers on his abs. “Go ahead.”

      “What’s it feel like to know people like you are on the other side of this one?”

      His head whipped around. He parted his lips, rooting around in his brain for the right admonition to suit the audacity of the question, but no words came.

      “That’s what I was afraid of.” She twisted one wrist to the side, flicked a thumb stick, curled her finger around its trigger, then swung it across her body. “Son of a bitch!” She snatched the headset then threw it in her lap.

      “I’m guessing that didn’t go well.”

      “Half-elves are OP.” She eyed him. “Don’t try to change the subject.”

      “Fine. Then let me ask you a question.”

      She shrugged like she couldn’t have given less of a shit. Subtle. Total indifference. “I’m an open book.”

      “If some hacker like you was wrapped up in this shit and put a bullet in the back of a cop you’d spent the last few days getting to know, splattering his blood all over a white blanket of snow, would you be worried about what you had in common with the killer?”

      Misty slid into a more upright position then crossed her arms. “You know I don’t have the best history with the law, right?”

      “Then you know the ways we’re the same and the way we’re different. I’m an FBI agent.”

      “Nobody’s perfect.”

      “And you’re an FBI analyst!” he barked a little harder than he’d intended.

      True to her stoic nature, Misty didn’t flinch. “Yes, I am. And if you want to know the truth, I kind of like it.”

      That took him off guard. He reconsidered her. “You do?”

      One of her shoulders barely twitched. “Yeah. I mean, open that folder. I got to dig up all that dirt legally. Call me a voyeur or whatever you’d like, but I won’t deny it. I kind of get off on it.” She stood then stretched in a way that accentuated features Cyrus naturally diverted his eyes from.

      Misty didn’t miss it—never missed anything—but usually she didn’t comment on it. This time, she did. “You know, Cy, I can understand why Marsha adores you.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well, if the way you respect me is any sign, especially as difficult as I know I can be, she must eat that shit up. You’re the real deal.”

      When he was about to respond, she threw up a finger. “Let me finish.”

      She leveled her gaze, and he relented, rolling a finger to let her know she could continue.

      “It says everything about who you are. You could’ve just let me rot in prison. A lesser man might have even asked me for… favors.”

      “A pig piece of shit, maybe.”

      “Exactly. All this to say I realize the erroneous nature of my question. Sure, you had a cabin in the mountains with all those MREs, solar, weapons. But that doesn’t make you anything like Jacob. Not in the way that counts. So, I guess what I’m saying is, I’m sorry. I just had this nagging sense you needed to talk. Maybe it’s because I’m not very good at putting myself in your shoes.”

      He uncrossed his ankles. “God dammit.”

      “What?”

      He waved her off. “You were close to the mark. I’ve been sitting up on that mountain asking myself what the hell I’m doing in the agency when I have so much in common with these people. I trust the government about as far as I can throw it. I only joined because I was young and had the stupid sense I could do more from the inside. As if one man—”

      “That doesn’t sound stupid, at all. Naive? Maybe.” Her lips thinned as they twisted into a half-smile. “But you ended up teaching how many classes at Quantico? Seems you had just the kind of impact you were aiming for. Byron sure turned out well.” She flinched, likely in realization of what she’d just said. “Shit. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Byron was a good kid with or without me. He was loyal. I get it.”

      “Right. Anyway, you’re nothing like those shits, and you need to erase those thoughts from your head. Set aside being a fed. You liked this cop, right?”

      “He was the kind of guy poor people gave Subway gift cards to.”

      Misty frowned. “Ugh. That’s tough. He must’ve been... special. Especially in a town like this, where suspicion is probably taught in church.”

      “You get me.”

      “Right. So, you want to pop a bullet into Jacob’s head. That about sum it up?”

      Cyrus withheld his answer. She already knew, and he didn’t have to speak to confirm it.

      “Thoughts of revenge don’t make you a bad person. Acting on them would be a different thing. Do you plan to act on them?”

      He raised his chin to make sure their gazes were level. “Afforded the opportunity? You’re damn right, I will. But it will be by the book. I won’t go rogue.” Cyrus mulled it over for a minute. “To tell you the truth, I’d almost rather he rot in prison the rest of his miserable life. That’ll teach him a real lesson about freedom.”

      “What’s freedom got to do with it?”

      “Isn’t that the whole point? They’re up there on that mountain for a reason. Hell, he doesn’t need a Bible to give sermons on the regular. Spouting off about government overreach, spewing ignorance about—”

      “It’s like you already read the folder.” She shoved a finger toward his lap. “That’s exactly the kind of trash they talk in those forums. Seems to me your instincts are honed.”

      “Give me the short of it. What’d you find?”

      “What you just said… with a twist.” She slid onto the bed, scooted closer, then reached for the folder. Flipping through pages, she narrated. “The short of it is that Paul Thomas is into the compound for six figures. He transferred the money in two payments, one before he moved in, one right after he and Lucy arrived. The warrant covered me, so I took a look at the account he sent the money to. Shit is offshore. Caymans. Not exactly your typical militia shelter. We’ve got him on tax invasion, at the very least.”

      “Cool, I’ll march up the mountain and let him know.”

      She slapped his leg. “Smart ass. Anyway, I haven’t found any other contributions from people on the mountain. Not that I know all of them, but the ones we do know about are clean as a whistle. At least as far as money laundering and tax evasion go.”

      “So, the kid is the only contributor?”

      Misty raised a finger. “I didn’t say that, did I?” She licked her thumb, turned a few pages, then slapped a ledger. “Twenty-five grand was sent to the same Caymans account two years ago.” Flipping over another page, she turned her gaze on him. “Another fifteen thousand.” She went to the next one without looking at it. “Another seventeen-five.”

      “Whose bank account did those transfers originate from?”

      “I don’t know. It’s a branch of Detroit Bank and Trust.”

      “Think they’re selling drugs or something?”

      “Maybe, but with all the hardware you spotted, they might be selling guns. It is, after all, fucking Detroit.”

      “Hmm, that’s an interesting conclusion. Might fit the bill.”

      “If I’m right, it gets better.” She handed him a copy of an article from the Denver Post. “That’s from twenty months ago. Local armory was robbed. No details about what was taken. They never found out who did it, but if what you saw up there before they blew up the shed was part of the take, the statements given to the press were outright fabrications.”

      “So, they managed a robbery of a national guard armory in Colorado, covered their tracks, and are selling guns in Detroit?”

      “It’s not like they’re writing checks and scribbling For AK-47s in the memo field, but you saw all kinds of shit up there, right? C-4 blew up that shed, yeah?”

      “Yeah. Guns, munitions. But not automatics, like I’d expect if they were stolen from an armory. I wonder if their underground lair is storing that stuff.”

      “Not a bad guess. And now that they’ve shot a cop, you could easily get a warrant to find out. What’s the SAC waiting for, anyway?”

      “You already forgot Ruby Ridge?”

      “Of course not, but they already shot a law enforcement guy. I’d think—”

      “Then you’re not giving Blake enough credit. He’s more measured than that. When I told him how Ernest Pollock threw up his hands when he realized Nixon was dead, he focused on me. He had that kind of luminant stare, and it bore into me for a full minute. Then he made the call to bring everyone down the mountain except for a pair of snipers.”

      “Why retreat?”

      “You misunderstand. He brought them back to the tents, released those of us who haven’t slept, then called back the ones who’d been down here riding out the storm. Blake wasn’t retreating. He was waiting.”

      “For what?”

      “For word to spread around the compound about what Jacob had done. Rumors and conspiracies are like crack in a place like that, and although people might not question it out loud, mothers will start thinking about retrieving their children. It’s one thing to talk shit on forums to try and recruit more villagers. It’s another thing when a parent realizes they might not get their kids back any time soon.”

      “So, he’s thinking maybe they’ll turn on the leaders.”

      “Oh, there’s only one leader. Jacob. By the sheriff’s accounts, his wife does as she’s told, and he runs the show. But no, I doubt they’ll turn on their leaders.”

      “Then what?”

      “The snow is melting. It wouldn’t surprise me if trucks start peeling out of there with whatever families can carry. Even if we only get one, we could glean the intel we need. And the only way off that mountain is to beg their way past the FBI barricade.”

      “So your boss is just biding his time. Letting them come to him. That’s patience.”

      Cyrus nodded. “A lot more than I would’ve shown that quickly. Maybe that’s why he’s our boss.” His brain zapped with a realization. “Ernest Pollock. Didn’t you say he was—”

      She picked up his train on its tracks. “National Guard!” She snapped her fingers. Retired eighteen months ago!”

      “And the robbery was twenty months back? That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “Maybe we should talk to the Guard. Think Blake can get us a meeting?”

      “Let’s hold off for now. If we needed it to justify another raid, I’d say yes. But Blake’s got what he needs, and he has enough on his mind. We’ll come back around to it when the time is right.”

      “I could make some calls on the downlow so we’re ready.”

      Cyrus studied her. “Your enthusiasm is… new.”

      She shrugged. “This is kind of fun.”

      “Make calls.”

      Misty rubbed her quads a few times then reached for the headset. “Ever tried one?”

      Cyrus pushed to his feet. He shook his head walked to the door. “No. And I’m too tired to try it now. We can touch base in the morning. I need some shuteye.”

      “Suit yourself. ’Night, chief.”

      “Stop calling me that.”
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      His phone chirped at five. Cyrus protested his existence as he sat up to snatch it from the side table. Misty.

      I’m standing outside your door. Didn’t want to start knocking and pull some kind of self-defense trigger.

      He was about to reply to ask if she’d considered waiting in her room, but if she was so amped up at that hour…

      A pair of jeans sat atop the pile inside his suitcase, so he yanked them on, pulled on a V-neck he only wore because Marsha bought it for him, then flung open the door. Frigid air washed over his bare feet as he took in Misty’s silhouette in the pre-sunrise gloom, the light from her laptop screen illuminating her angular features.

      “I found a local bank account.” She pushed past him without asking, eyed the unkempt bed, strolled past it and a small table, then dropped onto the unused one. “Two queens. Fancy.”

      “I didn’t book the place.” Not bothering to stifle a yawn, he quietly closed the door, trying not to wake the neighbors. “You could’ve picked up coffee.”

      “Came over as soon as I figured this out.”

      He sat on the edge of the bed he’d slept in. “Must be good.” He paused. “Correction. It better be good. I got”—he glanced at his watch on his wrist—“five hours sleep.”

      As was tradition, she jumped right in. “You know how these militia types often employ bank fraud, false liens, and the like? Not these guys. Turns out Dora and Jacob have a local account. Different business name, and it was opened right here in town. I searched for the name and found a Facebook page. That tipped me off big time. Paul and Lucy are the only adults I found with accounts on that whole compound, and the Lassiters don’t have one… except for this business.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “At first look, it appears like a left-wing news feed. Common media trash. Sensationalism. Scroll and read.”

      “Let me guess. It gets better.”

      Her gaze shot from the screen to his face, then her expression morphed as she chewed her bottom lip. “Why don’t you put on some coffee while I enlighten you?”

      Cyrus huffed. “Fine.”

      While he got to work on the cheap in-room brew, she carried on. “I used a virtual machine on my laptop to follow their Facebook page. Moments later, the page reached out through Messenger, offering a link to ‘real news from unbiased sources.’ When I clicked it, another page opened requesting I log in to Facebook again to open the page.”

      “Fake login. To harvest your account.”

      “Exactumundo, chief.”

      “Word, Pocahontas.”

      She cocked an eyebrow without looking up from the screen. Its light cast a giant shadow of her head against the wall, and the way her twisted curls sprang in all directions reminded him of Medusa.

      “No one has said word in twenty years, Cyrus.”

      “I just did.”

      This time her eyes came up. “Word, chief.”

      She smiled then flipped a hand as if the gesture was necessary to shift her brain gears. Or maybe to get him to shut up. Probably the latter.

      “Since I violate the Facebook terms of service on the regular by spinning up fake accounts for my work with our esteemed federal government, I logged in. The Facebook façade vanished, and I was sent to this.” She spun the laptop.

      Cyrus pushed the button on the coffee maker then crossed to sit beside her.

      The site could’ve been mistaken for CNN, MSNBC, or Fox News. Clean design, probably made from a template, there was no shortage of tools for website building those days. “SCN?”

      “Sovereign Citizens Network.”

      Cyrus’s head craned backward. “They’re full on Sovereign Citizens? How did we miss that?”

      The Sovereign Citizens were right-wing activists whose movement dated back to the 1970s. Anti-tax. Anti-government in general. They had a storied history of forgery, bank fraud, and other small-time financial crimes.

      Misty explained. “We didn’t miss it. I scanned 4Chan last night looking for mention of the site, and I found a guy named PorterFree68 who claimed the Lassiters’ Facebook page—and others like it—were defrauding people and linking them to the SCN site to deflect blame. Porter showed up in the Bureau’s files. He’s been popped for check fraud twice and is known to associate with the SC.”

      “Wait, let me get this right. The Lassiters are high jacking peoples’ Facebook accounts by getting them to enter their login information, then pushing them out to a site they’re not associated with? Let me guess. Then they message people on their victims’ friends lists, pull the emotional strings, get them to send money.”

      “Right. If we could get another warrant, I could find out who they’ve contacted and exactly which kinds of scams they’ve been running. They might be getting people to enter their credentials at work so they can download malware to scam companies for cash.”

      “Sending people to the SCN site seems unwise. Why don’t they fear repercussions?”

      “From what I read online, the Sovereign Citizens aren’t usually violent. That’s not to say there aren’t whackos who might take their notions of justice too far, but it’s not as common as you think.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. Get in touch with the Bureau and see about a warrant. I’ll read in Blake. Good work.”

      Misty stood. “You want me to handle it?”

      “You know the drill now. I don’t need to play middleman.”
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      With Misty gathering intel, Cyrus would’ve preferred to hang out with Marsha and wait, let the Lassiters sweat it out a bit more until he had the evidence needed to arrest all culprits in one go. Get in, slap on cuffs, get the hell out.

      Instead, he was back in a conference room. The alphabet soup of law enforcement stood gathered around a table in the sheriff’s office’s conference room. Although the mountain snow still stood in deep piles, at least it’d stopped falling from the sky, and the SAC seemed antsier than usual.

      A guy Cyrus hadn’t seen before stood beside Blake, his barrel chest pushed out for all to admire.

      The FBI negotiator was on a flight in, but by the time he got there, Cyrus suspected the whole ordeal would be over… whatever the outcome. Misty sat in the back corner nearest the door, her fingers rapid-firing on her keyboard laptop.

      Shauna Edenborough splayed the fingers of both hands on the table where a blown-up map of the compound rested. “Forgive me for saying so, but you guys should’ve popped Lassiter the second you heard the shot. I guarantee they’re sitting up there right now feeling good about themselves, justified for having defended their land. And you had no wire on the sheriff, so you don’t even know what happened.”

      The SAC frowned but didn’t respond.

      Cyrus bristled at her censure. “Oh, so in all your extensive experience, you would’ve taken in—what? Five guys? And cleared the compound? There was a blizzard up there. They’re armed to their teeth.”

      Blake finally chimed in. “Cut it, the both of you. This is my op, it was my responsibility. The sheriff went rogue on us, and what happened is done. Time to look forward. Now that they’ve killed Nixon, we can consider them barricaded suspects. My interest is in the occupants of the cabin. We’re not going to be lured into their snaky roads.” He gestured to the new arrival. “This is Rand Thomas. He’s the TTL for our regional TOT.”

      Cyrus’s brain unscrambled the utterance. Tactical team leader for the regional Tactical Operations Teams. These guys were special agents, as well.

      Thomas nodded.

      “He’ll be the incident commander on-site.” Blake gestured to the larger man that he had the floor. “Special Agent Thomas.”

      “Thank you.” He drew a collapsible rod from one of his many pockets then flicked it to point at the map. “Special Agent Blake has filled me in. We’re going to cross through the woods from the north and the west. We’ll secure the entrance to their bunker before proceeding to keep their leaders from bugging out like last time. I’ll have snipers in the nests your SAC has indicated.” He turned his gaze toward Cyrus. “Agent Jennings, it’s my understanding you found a clear shot at the front door from this tree stand.” He tapped the map.

      “That’s right. I just found it a second too late.”

      “I’m one shooter short, so I’m gonna send you back. I hear you’re pretty good with a rifle.” He didn’t wait for an answer. “The rest of you will maintain position in your command tent and wait for the all clear.” He collapsed the pointer then stood to full height. “We’ll have eyes down the hill on the rest of the compound in case of reinforcements. Like always, the goal is to get everyone back alive, with minimum civilian casualties. Acting Sheriff Johnson?”

      The one-time deputy who’d been on the mountain when the mine blew up, kicking off the whole engagement, pushed away from the wall he’d been leaning against. “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your boss. But I have to ask. Am I gonna have any problems with your deputies? Any hotheads who might try to—”

      “Not a chance. We’ll be in our cruisers just down from the command tent. My orders will be to stay out of it.”

      Misty rolled her eyes, probably thinking this was some form of dick measuring. But Cyrus appreciated clear communication.

      “Great.” Thomas threw in a half-smile. “We appreciate the cooperation. Jennings will be with me while my team practices for the incursion. Anyone have questions?”

      The ATF agent who’d criticized Blake’s handling of the situation earlier straightened her spine. She parted her lips in preparation of speaking but apparently thought better of it and shook her head instead.

      Maybe it was Cyrus’s imagination, but the team filed out with a bit more gusto than when they’d arrived. Perhaps their confidence in the TOT caused their exuberance, but it could have reflected their desire to kick some ass on the former sheriff’s behalf. Luckily, any thirst for recompense on enemy territory in those hazardous conditions would be mitigated by the SWAT team’s involvement. They were there to do a job they’d done many times before, and as long as everyone kept to their places, everything should turn out fine.

      So, why was his gut on fire?

      Misty caught him on the way out. She drew him to an unoccupied corner where they waited for everyone else to leave. “I reached out to the Buckley Air Force Base, the Denver National Guard Armory, the Windsor Readiness Center, the Pueblo Armory, and the one at Grand Junction. I even checked Fort Carson, but it turns out it just houses the 157th Engineer Company.”

      “And?”

      “It’s like I suspected. They wouldn’t hit the Denver Armory. Too high profile. But Windsor is about sixty miles north of Denver, and they acknowledged they were missing munitions twenty months back.”

      “Windsor. That’s… the 157th?”

      The 1st Battalion, 157th Infantry Regiment was a light infantry unit specializing in recon, surveillance, and security ops. First organized in 1859 as part of the Colorado Militia, it cooperated in state and federal missions in modern day.

      Misty’s forehead wrinkled. “Dude, either you have a hell of a memory or you’re really up to your neck in that doomsday shit.”

      “A little of both. Make your point.”

      “None of the other armories had anything to report, although I’m not sure they would’ve told me shit, anyway. But the newspaper had found out about the 157th, so it wasn’t like they’d lie to me.”

      The whole team was mounting up to follow the Swatters up the mountain, and the op lead had plans for him. That left Misty. “How would you feel about a little field work?”

      “What’d you have in mind?” The suspicion in her tone was apparent.

      “Since our team is on standby, get Trip Jones to drive you. He’s one of the good ones, and he’ll have your back. Find out what went missing during the theft, then shoot me a text. We’ll probably be running the scenario the rest of today, and tomorrow they’ll wait for sundown so they don’t standout against the snow. I’ll call in a favor and have someone waiting for you.”

      “You’re not gonna go through the SAC?”

      “He has his hands full. I’m going to ask Mona.”

      “Davies? Your old SAC? You don’t think she’s tired enough of you?”

      “Remember when you hacked that phone to make it look like I’d turned it off so I could catch the former acting director’s corruption?”

      “Yeah. He resigned within a week. You never told me how you kept a target off your back for that one.”

      “I let Mona walk the evidence into the White House. Let’s just say, she was grateful to have the career booster in return for saving the president from a scandal.”

      “You are the sneakiest bastard I’ve ever met, and I know some sneaky ones.”

      Cyrus ignored what he knew was a sideways compliment. “You up for this?”

      Misty smiled. “’You kidding? Shit sounds like fun.”
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      It wasn’t like criminality was new to them, but killing Nixon ratcheted the whole fiasco up to a new level. Dora had no regrets. The days of outsiders treading on their sovereign land unencumbered were over. Sure, action begot action, but the days of posturing and jabbering were done.

      While the feds regrouped, Jacob’s mood had declined. Bellyaching over what he’d done, blaming her for inciting his actions. Crying about how he’d killed a good man. She thanked her lucky stars the boys had been taking the body down the mountain when he went on his tirade, or they might have started to doubt the plan.

      It was like her husband would have rather lazed in the comfort of their new paradise and complain than ensured it remained theirs and secured it for the residents and those of like mind who would someday come and help them form the kind of nation America would never be. But she’d gotten his temperature down before they’d returned, and he’d gone into the room to cool off.

      What was done was done, and there was no going back. Soon, Jacob would play his part, and the community would be better for it.
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      Barricaded suspects were nothing new to the TOT. Time-sensitive situations where lives were at risk demanded quick responses. But the militants on the mountain had no hostages. No one had left the compound since the sheriff’s murder.

      The SWAT team burst through the doorway of the open-top structure built to resemble the militia leaders’ home at the top of the compound on the mountain. One had to marvel at the efficiency, the way the team moved like their minds were synchronized, the miracle of muscle memory in action.

      But when the lead pair turned a corner and split off in the narrow hallway—one heading toward the living area at the front of the house and the other toward the kitchen—the hallway door flew open. Their CO stepped out, then he raised his MP5 and simulated gunfire directed at each of their backs, in turn.

      “No fucking good, guys!” He slammed the door. The makeshift wall rattled. “We don’t know what’s behind that door. You gotta clear it or this whole thing could go to shit. We’re better than that.”

      To their credit, both men gave simple nods then rallied back at the entry point. Once they were situated, the guy with the breaching ram stepped forward.

      The commander held up one fist to delay entry. “And remember, when you enter the kitchen and the living room, you’ve got recesses on both sides. It’s like they built the fucking place to resist. Clear the corners, then the leads should converge in the dining area.”

      Cyrus was in a perch approximating where he’d be during the actual op. From his elevated viewpoint looking down on the house, he eyed the cutouts representing windows. He was particularly drawn toward the massive bay window in the dining room that sat at the front corner of the house and was nestled between the kitchen and the living room. If the SWAT team took up northern and western positions, but that window was on the east side of the main house…

      They ran through it again. This time, the lead heading toward the kitchen drew the door in the hallway open just enough to throw something inside. Cyrus figured it would be a flashbang during the real breech, but he didn’t like how that door opened into the hallway instead of into the room it covered. It was doubtful they actually knew which way it opened, so they were probably modeling the worst-case scenario… which was fucking smart.

      His phone vibrated. He glimpsed the screen. Marsha.

      As the men circled the simulated living quarters below, he tapped the button, then raised the device to his ear to whisper into the mic. “Heya, gorgeous. Kind of indisposed. Watching SWAT practice.”

      “Your job sounds really cool sometimes. If it weren’t for your potential to get your ass shot off…”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whole point of the exercise is so we don’t get our asses shot off.”

      “You’re going in with them? Going in where? What’s the—”

      He patted the air as if she could see it. “Calm down, lady. I’ll be in a tree fifty yards away.”

      “That doesn’t raise my confidence by much, but you have better things to think about. So, I’m assuming you won’t be coming back to your apartment any time soon.”

      “Depends how this op goes. I’ll be in the hotel tonight and tomorrow night, for sure.”

      A huff registered from her side of the call. “Guess I’ll just make do, then. Do me a favor and keep your head down, contrary to your nature as that may be.”

      “If it means seeing you when this is over, what else would I do?”

      “God, you’re sweet. Now piss off. You should be focusing.”

      His phone beeped as she clicked off.

      “Better!” the SWAT commander reported. “But still less than ideal. Let’s run it back. Keep shit tight. This time, I want the outside team in position, covering the windows in the living and dining rooms.”

      He strolled out of the mockup of the house and scurried up the stairs to sit beside Cyrus. “See anything?”

      Cyrus pointed a finger at himself. “You’re asking me?”

      “Yeah. Were you or were you not an instructor at Quantico for years? You taught this stuff.”

      “I taught a lot of shit, but not necessarily this stuff.”

      “Too modest. Give me your two cents. Could be you catch something I don’t because you don’t live this shit every day. You’d be surprised what you can learn when your experience distracts you from the obvious.”

      Cyrus shrugged. “If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.”

      “Sun Tzu, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      The commander scratched his chin, leaned over the rail to watch his team clear the living room and kitchen. “So, what’s your point, exactly?”

      “That we almost never know our enemy well enough to ensure success.” He thrust a finger toward the cutout representing the bay window. “Window’s on the east side, right?”

      The commander nodded. “I saw it, too. If my guys cover from that direction, their backs are to the rest of the compound.”

      “Exactly. And if they aren’t there, Lassiter’s guys have two sheds and a hunter’s stand for cover while they blow your brains out through that window.”

      “You don’t pull any punches.”

      “I’ll let you in on a little secret.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      The two SWAT leads met up in the dining room while the rest of the team covered the rest of the house. One raised a hand and shouted, “Clear!”

      Cyrus muttered, “Clear shot at his face through that goddamned window.”

      “I hear you. Now what’s the secret?”

      “You’re not just dealing with militia. These guys are preppers. Lots of solar and wind tech. Although you wouldn’t know it in the winter, I saw a lot of raised beds. There’s even a big greenhouse next to a huge steel building on the southeast side of the compound that might be used for food stores. It was technically not on their property, so we couldn’t go in.”

      “Okay, so they’re preppers. What’s the secret?”

      “I’ve been known to stow weapons and a little food myself.”

      “That’s a fine secret. Tell me what you’d do in their shoes.”

      “More Sun Tzu for you. All war is based on deception. If there’s a hole for them to hide in, it will be custom built for the purpose. Jacob Lassiter shot a cop in the back. They’re inviting us in. They want conflict. So, your guys are going to come under fire. The question is, where do you want them to be when the bullets are flying?”

      “Well, let me remind you of a little Sun Tzu. Let your plans be dark and impenetrable as night, and when you move, fall like a thunderbolt. By the time they know we’re there, I plan to have this Jacob bastard cuffed and being dragged on his face through the snow. My father was a deputy sheriff. Killed in the line. Lassiter’s a cop killer, and regardless of what you work out with the rest of his clan, he’ll get his just desserts if I have anything to say about it.”

      He slapped Cyrus’s shoulder, stood, then twirled his fingers in the air. “All right, we’re going to adjust the plan a bit to account for that gaping window on the east wall.” He flashed Cyrus a grin then hurried down the stairs.
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      The niggling thought finally broke down Misty’s will to play it straight. It would take at least an hour longer to arrive at the armory’s gates and, since Jones was driving, she could work. So, she brought up her laptop, used her encrypted agency phone’s cellular connection for an access point, then logged in to her rig at the shop.

      The Bureau hadn’t picked up any radio or cell traffic from the compound since Sheriff Nixon had been shot in the back. Complete electronic silence. When they’d set out from the hotel, she’d checked the forums frequented by Jim Walker and others who lived there to see if they were using the situation to recruit, to call in reinforcements from like-minded militia types in the area… or beyond. If they did, the mountain roads might be lined with snipers and camo-wearing psychos by the time the SWAT team mounted up and prepared to raid.

      But she’d seen no new posts on 4Chan or any of the other sites these types frequented.

      “Quiet,” she muttered.

      “What’s that?” Trip Jones asked.

      “Nothing, Talking to myself.”

      He nodded then drummed his fingers on the wheel as they rounded a tight curve, slid onto an exit, then emerged on a highway. “Sometimes it helps to talk it out. Is it about these crazies?”

      She nodded. “They’ve been quiet since Nixon. Too quiet. It’s got the old hackles up, as Cyrus likes to say.”

      “I can’t imagine what it’s like to work with that guy.” Jones chuckled. “It’s like he wrote the fucking manuals so he doesn’t have to obey them.”

      “You’d be surprised. He might go a little off the rez when it comes to life-and-death situations—as he has more than demonstrated—but even then he manages to save lives. And that, in turn, saves his bacon. Somehow, he lives to fight another day.”

      “I know. And so does everyone else on the Eastern Seaboard.”

      That brought Misty’s head around. “Really? Do tell.”

      Jones shook his head with enthusiasm then waved off the comment. “Nope. No fucking way. Take it up with your boss. Now, tell me what you think these Lassiters are up to.”

      Misty ground her teeth. “You testing me, or you actually curious what a noob thinks?”

      “If Cyrus is to be believed, you are not to be underestimated. I’m just giving you an outlet to talk through whatever’s bothering you.”

      Misty ran her fingers softly over the laptop’s keyboard, too gently to press any keys. “I hacked their web login.” She swiveled her head to eye him for a non-verbal response.

      Not a muscle in Jones’s face twitched. “Okay, and why did you do that?”

      She appreciated how the words didn’t come off judgmental.

      “It was at the beginning of this whole thing. I collaborated with a ranger station to get its IP address. From there, I did a little tracerouting to find out local IPs served by the local ISP. Eventually, I was able to find only one being used by the compound. That meant they were routing everything through a single router so they could monitor the virtual comings and goings of everyone in the community. After we had the ISP cut their lines, it was dead, and I assumed they’d be moving over to their satellite connections. But their landlines are back up, and since they have higher bandwidth, I’d expect to see traffic.”

      “I’m with you, despite the acronyms. So, you hacked that IP?”

      Misty shook her head. “I did, but only in case I needed it later. You know, like Cyrus. In case it saved someone’s ass.”

      “Was it Cyrus’s ass you were thinking about saving?”

      Misty considered that. “Yeah, I guess it was. Ever since Byron died, I don’t have many allies in the world. At least, allies with real names and faces I can attach them to.”

      “No explanation needed. Byron was a good one, from what I’ve heard.”

      She wondered how much of Cyrus’s reputation in the intelligence agencies bled onto Byron, but it was moot at this point. His insistence that she stay on the up-and-up proved he didn’t want the same thing happening to her. When that thought bubbled up, she tilted her head.

      A wave of unexpected guilt pushed warmth into her cheeks as she recalled telling Cyrus about the ranger station and how she’d found the compound’s router, but she hadn’t mentioned that she’d done that bit on her own laptop, using her personal cellphone’s Wi-Fi to do her business.

      “Fuck it,” Misty muttered. That bit of damage was done. She logged off the Bureau rig, closed her laptop, then shoved it into her backpack. Drawing her slimmer laptop from the rear compartment, she flipped open her personal cell and connected the two devices for simple internet access.

      “Do I even want to know?”

      “Probably not.”
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      Dora stood in the dining room, leaning onto a bar stool while Jacob drew the curtain away from the window with two fingers. He stared out at the white blanket covering the hill leading up to the road. No footprints. Not even animal tracks. It was quiet. Too quiet. He scratched his head.

      Jim, standing behind him, cleared his throat. “What do you think?”

      Jacob kept his eyes glued on the frosty terrain as he replied. “They’re being a bit more patient than I expected. Maybe we should’ve kept some eyes on the road further down the mountain.”

      “In that shit?”

      Jacob threw a look over his shoulder to eye his right-hand man—the one guy in the whole shitshow who would have his back come hell or high water. Righteous as Jim may have been, he was also loyal. So Dora wasn't surprised about how her husband measured his tone when he responded. “You don’t think our guys can stand watch in the snow for a while?”

      “Do you really want my opinion?”

      Jacob let the curtain drop, turned, then folded his arms across his chest. “When haven’t I? You feel like you aren’t being heard?”

      Although Jim shook his head, Dora noticed how his gaze shot to her then dropped toward the floor. Had she somehow put him off? Overplayed her hand with the sheriff? The way he diverted the look the second their eyes made contact told her he might think it but would never say so out loud.

      That was fine. She wouldn’t need him much longer.

      “It’s not that,” Jim finally said. “I just think you need to stop second-guessing yourself. Our manpower is limited and, if the feds come charging up the mountain, we’re going to need all hands in the fields. They’ve got all the resources. Unlimited manpower. Without knowing how much they’ll bring to bear, all we can do is wait.”

      That was bullshit. But saying so was pointless. Her words would fall on deaf ears in this crowd. Let Jim think he was important. That his counsel amounted to something. No skin off her behind. She needed to focus on Jacob.

      “I’m tired of waiting,” Jacob said. “We’re letting them dictate the situation. We should mount up, roll down the mountain, put a tree in the middle of the road to slow ’em down, then station a couple guys on either side of the road with radios to let us know when they’re coming.”

      Dora suppressed a derisive grin. Jacob’s impatience would be the death of him. And soon.

      He turned her way. “What about Paste? He could take a few guys to drop a tree for us then station on the hills, yeah? He’s used to the great outdoors.”

      She shook her head. “He’s off-site.”

      Jacob’s eyebrows shot up. “What do you mean, off-site?”

      “He’s de-icing the helo.”

      Jacob thrust a finger toward the southeast. “That’s right down the hill.”

      “Yeah, on the other site. What’re we going to do if the feds roll in here and the—”

      Jacob waved her off. “Yeah, I get it. Who else can we send down?”

      Jim pinched his chin. “Could send Ernest and a few guys.”

      “Fuck it. I want everyone who can shoot outside in ten minutes. We’re going to mount up, roll down the mountain, and take the fight to them.” He hustled away from the window.

      Dora snatched the sleeve of his shirt when he tried to pass, earning her a hard stare. She took a deep breath before turning. “Jim, would you give us just a minute?”

      He nodded. “Sure, but… Jacob, you want me to radio for the guys?”

      As much as she wanted to tell him to go stand in a corner and wait five goddamned minutes, she had to cast hope to Jacob that he’d pull his head out of his ass and listen.

      “Hold up,” Jacob ordered. “I’ll come get you.”

      Crow’s feet flexed around Jim’s eyes when he shot a look Dora’s way, but she merely nodded, which set him off down the back hallway.

      Jacob didn’t waste any time. He yanked his arm away. “What?”

      “You can’t go running down the mountain. Last scout said they weren’t even down there. My eyes in town say all is quiet. Only a couple of them have even been spotted at the hotel. There’s nothing to attack. Besides, this is our terrain. We have the high ground here, and we’ve spent too much time planning for this to go off the reservation at the last minute.”

      Jacob ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m tired of waiting!” He stomped toward the bay window in the dining room. “Are they trying to drive me nuts? We shot Nixon in the back. What do they need to just…”

      “That’s exactly what they’re doing. Waiting you out. For all we know, they’ve got the National Guard or some tactical team up on the hillsides looking down onto that road, waiting for you to roll by so they can secure the compound. Who’s going to have the high ground then, when you’ve left our pants down and our asses exposed?”

      A huff brought Jacob’s shoulders down. “Dammit.”

      The back door slammed. Soon Jim strolled back into the room.

      Dora lowered her gaze toward the floor, ever the picture of submissiveness.

      “They’re coming up the mountain with two of those armored personnel carriers. It’s about to get hairy.”

      Jacob pumped a fist. “Good. Sound the klaxons. Get on the radio. Battle stations.”

      The front door swung open. Pace kicked the snow off his boots before stepping inside. Jacob shot him an annoyed look, but the albino didn’t seem to notice… or he didn’t care. “It’s ready.”

      Jacob nodded. “Good timing. I’ll head down now.” His gaze dropped. “God dammit. Why are you unarmed?”

      Pace patted his hip like he expected a sidearm to be there. “Damn, must’ve left it in the hangar.”

      Dora’s husband threw her an exasperated glare. “Get your boy in line, would you?” He thrust an open hand toward Jim. “This is it.”

      Walker grasped it. “Roger that. Time to show the world what a bunch of rednecks can do.”

      Jacob turned to Dora then kissed her temple. “Get to cover, gather the women in the bunker.”

      “Yup. On my way, honey. Give ’em hell.”

      The pair hustled down the side hallway. Pace stepped forward, but Dora pressed a finger to her lips and paused to listen. When the door slammed, she gave him a curt nod.

      “It’s all set. You sure about this?”

      Dora stared toward the hallway the men had traversed moments before. “Randall, I don’t think I’ve ever been more certain of anything in my life.” She shooed him. “Go on, now. You know what to do.”
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      Corporal Lance Pines wore a camo ballcap when he greeted Misty and Trip Jones at the gate. They parked the sedan then rode with the corporal to the administration building. The Army wouldn’t share the location of their munitions due to security concerns regardless of who came through the gate, but she’d been surprised they’d agreed to a meeting about stolen munitions at all.

      The next surprise came when the corporal led them to a conference room, gestured for them to sit, then took the chair across from them.

      “Your CO isn’t coming?” Misty asked.

      “No, ma’am.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “It’s not ma’am. I work for a living.”

      The corporal grinned. “Army?”

      “Roger. Ranger. 75th Recon.”

      “Holy shit. You a sniper?”

      She dipped her chin in a singular nod.

      “Hooah. Good on ya.” His gaze shifted to Jones then he cleared his throat. “The CO has authorized me to share limited details about the missing supplies under the condition that you treat the information with some… subtlety. Truth is, he seemed none-too-pleased, but his assistant tells me someone called ahead. Guess you have contacts.”

      It seemed Cyrus had been right about the level of Mona Davies’ gratitude for the little career boost he’d given her via the president. She suppressed a grin.

      “Or someone does.” Misty pulled her chair forward so her legs were tucked under the table. She planted her elbows. “We’re Bureau. We aren’t going to tell anyone anything. We’ve got an op coming, and we just want to know what we might be up against.”

      “You think you know who took our sh… supplies?”

      “I say ‘shit’ like you say ‘ma’am.’ No need to clean it up for us. And yes, something like that. Militia types. If we find out they were involved, I think it’s safe to say we’ll report it to the Army, and your CO can act on it. I don’t know how all that works, but we’ll play our part since you guys are cooperating.”

      Pines gave a curt nod of his own. “Sounds fair, but above my paygrade.” He withdrew from the shirt pocket of his fatigues a neatly folded sheet of paper. He slid it onto the table then smoothed its wrinkles. “Before I start reading, the CO wanted me to clarify that we don’t know these things were stolen. Could be bad inventory before he came onboard last year.”

      Someone was covering his ass.

      “Clear enough, Corporal,” Jones interjected. “Whatcha got for us?”

      “They took a few small arms. Mainly .45 caliber. Also got some ordnance and an RPG.”

      Misty leaned forward and whispered, “You’re missing a launcher?”

      “Yes. And a few bricks of C-4.”

      Well, that explained the exploding shed that nearly fried Cyrus’s face. But hadn’t he mentioned a bunch of guns? Military grade laptops and the like?

      “How about tech? Any laptops missing?”

      The corporal shook his head. “Not that I know of. But they wouldn’t be on this list, anyway. This is purely the weapons and explosives. We don’t inventory tech the same way. Don’t really store it, either.”

      That was clear enough. Cyrus might have just seen a bunch of Toughbook machines, which were commercial and easy to mistake for military gear if the viewer hadn’t served. A nagging thought surfaced, and she directed it at Jones. “You were there for the raid, right?”

      He nodded. “Yup. What’s eating you?”

      She shook her head, letting her mind do its work, then she leaned back in her chair. “Automatic weapons?”

      Jones shook his head. “Semi-auto. Otherwise, that ATF woman would’ve insisted on holding the group we apprehended longer.”

      Although she knew the answer, Misty directed her next query at the corporal. “You big on semi-auto?”

      His lips trembled like he might laugh. “What is this, the Navy?”

      She chuckled. “That’s what I figured. Anything else?”

      “That’s about it.” Pines’s eyes darted up then to the right

      Misty read him like a book. “What is it? We missing something?”

      “Well, it might be nothing.”

      Jones leaned forward. “Never know. We’ll take anything you’ve got.”

      The corporal sat even straighter than before. “You can’t take it like it’s coming from my CO or anything, okay?”

      “Sure,” Misty said.

      “My uncle owns a gun shop in Denver. Over the last couple years, he says there’ve been a string of robberies. His shop got hit, and the culprits were in and out with military precision. Even though the store’s alarm was tripped, the place was deserted by the time the Denver Police showed up. Says it happened to a friend of his, too. Pawn shop owner. Few other shops around the state. If you're looking for semi-autos, seems that might be where criminals would look.”

      Jones nodded. “Hey, I remember that. Bunch of shops hit, three in one night.”

      Misty locked gazes with Jones. “Shit, that’s actually good stuff.” She returned her focus to the corporal. “Would you mind sharing your uncle’s contact info?”

      The corporal mulled that one over, too. Then he shook his head. “I can tell you the name of his shop, but the feds came down hard when they found out his weapons went missing. They don’t take that stuff lightly. I doubt he’ll be itching to talk to you.”

      Jones had thoughts. “DPD might be able to help with that. We could talk to the detective in charge of the case. If it’s the one I remember, where they hit multiple places at once, they’ll be itching to find out who stole the guns.”

      “Enough to cooperate with us? I thought cops didn’t like feds.”

      Jones shrugged. “Depends on the cop. I’ll make a call.”

      Misty wrinkled her forehead, deliberating.

      “I can hear your cogs turning from here,” Jones said.

      She nodded then muttered her thoughts aloud. “Three pawn shops in one night. Never caught the guys. Tactical. Efficient. Kind of thing Jim Walker and Ernest Pollock would know about. Their internet has been shut down. And they stole an RPG. Shit.” Misty jumped to her feet. “When I was in Afghanistan, my team got intel on a target in this small town, but when we arrived, it was lights out. When my team moved in, I was up on a hill looking through my scope as tracers lit up the night. Total ambush. Like they knew we were coming…shit. I gotta call Cyrus.”

      “Wait.” The corporal raised a hand. “Did you say Ernest Pollock?”

      Misty nodded. “Yes. We noticed he was National Guard until he retired a year and a half ago. You might want to check your logs and see if he was on duty or if your surveillance caught him coming onto the base around the time of the theft.”

      The corporal shook his head. “We only caught the missing munitions during an audit, and it could’ve disappeared a month before we knew about it. Still, I’ll let my CO know we have a suspect. Thanks for that. Wouldn’t put it past that psycho to rob us.”
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      Cyrus clambered up the two by fours nailed into the tree to reach the top of the stand. He thumbed the button on his radio. “Nest Three, in position.”

      Two other snipers mounted similar positions to the northeast and east. Once both reported in, his radio squawked.

      The SWAT commander’s voice took up the airwaves. “Nest Three, what do you see?”

      Cyrus raised his binoculars. He scanned the path leading through the woods and winding down toward the main cabin. One set of footprints led from the east of the house around to the northern side and onto the porch. All the other snow in sight was pristine, untouched.

      “Northside is all quiet.” He swept his binoculars to the front of the cabin. “Lights out. Same for the rest of the compound, or what I can see of it from here.”

      “Roger that.”

      The other snipers checked in. The radio squawked again as if someone would speak, but then the unmistakable buzz of a distant chainsaw echoed off the hillsides.

      “Nest Two. We have two trees down crossing the main entrance, and they are cutting down a third. It’s the albino.”

      “Roger, Nest Two. Looks like Jennings was right about that one. Good thing we didn’t plan on going in that way. Strike teams go.”

      Two armored assault vehicles rolled into view. Cyrus traced the terrain from the trail to the main house a second time. He couldn’t see the shed near the northeastern corner of the place because of the snowy tree cover, but he suspected people would be waiting inside if not taking cover behind it.

      Considering how quiet it was, it didn’t take a genius to see something was off. He didn’t like the tension in his shoulders. The way his hands trembled had nothing to do with the cold. These assholes were waiting, and they had a plan. Hell, they’d probably had spotters along the mountain road or down in town just waiting for the feds to reappear.

      The vehicles came to a halt. Men flooded out in white camo gear, each tactical officer’s chosen weapon at the ready. They divided up at the entrance to the trail leading to the cabin. Half of them skirted around to the right while the others took on the trailhead.

      Cyrus cast off the binoculars then raised his rifle, scanning the front of the cabin through the scope. Still not a peep. Not a light inside the place that he could see. He trained it on the front door then rested his index finger on the trigger. If Lassiter planned on defending from there, Cyrus was more than willing to punch his ticket before his side got a shot off. Now that the blizzard had passed, the wind was low, and it wouldn’t be difficult.

      Thanks to his mention of the large bay window on the east side of the cabin, the first team, who’d taken the trail directly, pushed around of the east side where they took up position on the northeast corner of the structure so the lead could peer down the mountain at the rest of the compound. He raised his fist for everyone behind him to stop.

      The lead pumped his fist, waving them forward. They circled to the eastern side of the cabin. The other team pushed down the western side for the back entrance where the two teams would re-converge.

      “Breaching in three… two…”

      A light flashed in the window, signaling a flash bang had been deployed. By now, the two leads would be sweeping up the hallways on different sides of the house.

      Still no reports. No hint of gunfire. No muzzle flashes from inside.

      “Clear!” Someone reported over the radio. “Place is empty.”

      Cyrus caught motion on the eastern side of the cabin. Two men rushed out of the tree cover near the shed, semiautomatic rifles raised and ready.

      “Contact!” he reported. “I’ve got two moving in from the east side. Stay away from those fucking windows.”

      The SWAT commander asked, “Do you have a shot?”

      “Roger. I’ll bet the other two have one as well.”

      “I have a shot.” One of the snipers replied. That problem was rendered academic when the third took up the mantle. “Confirmed. I have a shot, as well.”

      The SWAT commander said, “Nest Two, Nest Three, each of you keep eyes on the one closest to you. If they open fire, take them out. I repeat, if they open fire, neutralize.”

      As if they’d heard the threat, the two men veered off from each other, one hustling toward the front of the cabin, one to the rear.

      The hairs on the back of Cyrus his neck bristled. “Commander, they split up and are heading for the egress points. If they have explosives, they could pin your guys in.”

      “Roger. Whoever has a shot, take those bastards down.”

      By the time Cyrus got his gumption up, two shots rang out. The man running toward the front porch stumbled then face planted into the snow as his blood painted the white surface.

      “Nest Two. Target neutralized.”

      The other militiaman bugged out, reversing his course, but he took one in the chest a moment later.

      “Nest Three. Target neutralized.”

      A ping of regret aerated Cyrus’s chest, but he shouldn’t have expected the confrontation to be clean. He cast off his remorse as he swept his gaze along the main house and the eastern hill creeping down to the rest of the compound.

      The SWAT commander came online again. “All right. Team A, take the shed. Team B, down the hill and into the compound. Let’s get the drones up. Sweep the eastern flank. Team Three with me.”

      When the front door swung open and the first SWAT team hustled out, gunfire erupted from the northern tree line. The lead convulsed, dropped his weapon. His arms splayed as he slipped in the snow then landed hard on his back. Three of the trailing men retreated back through the door. The closest man grabbed his fallen team member’s bulletproof vest then dragged him behind the stairs. Plumes of snow burst into the air as more gunfire erupted, but they reached cover safely.

      Heart thumping in his ears, Cyrus scanned desperately through his rifle scope for the contacts in the tree line. When he detected motion, he trained the weapon and fired.

      Someone, probably the one who just rescued his comrade, reported over the radio. “Target neutralized. Hell of a shot in that tree cover, too.”

      Cyrus knew better than to thank him on the open airwaves. A distant humming filled the air. It seemed to wrap around the mountain before bouncing off the rocky hillsides to return an echo to him.

      What the hell is that?

      More gunfire indicated a confrontation down the hill. The Swatter taking cover behind the porch peered around the steps, leveled his rifle, then opened fire into the tree line. When he was finished, he reported via radio. “I got two of them. North side looks clear. My team, on me.”

      The SWAT commander and his team zipped down the trail moments later. “Casualties?”

      Cyrus could see through his scope how the lead shook his head. “Jones is okay. Three shots to the Kevlar, but he’ll get his breath.”

      “Negative. Get him off the mountain. The rest of your team can fall in with mine. Move!”

      When Cyrus saw that the two teams had converged, he drew up his binoculars and scanned the compound. The gunfire continued downhill, and the second team reported multiple contacts flooding them from two directions.

      And what was that goddamn humming sound?

      Then he saw it. A shadow cast over the snow, zipping north across the blanketed terrain where the trees had been cut down at the main entrance.

      Cyrus didn't bother announcing his callsign. “Commander, they’ve got an R-44 in the air. Repeat, they’ve got a helicopter.”

      No sooner were the words out of his mouth than the bird twisted sideways. The man in the rear passenger seat opened fire on the SWAT team below.

      Jacob Lassiter.

      Cyrus’s phone vibrated. He ignored it. Then a text came across, and he spared it a quick glance. From Misty.

      They have a fucking RPG.

      Cyrus forced his shaking hands to steady, took a deep breath, then scanned the other occupants in search of the threat. When he returned his gaze to Lassiter, the asshole had set aside his rifle and now raised the huge cylindrical weapon onto his shoulder.

      Cyrus shouted into the radio. “RPG! RPG! Take cover!”

      Raising his rifle, he set his crosshairs on the helicopter, trying to steady his trembling fucking hands enough to take the shot. Sparks flew off the rear façade milliseconds later, and the report echoed in from one of the other snipers nests. Another shot rang out, but no contact with the helicopter.

      “Come on, fucker.” Cyrus flexed his hands into fists then raised the rifle again. Crosshairs finally brushing across his target’s body, he squeezed the trigger. Although he didn’t see any sparks or other proof he’d made impact on Lassiter or the other two occupants, the helicopter lurched, lolled, then spun in a slow circle as the rear façade exploded. Gravity assisted the cause as the fiery hunk of twisted metal slammed into the snowy hillside.

      The commander’s voice came across radio. “Whoever took that shot, you’re getting a commendation.”

      Cyrus didn’t bother thumbing the radio, keeping the reply to himself. “No way I did that.”
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      Dora thumped the release lever, pushed the armoire to the side on its tracks, then stepped into the living room. She rushed to the bay doors in the dining room. After dropping to her knees, she peered through them.

      And waited.

      Moments later, muffled gunfire came from the south as the team who’d just left her cabin pushed in that direction. Jacob’s helicopter whipped into view, turned to one side, then hovered as Jim Walker leveled his rifle and fired.

      She brought up the security camera display on her phone then cycled through the different feeds. Dora paused when she spied a fed with his rifle raised in one of the tree stands they’d commandeered, as expected.

      Perfect.

      After switching apps on her cell, she returned her gaze to the helicopter. When sparks flew on the rear façade, she tapped the screen of her cell phone. A fireball erupted, then the helicopter careened into the hillside. A secondary explosion annihilated the man she’d called husband for the last ten years.

      Pace had done well.

      Dora pulled the radio off her hip. “Cease fire! Don’t resist! Throw down your weapons before someone else gets hurt. They killed Jacob and Jim, and they won’t hesitate to take us out, either. We will live to fight another day.”

      She dropped the radio, slipped her cell phone underneath a rug in the living room, then stepped into the daylight with both hands raised.

      Come and get me, you fed bastards.
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      The Lassiter woman stepped out of the shade and into the snow with her hands raised and fingers splayed. Cyrus spotted no weapons, so he scanned the area around the main house. Down the hill to the east, residents emerged, hands raised in the same surrender poses.

      The commander’s voice blasted through the radio. “Round these fuckers up.”

      Cyrus shouldered the rifle, stowed his binoculars, grabbed his pack, then descended the boards nailed into the tree. When he returned his gaze to Dora Lassiter, she was on her knees, hands behind her head. Since the rest of the strike team was occupied, he hurried across the road then down the trail, snatching his sidearm from its holster to train it on her chest.

      “Don’t even breathe funny!” he called out as he closed in.

      She replied in an even tone once he’d drawn close enough to hear, but she kept her eyes focused on the shed just beneath the tree line. “You’ll get no trouble from me, FBI man.” When her gaze finally met his, Cyrus thought he detected the hint of a smile, but not enough of one for him to be sure.

      “I’m going to pat you down.”

      She nodded, interlocking her fingers behind her head. “I’m not armed. Like I said, you’ll get no—”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that one before.” He patted her down then grasped her wrists to draw them down. “Walk.”

      “You aren’t going to cuff me?”

      “Didn’t bring cuffs. Call me unprepared. Now move.” He gave her a little shove.

      “I’m so glad you all finally took them out. We’ve been prisoners in our own homes for what seems like ages.” Cyrus ignored the bullshit. Dora led him to the corner of the cabin then turned right to descend the steep hill. “You got a name?”

      “You can call me Agent Jennings, but you should probably shut your trap. We’ve got you all on so many federal offenses, I don’t even need to talk to you.”

      To his surprise, Dora chuckled. “Right. You’re the one who called Jacob. You have exactly shit on me, FBI man. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Our teams came under heavy fire down that hill. The guy on the helicopter was readying an RPG. When we approached your shed that first day, I saw C-4 and all kinds of munitions before it blew, which any judge worth his salt is going to call attempted murder. You’re so fucked, you might never feel that sun on your face again.”

      “It was all Jacob, Jim, and Ernest. Why do you think I came out? I wanted nothing to do with their heady bullshit. Freedom this, sovereign nation that. I came here to live in peace. He lost his mind. But I guess that’s not a problem anymore, now that you shot him down.”

      “Where’d he get the R44?”

      “It’s a kit job. Care to tell me which of you heroes hit that fuel tank?”

      “Hard to tell.”

      “Yeah, but you were up in that tree stand, right? Firing at it?”

      “Shut up and move.”

      Dora quickened her pace as they closed in on the small field positioned between curves in the snaking road. The rest of the team were there, gathering up residents and shoving them onto their knees in the snow. Two armed agents cordoned off the kids to one side and had them facing away from the adults while they performed arrests.

      The SWAT commander thrust a finger into the air. After his subordinate hustled away, he turned to find Cyrus approaching. “Good, you got her. We’ll take it from here.”

      Cyrus nodded as the commander wrapped zip ties around Dora’s wrists. “Support team inbound?”

      “Yup. They’re gonna cut through the trees so we don’t have to march the crowd up the hill.”

      Cyrus spied a corpse resting with one leg twisted beneath it in a blood-stained snow ditch. “Casualties?”

      “None of mine. Four of theirs, counting the helicopter.”

      “Not bad, all things considered.”

      Dora piped in from her position in the snow. “You call four dead people not bad? And you wonder why Jacob was how he was.”

      The commander clutched her shoulder then yanked her back. “Jacob was a fucking cop-killing piece of shit, and you were with him when he shot Nixon. So shut the fuck up.” He released her then turned toward Cyrus. “Thanks for the assist today.”

      Cyrus nodded. He caught motion to his left and swiveled his head to find the SAC rushing down the hill, eyebrows furrowed like the whole team had died. But he relaxed when he crossed to the commander and offered his hand. The two shook.

      “Good work.” He turned to Cyrus. “Just heard from Daniels. Seems she figured out where all the weapons came from. I’m gonna send a few agents to pawnshops and gun shops around the area to start matching up weapon serials. If I have my way, all these folks are going inside for a long time.”

      Dora laughed. “All these people? Man, most of these people wanted nothing to do with this. They just wanted to live in peace. Hell, other than Jacob’s band of crazies, they all stayed inside and out of sight. You gonna prosecute mothers? Children? Long time, my ass. You’ll be lucky to hold them for seventy-two hours.”

      The SAC clutched his hips. “You mean to tell me no one has shot you yet?”

      Dora didn’t have an answer.

      “Jones says Daniels did a great job at the armory. Used her service experience to buddy up to the corporal there. So, give her my regards if she doesn’t make it back in time for the debrief.”

      Cyrus grinned, and all his winding muscles finally relaxed. “Will do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 39

          

        

      

    

    
      The crowd hushed when Sean Blake strolled into the room to take up position behind the long, white-topped table. “Afternoon, everyone. We’ve identified seven shooters from the compound yesterday, and the prosecutors are confident we’ll send ’em away. Thanks to ATF for their help on that.” He dipped his chin toward Shauna Edenborough.

      “Happy to help.”

      The door beeped again then opened just enough for Misty to sneak through. She stood in her usual corner against the wall. When her gaze met Cyrus’s, he showed her a subtle thumbs up. She nodded once before returning her gaze to the SAC.

      “Unfortunately, the prosecutors aren’t as confident about Dora Lassiter and the residents who didn’t take up arms. They’re portraying Jacob and his crew as sociopaths. Acting like they never liked them, anyway. Painted pictures of a patriarchal society where women equated to exactly shit. Kids seen, not heard.”

      “Sounds rehearsed,” Cyrus interjected.

      “Agreed. We spent last night trying to flip them, but there were no takers. No matter how we pressed or what we threatened… seems like they were prepared.”

      Trained is more like it.

      “We’ll hold them another night and see what we can get, but right now it’s not looking good. We confirmed Jacob Lassiter, Jim Walker, and the pilot, Ernest Pollock, met toasty ends when Jennings blew the helicopter out of the sky.”

      “I didn’t blow—”

      “Right, Jennings. Humble as always.” He extended a finger. “As an aside, Miss Daniels, who is hiding in the corner over there, probably saved a bunch of lives with a timely text to him. We all know every second counts in the field, and Cyrus spotted the RPG she warned him about in that helicopter just before he took it out. You saved lives, today, Daniels. Good job.” There was no thunderous applause, but heads nodded all around. To read the expression on Misty’s face, one might not have known he had addressed her at all. “For now, most of you have earned some R and R, so I’m scheduling some leave. Well earned.”

      Chet Johnson, the interim sheriff who took over for Nixon, shook Blake’s hand.

      Cyrus made for the door, ready to take the SAC up on his offer. Marsha waited, and he couldn’t get the hell out of there soon enough. But he caught Misty on her way out and patted her back. “Good job. Think the corporal was right? That they stole the small arms from the local shops?”

      “Probably.”

      He nodded. “They found a weapon cache underground. They’ll be matching up serials, checking prints to tie the guns to people.”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me if they’re wiped clean. If what the SAC told me and Jones is any indication, they more than prepared. It’s like getting arrested was part of the plan.”

      “Yeah, just like the first raid. I’d been thinking the same. Wait, you talked to the SAC?”

      “Yep. He called my cell before his little display in there. I guess he doesn’t despise me. Had me put Jones on speaker then congratulated us on the intel.”

      “Your star is on the rise.”

      Misty stopped in the hallway then turned. Her voice came low. “You know I don’t like attention. I didn’t want this job. That hasn’t changed. I don’t mean to sound like a bitch, and I’m grateful you kept me out of the clink, but don’t expect me to serve the feds past the five years that judge dropped on me. Right?”

      He raised his hands. “Got it. Damn, lighten up.” He patted her shoulder. “Hey, did you ever find out who doctored the camera footage at the sheriff’s station?”

      “No, but I think it was an inside job. Maybe even the sheriff, himself.”

      Cyrus’s mind conjured up the image of the town resident who handed Milo Nixon a Subway card. “Sounds like a reach, Misty. What are you going on?”

      “My gut. Why else would Jacob Lassiter shoot a cop in the back when he knew people were around, probably watching?” She raised a hand to quell any responses. “I know you liked the guy, but you have to admit it makes more sense if they’d been working together and the sheriff turned on him.”

      Hypocrisy would’ve abounded if he’d taken her to task on following her gut or spinning up conspiracy theories, so Cyrus nodded. “We’ll look into it after a little rest. You look tired. Go take a nap or something. I’ve got a date.”
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      Dora grasped hands and thanked the compound members and townspeople as they left the chapel. Although the former group would prove of use, the latter—most of whom only showed up because they didn’t have anything better to do on a Tuesday, and who didn’t know Jacob from Martin Luther—uttered common, effortless sentiments.

      Sorry for your loss.

      She sucked it up, dipped her chin for each, and reserved her scowls for after. Many of them supported the compound’s right to exist up on the mountain, and many shared her sentiments about federal intervention. But they also lost a sheriff in the process, and Dora was pretty sure she could pick out which ones were offended by it. Little twitches of their noses, like they longed to raise them. The way they didn’t quite make eye contact. Oh, and the aluminum trays they brought food in. Disposable. None of them would go to the burial site, and that was fine by her.

      Once the riffraff were gone, Dora went outside to meet with her people. To thank them privately for attending the service.

      “If there’s anything I can do for you,” Dottie Wilson offered.

      Dora shifted her gaze all around then leaned in. “Actually, there is something you could do for me.”

      The woman’s eyebrows shot up. “Anything. Name it.”

      “Could you run into Denver and pick up a bunch of batteries at Costco, for me? If I remember, you have a membership, right?”

      She’d made such requests of most of her people, and they’d happily complied.

      When the courtyard had mostly cleared, Pace stepped up to her side. “Think the cops have figured out who left the tip in the sheriff’s office?”

      “Nope. They’ll never know.”

      “Well, it worked out in the long run. We going straight back?”

      “Right after the burial.”

      Pace nodded. “What about Lucy and Paul? They happy?”

      “As clams. They’re going to meet us back at the house, have dinner, and we’ll talk about the way forward. I want them taken care of for their loyalty. The community likes them, and their role is going to be very important.”

      “Other than money?”

      Dora turned. “Of course.” She gripped his elbows then drew him closer. “Everyone knows Jacob didn’t like you, and it would appear manipulative and self-serving if I were spreading the word about how the feds killed our poor leader. It’ll be Paul and Lucy who help us martyr him so our congregation—for lack of a better word—draw more to our cause. So, we include them in everything.” She released his arms, then her forehead furrowed. “Then we send a message that will echo throughout the country.”

      One of Pace’s eyebrows twitched. “Damn, woman. You’re like a Bond villain.”
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      Misty’s gut was on fire. For all her pontificating about how Cyrus’s kept him dancing on trouble’s precipice, ignoring her own instincts proved just as troublesome.

      While the more dangerous elements of Jacob’s crew had been neutralized, the Bureau and ATF allowed the rest to return to the compound. She would never understand how the SAC came to the decision to pack up and leave. If it’d been her call, monitoring would’ve continued. But when she’d presented her opinion, that the whole thing had been too easy, Blake had rebuffed her with a scoff and a reminder that federal agents had come under fire.

      But by the time the SWAT commander had completed his tactical debrief for the team, Misty’s gut had been so twisted up she couldn’t let it lie. If she didn’t satiate her niggling little brain, she wouldn’t sleep a wink. Her idle hands needed work. And the business with the camera at the sheriff’s office stood unresolved.

      Maybe paranoia was ruling her life, but she couldn’t be certain the FBI wasn’t still monitoring her. After all, she hadn’t been with them long, and it’d been her criminal escape from custody that landed her there. So, if she was going to satisfy her curiosities, she needed her own space. Away from her apartment and the city.

      It was only her second visit to the Cage since the raid. The first had been a heart-wrenching experience she hadn’t wanted to repeat. But time healed most wounds… or left them less lucid. It still smelled like burnt metal. When DHS had bum-rushed and arrested her, she’d burned every server with existing data. But she had a third rack with a couple blades she’d never fired up. Once the Bureau learned there was nothing on them, they’d actually returned the property.

      After an hour spent collecting the burned racks and wheeling them outside to deal with later, she reconnected all the fiber and checked the Battle Born battery bank for charge. The solar panels on the roof had done their job. That was good. She didn’t want to suck any power off the grid, especially since she wouldn’t need it for her purposes.

      When she finally wheeled her chair to the bank of monitors, it was like coming home. Fuck the apartment, she was moving back, and screw Blake if he didn’t like it. Maybe she wasn’t allowed to moonlight as a security consultant for five years, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy the place she’d outfitted to suit her life.

      She brought up a browser and went right for the social media accounts the compound had been using to scam people out of their money. The Facebook accounts they’d duplicated were gone. Wiped without a trace. A source of ill-gotten revenue taken off the board.

      When had that happened? Who’d gone back in so fast to cover their tracks? She could see how sitting in a holding cell might allow someone time to consider every possible angle the feds might use to prosecute, but it’d happened so fast…

      Someone had a plan.

      She didn’t have the access she’d need to find out when the accounts had been removed, and it was like having her hands tied. No hacking allowed. Misty drummed her fingers on the long table.

      When the feds made the arrests, they’d used the warrant to scour every cabin from wall to wall. Although they’d turned up little, they’d obtained the login information for the compound’s router. So, Misty spun up a VM, pulled the IP address off her phone, then logged into the web GUI. As she typed in the password, she feared it would’ve been changed, but when she pressed the Return key, she was met with the admin page.

      So whoever wiped those accounts missed something, after all.

      It might have been a wild goose chase, but it was all she had. That the warrant would cover her continued action was dicey, at best. But logging into any of the devices connected to the router was absolutely out of bounds. So, she brought up the router’s logs.

      Judging by all the connectivity, the residents hadn’t wasted any time getting online. The blackout was over. For a bunch of preppers, they sure liked their social media. TikTok, Facebook, Instagram, they were all there. And all had been accessed at length over the last twenty-four hours.

      But she didn’t care about those. If she could find 4Chan connections, get timestamps, she could go to the site and filter to find any posts by compound members. Considering all the chats she’d found on the site prior to the compound raid, she’d expected to find diatribes revealing the killings and arrests. Propaganda to draw people to their cause. Spread the word of government overreach.

      After all, the SWAT team had neutralized every freedom fighter who’d come at them, and Jacob and his closest allies had died in the helicopter crash.

      Hmm. Some kind of coincidence. Only the more militant ones had been taken out, and now the compound is nearly radio silent on their communication network of choice.

      Too fucking quiet. She reached for her cell, brought up Cyrus’s contact deets, then slammed it back down on the table.
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      The burned out remnants of his mountain lair were an old wound. Cyrus strolled around the blackened skeleton of what had once been, then slipped the key into the shed’s door. He’d have to lug all the batteries up from below, and the bastards were heavy. His computer equipment, solar generators, and MREs would have to come, too.

      But first he donned his spikes, scaled the cliff wall out back, then cleared the contents of the cache up top, using rope to lower it all to the base. By the time he returned to ground level, his heaving chest was a cold reminder he needed to get back into good habits.

      In the strangest way, events surrounding the Lassiter Compound raid enlightened him. Sure, his father had raised him with a cold war mentality, and it pervaded his psyche. But that didn’t mean he was anything like Jacob Lassiter. Otherwise, people like Marsha and Misty wouldn’t have tolerated him. In a sense, he was doing this for them as much as himself.

      For Misty, he was displaying how he could move on. Cut his losses, change his life for the better in hopes she’d warm to the idea. Leave her baggage behind. Where Marsha was concerned, well, he wanted to prove his sanity. Show he was worthy, not to mention capable of change. Although she never gave him any serious grief about his occupational choice, Marsha didn’t have to say it outright. She worried. And she’d come to understand how his propensity toward trouble would eventually lead him down the wrong road. If he wanted her around, he needed to change that perception.

      So, he’d even opened his nightstand drawer at the apartment and pulled out the iPhone Marsha had gifted him. Despite his every instinct, he didn’t jailbreak it. No rooting.

      In a display of epic timing, the hum of Marsha’s SUV motor echoed off the rock walls leading up to his land just when he brought up the last battery and set it on the ground. When the soft blue vehicle pulled up, he waved her around the burned remnants. Her smile lit up the world before she unfastened her seatbelt, and Cyrus returned it.

      The pop of the hatch release signaled its inevitable rise before she dismounted. When she clutched his shoulder and pecked his lips, the airy sensation of love filled his chest, and he felt like a fucking teenager. It was even worth the iPhone, though he wasn’t ready to cast off his burners.

      She surprised him when she reached for one of the heavy batteries, heaved it, then threw it in the back of the SUV. They worked in companionable silence, like a team who’d coalesced a thousand times. When they were finished loading up, he’d leave the place behind, once and for all. The batteries would go into the storage units in the basement of their building. He’d stow the MREs in his apartment. Sell off the rest.

      When he closed the hatch, he reached into his jacket pocket, withdrew the iPhone, then wagged it side-to-side.

      Marsha smirked. “I don’t know what’s worse. That you waited so long to get with the program, or that you think I needed you to change.” She slipped her arms around his waist. “But I’ll take it. All of it.”
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      Steam wafted from Dora’s tea cup as she gazed out the bay window. Despite the cool weather, residents moved up and down the hill, prisoners released from the cells Jacob had stuffed them into when the feds came up the mountain. They were outside again, and they’d been back online. Things were returning to normal. But normal wouldn’t do.

      She pecked at the keys on her laptop then scrolled through the search results. The third one proved the winner. An award ceremony. A suit behind a podium shook hands with a tall black man. An FBI agent. His face had been tattooed on her brain since he marched her down the hill outside her cabin to the waiting feds.

      If the community was going to rally behind her, there’d have to be recompense. Sure, Jacob was gone, and his henchmen were either dead or journeying through the justice system en route to life sentences. But the ideas they’d instilled in the compound’s residents practically echoed off the hillsides, and there was no way Dora was going to leave a vacuum for some up-and-comer to fill.

      They’d need action. To see she had it under control. While Pace whispered among the residents, Dora would focus her energy elsewhere. On the feds. The days of 4Chan were over. It was time to up the stakes and send a message through the mainstream that would do some echoing of its own.

      If Jacob would have had his way, the message would’ve petered out and died on the mountain. His short-sighted ideas about honorable combat attracting people to their cause were just that. Shallow, bordering on stupid. If they wanted a nation to call their own, they’d need patriots, not fascist strongarms.

      At first, she didn’t know who would play the role of tyrant for the masses, but she’d gotten her answer when that black fed had come down from the tree stand and apprehended her. His bad luck, really, that he’d been the one to find her. Even more, that he’d given her his name.

      Agent Jennings.

      They’d all seen him as he marched her down the hill to where the feds rounded up the other residents. How could they have missed him? Tall, lean, and in possession of the widow of their leader. Dora wouldn’t be the only one with his face tattooed onto her brain.

      He’d make a great pawn, but it seemed nothing was easy. She eyed him on the screen, wondering how someone could be such a specter. She’d had Pace watch him the day after they were released, and the fed had driven his late 70s F-150 into the underground parking garage then emerged in a federal sedan. But after returning to his truck that first day, he’d ghosted.

      Time off for good behavior?

      For two more days, she’d looked into him. No social media accounts. No proof he existed in the normal channels. Strange. With that truck, he reminded her of how Jacob used to talk about EMPs. How cars with electronic ignitions would be screwed if someone set off a nuke in the atmosphere.

      Maybe she was just projecting her former husband’s paranoia onto the FBI agent, but something about his stoic demeanor when he’d trotted with her down the hill had her convinced she wasn’t wrong.

      Then this morning, he’d magically appeared on Facebook. Almost like it had been ordained. No relationship status. No posts yet. But she had his profile up in another tab, and she’d refresh it until there was something to see. It was all she could do, especially since he didn’t exist anywhere else.
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      It hadn’t taken five minutes after official introductions of the two women who ruled his life before Misty started in on him.

      “You spent more than forty bucks on a phone?” She threw Marsha an exaggerated, wide-eyed look then splayed her fingers against her chest. “I never thought I’d see the day!”

      Cyrus set the phone on the coffee table while suppressing the urge to roll his eyes. He wouldn’t give her the pleasure.

      Marsha butted in. “I bought him the phone, but he finally decided to use it.”

      “Wow. You even got the titanium case. Really leveling him up, aren’t you?”

      “When he has his own Apple account, we’ll call the transition complete.” Marsha crossed her legs on the barstool then flicked an accusing finger Misty’s way. “Now, I know we don’t know each other very well, Miss Daniels, but if you push him back toward burner phones with your ridicule, you and I are going to have words. Let’s count our victories, yeah?”

      Misty chuckled and tapped Marsha’s mug with her own. “Agreed. But I’ll keep my paranoia with me, if you don’t mind.”

      “Works for me.” Marsha sipped the beer.

      Cyrus tried Ray on his new phone. It went to voicemail, so he sent a text.

      It’s Cyrus. This is my new cell. Add to contacts.

      Then he added:

      We still on for Sunday? I thought we could take the girls on a hike up to the observation point. Let me know.
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      The bipolar weather was at it again, and the sun beat down as they ambled onto the trail. Ray’s eldest moaned when they started their ascent. “Why did we have to get up at the crack of ass for a hike?”

      “Language. Your mother will tan my hide if she gets the impression I’m rubbing off on you.”

      Cyrus chuckled.

      Laney chimed in. “If you don’t want to leave that impression, try cursing less. Blaming us for your—”

      Ray threw a look over his shoulder, stopping his youngest’s words in her throat. Cyrus’s gaze shifted between the two, then he shared a sideways smile with Neesy. His oldest friend didn’t miss a trick.

      “Stop with the conspiratorial looks or they’re not going to take me seriously.”

      Cyrus raised his hands. “Hey, man, I’m just here for the hike.”

      “Uh-huh. Right.” He snapped his fingers. “You two, pick it up. You should be leading the group.”

      The girls shared a look of their own then hoofed it to the front. Within moments, they were widening their lead and whispering too low for the men to hear.

      Cyrus smiled. “They seem to get on pretty well for such competitive kids.”

      Ray nodded. “The sibling rivalry plays out on the court. They make each other better. Best thing I ever did was hand Neesy a basketball. It wasn’t two months before Lanie insisted on playing.”

      “Probably because she saw how much attention her older sister was getting from her beloved pop.”

      “They’ve never called me pop in their lives.”

      “Don’t try to change the subject. You’re good at it. You should be proud.”

      Ray waved him off. “Whatever. I’m just glad they tucker themselves out on the court so they’re less aggressive off of it.”

      “As much energy as they have, I’m surprised they don’t still make time to go at it.”

      Ray chuckled. “Dude, you should have seen the look on Neesy’s face when she stomped down the stairs one day to announce how unacceptable it was her younger sibling got into her vinyl collection.”

      “You mean your vinyl collection. Amazes me they like listening to 70s soft rock as much as they do.”

      “You just can’t hear the genius. You don’t have a rhythmic bone in your body.”

      “I’m a black man. I got moves you couldn’t fathom.”

      Ray burst with laughter at that one. He clapped Cyrus’s back. “You’re hilarious. C’mon, they’re making us look old.”

      “Another race to the top?” Cyrus asked.

      Ray rolled his eyes. “With your competitive tendencies, I wonder if I’m the only one my kids are taking after. Sure. Let’s do it.”

      A little competition proved exactly what the kids needed to pep up.

      To their credit, they left the girls in their tracks. By the time the girls reached the top, the men were leaning casually against the rails overlooking the sprawling valley below. Trying to suppress his heaving chest proved another matter entirely for Cyrus.

      And Neesy didn’t miss a trick as she bent down to clutch the bottoms of her shorts. “Right, old timer. I can hear your heart racing from here.”

      “I’m not gonna lie to you, kid.” Cyrus smiled then clutched his sweats in the same way. “You’ll be beating us up the hill in three months at the rate you’re sprouting.”

      “Ha.” Neesy nudged her sister with an elbow. “Hear that, Lanie? He actually thinks we’re coming back.”

      Lanie giggled, and Cyrus poorly masked his smile with an angry squint. He waved them over. “C’mon, kiddos. Stand against the rails so I can get a pic.”

      He drew his iPhone from his waist pack.

      “Whoa,” Lanie said. “Uncle Cy got the new iPhone. Welcome to the new world, old man.” She wrapped an arm around him and posed for the shot.

      Ray eyed the pair as he grinned. “Maybe you and Marsha should think about—”

      “Shut it or I’ll throw you over the rail.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 46

          

        

      

    

    
      Her tea cup slid over the edge of the table to crash into a thousand pieces, spilling hot tea all over the hardwoods in the process, but Dora Lassiter couldn’t have cared less. The notification that popped up in the corner of her screen drew her unbridled focus.

      When she clicked it, the Meta page popped up and Cyrus Jennings’s profile appeared. She scrolled.

      The post wasn’t a minute old. The man stood at an overlook, his arm around a young girl who was situated between her and another man. A taller girl stood opposite.

      “Look at those precious, smiling faces.” One side of Dora’s mouth raised into a slant. In another apparent symbol of divine intervention, a sign stood off to one side, identifying the state park.

      A quick Google Maps search ensued. She zoomed out to gauge the park’s proximity to Denver. Once that was determined, she snatched her cell off the table, swiped, entered her passcode, then tapped the encrypted messaging app.

      I’ve got him. Fifteen minutes away. Ready to go?

      Although a response came in moments, it seemed like an eternity, and Dora caught herself chewing a nail.

      Team’s ready. Location?

      She sent it.
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      When they reached the parking lot, Cyrus was bushed. Sweat streamed in rivers down his face. He gained no small modicum of relief to see Ray in a similar state. Even the girls had dark patches under their pits.

      A good day for some of Mrs. Ray’s homemade lemonade. That woman was a wonder.

      Lanie and Neesy stepped onto the bumper then threw their legs over the tailgate to pile into the back of Cyrus’s F-150. It warmed his heart that they still loved riding in the back like pack animals.

      “Guess you two are riding with your uncle, huh?” Ray threw Cyrus a two-fingered salute before heading for his pimped-out Suburban parked three spaces down.

      Cyrus slid into the driver’s seat then cranked Old Reliable. The motor roared to life. He gunned the accelerator a couple times then threw a look through the back window.

      Neesy threw up a fist and howled. “Woo hoo!”

      Ray threw him a warning glare. Cyrus grinned.

      He eased backward out of the space then made for the road.
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      They stopped at a BP about ten minutes from the state park, and Ray pulled to the front pump. The two men communed atop unmanaged oil stains. Cyrus leaned over to look at the girls.

      “Gatorade, please,” Neesy requested.

      Lanie nodded her confirmation then whispered, “And a Whatchamacallit.” Neesy shook her head. “Snickers.”

      “Mom is cooking,” Ray said. “No candy.”

      Cyrus cast Neesy a subtle wink. She grinned.

      While the girls leaned against the back so their heads were just beneath the rear window, Ray reached for the nozzle beside Cyrus’s ride.

      “I’ll fill ’em up.”

      Cyrus dipped his chin then strolled inside. It didn’t occur to him until he was at the cooler that he hadn’t asked what flavor of Gatorade they wanted, so he picked the blue shit. You couldn’t go wrong with the blue shit, if for no other reason than the girls liked turning their lips that color. He grabbed waters for Ray and himself.

      He snatched the candy bars on his way to the counter. The line was ridiculous for a place in the middle of nowhere. An absent wonderment about what town was nearby slid quickly through his mind, gone in an instant because the man in front of him kept muttering to himself.

      “Two dollars for a Coke. Stupid.”

      Cyrus grinned. “All for convenience, right?” He threw a quick look out the window to spy the top of Ray’s head towering above the gas pump, bobbing like he’d finished filling up and was returning the nozzle to its place. Two trucks pulled into the station on the right, but the guy in front of him finished his transaction and made for the door, bringing his gaze back around to the counter.

      The old lady behind it eyed the contents then cast a glance out the window. “Beautiful family.”

      Although the differentiation in skin tone seemed to be lost on her, Cyrus figured that was a good thing. Besides, she was right.

      “Thanks. I think so, too.”

      “Is that everything?”

      “That’ll do ’er.”

      Tires screeched. Motors roared. Cyrus’s first thought was about how stupid people drove around without regard for anything but their grandstanding. Then he looked outside.

      Ray crawled into view from behind the pump as the two trucks he’d seen moments before tore out of the parking lot and onto the highway. Neesy jumped out of the bed and ran to her father. She looked up and waved desperately toward the store. Cyrus’s heart jumped into his throat when he scanned the truck bed and found it empty.

      Lanie was gone.
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      “Call 911!” Cyrus flashed his badge at the old lady as he made for the door. “Say ‘abduction in progress!’” He plowed through the glass door with such force its hinges protested as he burst into daylight.

      Ray rubbed the back of his head, a moan escaping his lips. He blinked furiously, so Cyrus snatched Neesy’s arm.

      “Get him inside, give the lady behind the counter your sister’s information, and tell her to ask for an Amber Alert. You got it?” When she didn’t answer, he grasped both shoulders and shook. “Neesy! I need you!”

      Her chin dipped as she threw her arm around Ray’s waist. “Got it. Go get my sister!”

      “I’m coming with you,” Ray blurted.

      “The hell you are.” He snatched up Ray’s keys from where they’d fallen then tucked his into Ray’s hand. “Stay with your daughter. She knows what to do.” Instead of waiting for an answer, he thumbed the fob then slid into the Suburban’s seat.

      Cyrus peeled out of the parking lot, then slammed the accelerator down in pursuit. The highway was straight as Ronald Reagan, and he could see the vehicles cresting a hill in the distance. His chest heaved like he’d just run up the hiking trail at the state park for a second time, and his eyes pulsed a rhythm in their sockets. He freed one clammy hand to wipe on his sweats then switched and dried the other.

      The brief query about what towns might be nearby was answered when the trucks tore into a quaint one and the GPS mounted on Ray’s dash pinged an alert. Cyrus closed the gap and caught site of Lanie’s ponytail bobbing as she struggled with her kidnapper in the cab of the rear vehicle.

      While the lead truck tore straight through town, the rear one took a hard right, and Cyrus homed in on that motherfucker. After he made the turn, he leaned over to punch the button on his glovebox before realizing he’d left his gun locked in his truck, not wanting to let his best friend’s daughter get too far before he giving chase.

      The truck transporting Lanie took a hard left, its tires spitting smoke. Cyrus growled then spun the wheel. Ray’s ride handled like a shoebox on copper pennies so it bounced off the curb then fishtailed. He got it under control just in time to see his target take another hard right. This time he pumped his breaks and made a smooth, high-speed turn.

      Closing. He’d be on them in moments.

      The truck took another right, like the asshole planned to double back and leave town the way he came, but when Cyrus spared a glance at the GPS, he saw his enemy had miscalculated.

      Dead end.

      The truck screeched to a halt, its bed bouncing before coming to a standstill. The driver’s door flew open, then a man with white hair and pale skin yanked Ray’s daughter from the truck.

      Cyrus was out of the Suburban a moment later. He slammed the door just as the albino raised a gun to Lanie’s head.

      Screeching tires announced a new arrival, and as Cyrus cast a look over one shoulder, he realized his mistake. The second truck screeched to a stop, blocking the Suburban in.

      A man in a red ball cap slid out and focused a handgun on Cyrus.

      The albino called out. “On your knees, hands behind your head.” If that command wasn’t irony, Cyrus didn’t know what was. “You come quietly, we leave the girl here. This is not a negotiation.”

      Tears streaked down Lanie’s face. The gun pressed to her temple heated Cyrus’s whole body with rage while convincing him he was out of options. He dropped to one knee then planted the other.

      “Let her go.”

      A moment later, a burst of pain radiated through the back of his head as blackness washed the world in darkness.
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      Cyrus whipped his head to one side like he could escape the bitter cold that had just splashed over it and doused his lap. His eyes fluttered open, and his body convulsed. But he couldn’t move. His wrists were bound by cold steel behind him.

      “That’s better.” The albino tossed a plastic bucket off to one side. “Welcome back, Agent Jennings. There’s someone who’d like to say hi.” He swept one hand in a grandiose gesture Shakespeare would’ve blushed over.

      High windows cast rays onto the concrete floor of a warehouse. At the opposite end, a door swung open. A demure woman with a long pony tail draped over one shoulder stepped inside.

      The whole gambit registered at once, despite Cyrus’s groggy state.

      Dora Lassiter. Which made the albino… his head swam when he scoured his brain for the answer.

      “Randall something,” he muttered.

      The albino half-bowed. “I’m honored you remember.”

      How did they find me?

      Lassiter strolled toward them at a leisurely pace while his brain conjured the remainder.

      The picture. The goddamned picture I took with the iPhone. I framed the sign into it to mark the occasion. Son of a bitch.

      Jacob Lassiter’s co-conspirator stopped about two feet away. “Agent Jennings. I wish I could say it was nice to see you again.”

      Red lights blinked from somewhere along the distant walls. Cyrus squinted but couldn’t make out what they were.

      “Well, if it’s not, why bother? It’s not like I was in any hurry to see you again.”

      “At the risk of sounding cliché, I’ll ask the questions.” She leaned down to plant her hands on her quads, reminding Cyrus of the girls atop the hiking trail after their exertion.

      “Where’s Lanie?”

      “No idea,” Dora answered. “Randall left her in the alley. I’m sure someone has found her by now.”

      The albino nodded.

      At least there’s that.

      “Why? Did you think we’d hurt an innocent girl?”

      “You fucking snatched her in the first place. What am I supposed to think?”

      “There’s no need for all that animosity… even less the language.”

      “Fuck you, lady.”

      Cyrus blinked rapidly and opened his eyes wide, but he couldn’t quite bring his vision into focus.

      It didn’t help his cause when Randall stepped forward, drew his arm across his body, then backhanded him one across the jaw. Cyrus’s head whipped around, and he let it loll to one side for a moment before returning it to center.

      “Looks like someone has a crush on you, Dora. And Jacob’s not even a week in the dark.” Cyrus raised his gaze. “If you didn’t hit like a five-year-old, the chair might have fallen.”

      Randall drew back for a second shot, but Dora waved him away. “There now, Pace. I’m going to want him conscious for what’s to come.”

      Cyrus feigned laughter that echoed in the giant space. “Like that bitch could knock me out. He hits like—”

      Dora slapped him, a blurry motion he never saw coming. Although his head didn’t whip around this time, he had to acknowledge the determination that fueled the strike.

      “Enough of that, Jennings. Unless you want to spend what little life you have remaining in a lot of pain…”

      “I like it rough.” For effect, he added, “Whore.”

      Pace balled up a fist, but Dora Lassiter smiled. “Okay, give him a couple more if it will make you feel better.”

      Randall stepped up, slipped two fingers under Cyrus’s chin to raise his face, then showed him a mouth full of yellowing teeth. “My pleasure.”
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      Another frigid blast brought him around again. The light coming through the windows had petered out, but a pair of studio lights on tripods glared in his face. A distant voice echoed in the space, but as consciousness returned, it bloomed to fill his ears.

      “How about, ‘Patriots have suffered long enough at the hands of politicians who would rather bait the masses with cultural issues than address the problems facing the common man. Government has become such a convoluted system of control and manipulation, neither heads nor tails can be made of the laws they impose on us. Overcrowded prisons are filled with people who strived only to feed their families when government forgot about them…’”

      The albino nodded. “Sounds better. Gets the message across without being preachy.”

      Cyrus coughed. “Patriots, my ass.”

      Dora looked up from a card table where she scribbled, but he had a hard time making out her features in the glare of the lights.

      “Cut those off, for now.”

      Pace strolled over and pulled a plug. The lights went out, revealing the soft glow of a portable, battery-powered lamp that put off a subtler white light from atop Dora’s table.

      Damn. One of his eyes was swollen near to shut.

      “Is that better for you, Agent Jennings?” She paused, but when he parted his lips to answer, she snapped. “Because I don’t give a shit. You wouldn’t know a patriot if he punched you in the mouth… which is apparent, since Randall there has punched you at least eleven times.”

      “Oh, is that what those were supposed to be, Randall?” Cyrus looked up at the man towering over him. “Punches? I thought you were trying to get me into bed.”

      Randall chuckled. “I gotta give him one thing, Dora. He’s a brave bastard.”

      She scoffed in reply, but raising her head from her work apparently wasn’t worth the effort. “Yeah, or that’s what he wants you to think. Probably figures he’ll gain your respect by mouthing off.”

      “Well, it ain’t working.”

      “Damn,” Cyrus said, wishing his hands were unbound so he could snap his fingers. “And here I was hoping we’d finish with the foreplay already.”

      Randall strolled away from him. “Keep talking, tough guy. Next time the lights go on, you might not be able to.”

      “Who sounds like the tough guy now?” Cyrus spat to one side and dried flecks of blood splattered onto the concrete floor. “You’re bad ass when my hands are cuffed behind me.”

      Dora spouted off a few more lines of her manifesto, but the words faded in and out with Cyrus’s vision. A rattling sound reminding him of crickets surfaced in one ear then the world tilted on its axis.

      That’s not good.

      The crickets transitioned to a high-pitched squeal.

      Dora’s narration pulsed inside his ears. “But now we’ve established a nation that’s as America’s founders intended. There’ll be no outside interference from this tyrannical, overblown, fiscally irresponsible government filled with people who serve only to fill their pocketbooks and wallets to the detriment of the common man.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Common man, this. Patriot that. Sounds a little repetitive to me.”

      Randall strolled toward him. “Why do you keep talking? What is it with you?”

      That brought Cyrus’s head up. “If you don’t know, then you’re farther gone than I thought. Sounds to me like you douchebags are so wrapped up in your high-and-mighty horseshit, the sentiments that brought you here have turned into nothing but emotionless platitudes. You don’t feel anything anymore because you’re fucking sociopaths. But since you asked, I keep talking because you pissed me off. You swiped an innocent girl to lure me in then knocked me out from behind. Do you really think your brand of cowardice is any different from a bunch of teat-feeders in Congress?”

      Randall clenched his fists.

      Cyrus nodded. “Yes, please. Just finish me so I don’t have to look at you anymore.”

      When he stepped forward like he would do exactly that, Dora slammed the palm of one hand down on the card table. The lantern tipped over.

      “Randall. Save it for the camera.”

      He stopped short, his yellowing teeth emerging from a ruthless grin. “Yeah. You’re going to be the poster boy for the federal government, Jennings. The perfect patsy.”

      “Yeah, because beating up on a black federal cop sends the right message to the right people, doesn’t it?”

      Dora snapped. “Don’t you push that racist bullshit on me.”

      “If the white pillow case fits…”

      She stood, eased around the table, then took up position next to her cohort. Interlocking her fingers then lowering her shoulders, she half-bowed. “Why do you think I killed Jacob?”

      Despite his dazed state, Cyrus’s mental film reel played back the moments before the R 44 blew into fiery smithereens then careened into the snowy ground. How he’d almost been certain his shot had gone wide of the fuselage, yet the vehicle had exploded.

      “Oh, look, Pace. I think I took him by surprise.”

      “You planted a bomb, didn’t you?”

      She waved a hand toward Pace. “Actually, he did. I just detonated it. Set aside a final smidge of C-4 for the purpose, sent the last bit of evidence up in smoke. Pretty good, right? But as far as our viewers will be concerned, it was all you.”

      “That’s some kind of country you’re founding, based on a lie.”

      “That’s a riot, Agent Jennings. You can’t be so naive. How many were hanged for telling the truth? How many shot in the back by the government they protested against?”

      The most offensive part was that Cyrus agreed, and that pissed him off.

      “So you repeat the heresies of the past to build a new future? How will your country turn out any different if you base it on the same atrocities?” He scoffed then winced as a cut inside his mouth flared up in protest. “You’re off your rocker, lady. It’s bad enough you conspired to kill your own husband, but when we let you go, you had to push it. Had to take my friend’s daughter. Had to kidnap a federal agent. It’s like you want to be a martyr.”

      She slid forward a few feet, the bottoms of her sandals scraping on the concrete. “If that’s what it takes.”

      “Oh, that’ll be what it takes. Because the second you put me on camera, they’re going to burn your compound to ashes. They’ll hunt the lot of you to the ends of the earth.”

      “Oh, Agent Jennings. You don’t see the big picture. We took it easy on the FBI the first two times, but that doesn’t mean we weren’t ready. Let them go back up the mountain. As a matter of fact, I’m counting on it. If they want a fight, we’ll give them one. But after our business here tonight? More will come.” She pivoted, stomped toward the table, snatched up a handgun, then racked it. “Lights, camera, action, Randall. Let’s get this show on the road.”
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      Heart pounding her ribs like it wanted to burst through her chest and escape, Misty clutched handfuls of her hair with her elbows planted on her legs. Five hours since Cyrus had been snatched out of an alley in some Podunk town. No ransom demand. Not a word from his kidnappers.

      The teenager they’d snatched to lure Cyrus out identified an albino, and the chances that was a coincidence were near nil, so the Bureau had drones sweeping the perimeter of the compound. Still, no sign of their missing agent. But everyone knew who the albino was. And if he was involved, Dora Lassiter was behind it. If for no other reason than Cyrus had been onsite when her husband was killed, and he’d taken her into custody himself.

      They were sending a message.

      Misty shot up, straightening her spine and dropping her hands into her lap as she muttered a sudden thought aloud. “What’s the message?”

      She slapped her spacebar out of habit, and the screen before her blinked to life. “Who would they be sending it to? And where?”

      She brought up the compound router’s web interface, legalities be damned. Still no traffic going out to 4Chan. Nothing to Twitter.

      “If I was a psycho secessionist bitch and wanted to send a message, where else might I send it?”

      Misty racked her brain. If not 4Chan…

      “Wait,” she said to the empty room. She sat back in the chair, pushed away from the desk. In her desperation, she’d sent a bunch of texts to Cy. Her gaze drifted to her phone, she glared at it for a moment, then she snapped her fingers.

      “Dammit, Misty.” She shook her head. “Stupid! Forget Dora Lassiter. Cyrus has an iPhone!” She snatched up her phone, brought up her contacts, then hesitated.

      If Cyrus learned she’d brought Marsha into the loop, worried her unnecessarily, he might not be thrilled. The Bureau would only contact next of kin, and even that wasn’t a certainty. It depended on the situation. But the former Mrs. Jennings was across the world on a mountaintop, so it wasn’t like they’d reach her even if they tried. Even more, there wasn’t a damn thing she’d do about it… except maybe worry.

      “Fuck it.” She tapped the contact. The other end clicked. Voicemail.

      She was about to leave one when she recalled how Cyrus had mentioned Marsha’s crazy schedule of late. Working weekends. High crime rates. A quick Google gave her the number. She dialed.

      “I need to speak to Marsha Pilson. Pronto.”

      “I’m sorry, but the ME is performing an—”

      “I don’t give a fuck if she’s in the throes of passion with a donkey. Tell her it’s Misty Daniels from the Federal Bureau of Investigation and that I’m waiting on hold. Trust me, she’ll drop everything.”

      “Hold please.”

      Misty tapped out a rapid rhythm with one foot. The moments dragged into minutes, then the line finally clicked.

      “Misty? What’s going on?”

      “Has Ray called you?” Misty asked, hoping Cyrus’s oldest friend had done exactly that, sparing her the responsibility of reporting the ill tidings to Cyrus’s main squeeze.

      “No. Should he have?”

      “Marsha, I’m so sorry to do this, and I could probably get into a world of shit for it, but… did you say you put Cyrus’s iPhone on your account?”

      “Yes. I set up the whole thing for him. I’d planned on—what’s going on, Misty?”

      “Do you have your own phone nearby?”

      “No. It’s in a locker. But I keep notes on my iPad. It’s right here. Would that help?”

      A chill of exuberance shot up Misty’s spine. “Yes! There’s a feature on your iPad called find my iPhone. If you have the network piece of it active, it could give me a location on Cyrus’s phone.”

      “Why do I suspect it isn’t just Cyrus’s phone that’s missing? What the fuck is going on, Misty?”

      “Sit down, Marsha.”

      “Fine. I’m sitting. Dish.”

      “Someone snatched Ray’s youngest daughter and Cyrus pursued.”

      “Oh my God. Is Neesy okay?”

      She suddenly recalled how Cyrus had regaled her with the tale of the basketball game at Ray’s house. How he’d taken Marsha along for introductions.

      “She’s fine. Home with her family.”

      “I have it up. Cyrus’s phone is out in Brighton, off of South Kuner Rd.”

      Misty brought up a maps app and searched. “Can you give me the address?”

      “Um, no. But I can give you one nearby.” She rattled one off, and Misty refined her search. She tapped the address into her phone. “And where is his phone relative to that address?”

      “Just southwest.”

      “Got it. I need to convey this to the brass, Marsha.”

      “Misty?”

      Her thumb hovered over the disconnect button, but she paused. “Yeah?”

      “Hell or high water, you get that man back in one piece. And if the Bureau gives you an ounce of shit…”

      “Marsha, it’s like you said. You don’t know me. But the one thing I can promise is there’s no need to worry about whether the rules will keep me from doing what I need to do. Gotta go.” She clicked off, picked up the phone next to her desk, then tapped the shortcut button she’d programmed two hours earlier.

      “Blake.”

      “Boss, I’ve got a twenty on his phone.”

      “What? How did you… never mind. Get up here. The psychos have Cyrus on a livestream.”
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      The live stream popped up on Facebook, Instagram, Twitch, and YouTube. Like usual, the media companies were slow to respond, so thousands watched as the man in the blood-soaked clothes leaned back in his chair, his head lolling, one eye swollen shut. Streams of dried blood ran down over his lips, down his neck, and into pools on the collar of the sweatshirt.

      Fox News and CNN, however, were quicker on the draw. The culprits had reached out and sent them a separate stream.

      A rumble played over the speakers of Misty’s phone when the speaker cleared their throat. “Meet Agent Cyrus Jennings. Cyrus here works for the FBI, and he blew up our leader, Jacob Lassiter, and two of our God-fearing friends for standing up to the federal government.

      “In recent weeks, the Bureau and other agencies have harassed our people without provocation. We’re a community of patriots who share a vision for what a truly free country should be. It wasn’t our intent to harm anyone, but the FBI has raided the place we call home on two occasions and brought violence to our doorstep.

      “When they sent the local sheriff to arrest Jacob—may God rest his soul—he was forced to defend himself. The sheriff’s death is on the FBI’s heads.”

      Misty’s head whipped back as the SAC shoved down the accelerator on his Bureau sedan. When he exited the interstate, a line of police cruisers shot to the west with their blue lights flashing and sirens screaming. Blake tore through the red light and took up position in the rear of the procession while the altered voice continued her diatribe.

      It was what Misty would’ve expected from a bunch of crazies. Banter about freedom, liberty, the constant intrusion of the federal government on the common man’s liberties. Violations of privacy.

      Blake took a hard right as he followed the cruisers, and the ease with which he navigated the turn left Misty wondering where the man had learned to drive. She thumbed up the volume on her phone a notch.

      “But today, all that is going to change. We’re calling on like-minded folks across America to join us. And we have a message for the United States Government.” The speaker paused for dramatic effect, and Misty was certain crazies everywhere would be slobbering before their screens. “Today ends your tyranny. The people will no longer tolerate your incursions into our homes, your prosecutions of innocent patriots who stand against you in the name of what is right. To show you how determined we are, Agent Cyrus Jennings is going to be the first act of recompense for the murder of a great man.”

      Misty growled. “Lassiter is off her rocker.”

      “Sounds like we underestimated her.”

      Cyrus’s head shot upright for the first time. His voice crackled as he huffed his words. “Red lights. Red lights everywhere.”

      Misty was just beginning to mull that one over when someone’s giant boot came into view. It collided with Cyrus’s chest, shoving him backward and toppling his chair so he fell out of view. A gun was raised, angled in the direction where Cyrus had fallen.

      The gun fired.

      The livestream ended.
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      All bets were off the second Cyrus Jennings died off-camera. The SAC pulled in behind the police as they circled the warehouse. Doors flung open. Cops whipped out their pistols and rifles, training them on the door while other vehicles tore around the sides of the building to cover all the entrances.

      Blake wasn’t wasting any time as he barked into his radio. “Clear the surrounding area. Give me a status report when we know it’s done.”

      Every moment seemed to drag into eternity as Misty dabbed an eye with one knuckle to keep a tear from escaping. She scanned the parking lot but, aside from law enforcement vehicles, it was empty.

      Where are their rides?

      A police SWAT van screeched to a halt near the giant loading dock on one side of the warehouse. The back doors flew open, then men in body armor carrying MP5s filed out. They clambered up fire escape stairs toward a row of windows on the second floor.

      “They going right in?” Misty asked.

      The SAC nodded. “Yeah. And just between you and me, I hope they aerate every motherfucker inside the place.”

      The Swatters hurried into position on either side of a second-floor door.

      Misty’s heart lurched again. “Stop them! Stop the breach!”

      The SAC’s forehead wrinkled. “What?”

      “Look!” She pointed around the parking lot. “Where are their cars?”

      Blake tilted his head like she’d spoken Swahili.

      “They’re not in there! Cyrus was warning us!”

      Although Blake’s expression was more like something she’d have expected to see on a child while someone tried to explain quantum mechanics, it eventually stretched taut as Misty’s meaning dawned.

      He thumbed his radio. “This is Special Agent in Charge Blake. Hold! Do not breach!”

      Near the SWAT vehicle, a man in body armor looked around while raising his radio. He confirmed the hold order. When he saw Blake waving him down, he jogged over. He had a 70s porn star mustache and irises so dark they could’ve been mistaken for black.

      “What you got?”

      Blake threw a thumb toward Misty, who’d taken up position on his right. “Jennings shouted something about red lights being everywhere. I don’t think the culprits are inside. They’ve probably fled.”

      “Shit. They wired the place to blow.”

      “Yeah, with your guys and Jennings inside.”

      “You’re sure?”

      The big boys might have frowned on her interjecting, but Misty remembered how Blake had ordered her to speak up in a meeting when this whole fiasco with the secessionists had begun. So she chimed in.

      “Think about it. Red lights. If they rigged the place to explode, it wouldn’t be them who killed Cyrus, but you. That wouldn’t help them in court, but I could imagine how they’d take a bunch of satisfaction from outsmarting you. It’s been their MO from the beginning. They’re planners. They don’t do anything half-assed.”

      The SWAT lead’s shoulders dipped, as if in disappointment. He thumbed his radio. “Hold. Anyone got eyes on the fed inside?”

      Misty almost crossed her fingers.

      A voice came back. “Roger that. He’s still tied to his chair, but he just turned onto his side. Looks like he’s trying to break free.”

      There was no stopping the tears of relief that burst forth from her eyes, so Misty turned her back on the pair to wipe her face clean.

      When she pivoted again, the commander nodded at Misty approvingly then spoke into his radio. “Gonna need bomb dogs.”
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      Dora Lassiter sat in the bunker with her laptop perched on a small card table. Thirty feet above her head, people milled about the compound, going on about their daily tasks without a care in the world. She and Randall had been offsite the day of the livestream, holed up on the acre of property on the opposite side of town that she and Jacob had bought in the hopes of expanding someday, but they’d returned yesterday, once they were sure the FBI were empty handed.

      Jennings was dead. They had no proof Dora or Pace had been anywhere near that warehouse. They’d destroyed their computers, and they’d even gotten rid of Pace’s gun and boots that had appeared on camera. Randall’s truck didn’t have GPS, and they’d taken no phone with them.

      But it really got her goat that Cyrus Jennings hadn’t bitten the bullet sooner. By pretending to be unconscious, he’d lulled Dora and Randall into a false sense of complacency, only to give the feds a last-minute warning about the bombs. But in the time it’d probably taken the feds to disable the C-4, the agent’s blood had covered the warehouse floor.

      They’d come for her, anyway. Of that she had little doubt. But what would they do without evidence? After all, those boy scouts at the FBI didn’t have the balls it took to see justice done. It was the whole reason for her new society’s existence. People across the country were reaching out, ready to join their cause. A couple relocations were already in the works. By the time the feds figured anything out, it would be too late.

      After all, they didn’t want another Ruby Ridge, did they?

      Dora smiled. Although she’d started this journey with a charismatic man who could—and did—draw others to their cause, it was her show now. It would be her vision that built this new country, a small nation where freedom and liberty actually meant something.

      The door behind her squealed on its hinges, reminding Dora she’d need to take a can of WD-40 to it.

      Lucy Renier came inside carrying a tray of bacon and eggs. She set it on the edge of the card table then patted Dora’s hand.

      “How you holding up down here?”

      “I’m good. Where’ve you been?”

      “Laying low for a couple days. Paul and I hunkered down in the cabin. But we’re back now.”

      “How’s Paul doing?”

      “Oh, he’s great. Overseeing one of the men’s meetings as we speak.”

      The last thing Dora needed was for a group of men to come together so early into the program. Something about penises made them think they could do things better. But with Jacob, Ernest, and Jim out of the picture, she wasn’t too worried. Paul Thomas was practically a liberal. He lacked the spine to try to take Dora’s power away. And Lucy? Well, she just loved Paul to death. They’d be together forever.

      Lucy pulled up a chair. “You up for a little company?”

      “Why not?” Dora smiled.

      Lucy set one elbow on the table. “So, word is the feds came up completely empty. Hard to believe they just packed up and left.”

      Dora shrugged. “They might not be finished with us, but we’re clean now.”

      “No way to trace you and Pace to the warehouse, then?” She twisted her fingers in her lap, and Dora couldn’t help but feel a little pang of regret. Although she hoped to train Lucy to take up her mantle someday, she sometimes wondered if she had the heart for it. The backbone. Although she’d had the gumption to stand up to Jacob, it was only because she’d been so scared she couldn’t keep quiet anymore.

      Dora covered her hands to still them. “We used a VPN, honey. They can’t trace that. Pace and me got rid of the laptop and anything that appeared on camera. We left nary a print on anything. Don’t you worry. It’s smooth sailing from here.”

      They chatted for about five minutes before Lucy glanced the watch on her wrist then shot up. “Paul’s meeting is over, and we have plans this afternoon. I’d better get going.”

      Servitude to that man of hers. Sad, really. The way she’d leapt to her feet at the thought of not being there when Paul got out. She’d definitely have to groom someone else.

      Lucy let herself out but left the door slightly ajar behind her. Dora made a mental note to go and lock it after she ate her breakfast. But she wasn’t halfway finished when those damn hinges squealed again.

      “You forget something, hon—?”

      Something bounced then slid onto the table, teetering near the opposite edge. Dora tilted her head, trying to identify the alien artifact. Metal, it looked like… a phone case. With a bullet lodged into it.

      “A gift from my girlfriend. Made of titanium.”

      Her chest thumped. Her throat went hollow. Dora spun her chair around.

      Cyrus Jennings stood in the doorway with men positioned on either side of him, his face a mess of purple, if less swollen than last she’d seen it. His bad eye was only partially open, but still, here he was.

      “But… you’re dead?”

      He raised one of those tape players like one Dora had once used to keep her thoughts until she could get them on paper. Jennings pressed the button, then a tinny version of her voice played.

      “We used a VPN, honey. They can’t trace that. Pace and me got rid of the laptop and anything that appeared on camera. We left nary a print on anything. Don’t you worry. It’s smooth sailing from here.”

      Jennings smirked. “Just wanted to get it in your own words, Dora. Guess her man should’ve aimed for my head. But I suppose you all wanted me to bleed out slow, right? So the feds could know they blew me to smithereens?”

      He snatched her arm, yanked her out of the chair, slapped cuffs on her, then shoved her toward the other two. “Dora Lassiter, you are under arrest for the attempted murder of a federal agent, conspiracy to commit murder, illegal possession of stolen materials, and a whole slew of other crimes we’ll talk about on the ride back to the Bureau.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 55

          

        

      

    

    
      Cyrus sipped his beer while Marsha clutched his other hand from her seat on the back lawn. Neesy was shooting jumpers then rolling to the left, going around the world while her sister rebounded for her. Ray stood with his arms folded across his chest, calling out problems with her mechanics despite Neesy’s uncanny ability to get nothing but net with eighty percent of her shots.

      Misty sat opposite Marsha, sipping on her own beer as another quiet Sunday sailed by.

      Marsha set the beer in her chair’s cupholder. “So, you’re telling me this deputy gets away with it?”

      Cyrus nodded. “Nothing I can do about it. Lucy Renier will testify against Dora Lassiter, but she doesn’t want to push her luck and have the deputy get off scot-free just to come after her. Randall shot me… or my phone. He’s going away for a very long time. Probably the rest of his time on earth. So, Lucy is cutting her losses. The Bureau got enough of what it wanted.”

      “But if she’ll testify against him for planting the map and drawing you all into a conflict… I mean, that started the whole ordeal.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Any defense attorney worth his salt is going to tell a jury that Lucy never witnessed anything directly. Any information she has is third-hand. He’d probably get off.”

      “So, what? You do nothing?”

      Misty cleared her throat. “Cyrus brought in Lucy in the first place. Convinced her Dora wasn’t the best leader for their compound. Explained how they’d been scamming people on Facebook. Stealing old peoples’ money. How they started the whole fiasco with the Bureau. I wouldn’t call that nothing.”

      Marsha turned. “I didn’t mean Cyrus was doing nothing. I meant the Bureau.”

      Misty shrugged. “I guess sometimes things are what they are.”

      Cyrus sat up in his chair, shooting Misty a look. “Holy shit, Daniels. Such patience. Did you just mature before my eyes?”

      Misty gave that sideways smile Cyrus often associated with mischief, and his stomach churned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 56

          

        

      

    

    
      The boys had gone all-out. Well, all-out as a small town sheriff’s office could go. A banner reading Congratulations to Our New Sheriff! hung in the middle of O’Leary’s tavern, and after losing about eighty bucks to Deputy Brian Shell, Interim Sheriff Chet Johnson retired to a corner booth to absorb his victory over a few snifters of scotch, one of his old man’s favorites. Although he wasn’t big into the taste, it was only appropriate.

      Midnight rolled around, and Ursula The Barmaid shouted for last call. But by then, the boys were calling Ubers—one of the last ways to make money in the town—and heading home to their wives. They were a young crew, but he’d bring them along.

      Instead of calling for a ride himself, he decided to stroll the five blocks to his little ranch, and he’d thanked Ursula with a fifty dollar tip for tolerating all their flirting. Her old man had been a deputy once, and she’d turned the tavern into the kind of place where badges could feel good about hanging out.

      The night was unseasonably warm when he stepped out onto the street, and the wind was whipping up a fit. A moment of dizziness hit him when he reached the middle of the sidewalk, but it passed soon enough. He set off. About two blocks up, the streetlights were out, although one flickered and blinked in the distance. He made a mental note to call someone about that.

      His ears perked up at the sound of something scraping, but when he cast a look over one shoulder, the streets were barren. He thought he caught motion in the shadows cast against the trees by the moon but realized it was just the branches waving in the wind.

      He crossed longways from one corner to the other, where his house waited then fumbled for his keys in his pocket. A cool sensation tingled in the back of his head, and he cast a final look over his shoulder. Nothing.

      “You’re being paranoid,” he muttered.

      The bolt clicked when he turned the key, then he shoved open the door. Although he raised one foot to cross the threshold, a click sounded as cold steel was pressed to his neck.

      Someone whispered in his ear. “Step inside nice and slow. You so much as jerk, and I’ll paint your walls red.”

      Was that a female? He couldn’t be sure, but there was something tinny about the sound. Feminine. He raised his hands, realizing how slow he’d been to respond to the threat.

      “I’m going. Just a little drunk, is all.”

      “Move your ass.”

      He did. Once inside, he was shoved in the back. The door slammed behind him, and he started to turn.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      He reoriented himself, facing a short hallway leading into a kitchen and the back door. “What do you want? I don’t keep valuables ’round my place.”

      “I’m not robbing you, dimwit. I’m warning you.” The cold metal pressed to his neck again. “An informant at the Lassiter compound snitched on you. Seems that person wanted to take the place for themselves. Dora Lassiter and Randall Greene are in custody.”

      “Snitched on me about what?”

      “Don’t play stupid, stupid.” Definitely a female. Whoever it was snatched the back of his flannel shirt then shoved him face first into the wall to his left. The steel pressed harder, this time against his temple. “You put that fucking map on your sheriff’s desk then volunteered to go check out the compound. You knew right where the grenade was, because you were in on it. You wanted to be sheriff, and Johnson was too popular. So, you set him up. Conspired with Dora Lassiter to ensure you were sheriff when everything was over.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Is it? Tell me, who else could’ve paused the cameras, waltzed into Sheriff Nixon’s office, then dropped off the map? I mean, I have to give you credit. Pausing the recording made people think it was an outside job. But you missed one important piece. I’m not fucking dimwitted.”

      Pain shot up the back of his neck, the world tilted, then his knees folded. He rolled onto his back. His eyes blinked of their own volition, his vision blurry. When it cleared, he stared up at a masked culprit in a black leather jacket and black jeans.

      “Misty Daniels,” he said.

      She tore off the mask, her curly red locks spilling out. “And I don’t give a fuck. You almost got my partner killed.” She leveled the piece at him. “So now, you pay.”

      “Wait!” He threw up a hand. “We can work something out. What do you want? I can help you.”

      She tilted her head to one side, then the bitch smiled. “You don’t have anything I want. But we don’t have enough to prosecute you on third party testimony. So, if you want to live, here’s what you’ll do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 57

          

        

      

    

    
      Cyrus and Blake sat in the latter’s office staring at the screen. The reporter was small town as it gets but made up for big city news. She delivered the report with an enthusiasm that left Cyrus believing she’d go national within years. Blake might have been hard of hearing because he thumbed the volume higher.

      “Sheriff Johnson had only been on the job for a month before resigning. We asked if he was ill or wanted to spend time with family, but he’d had no further comments. Johnson is unmarried and has no children.”

      Blake muted the TV. “Think someone from the compound got to him?”

      Cyrus’s nose twitched. Then his upper lip. He waited for the sensations to pass, picturing his redheaded subordinate’s face as she’d smiled at Marsha at Ray’s place two days before.

      “Never know, boss man. Could’ve been anyone.”
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