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An hour south of Nashville was an estate that no tour buses ever passed. No maps of star’s homes included it. It was too far out of the city, too secluded, and you couldn’t see anything from the road. That was rather disappointing to the public because this was a home that nearly every Nashville tourist would have wanted to see. The owner, Ella Ford, was probably one of the most beloved musical artists in the United States. She’d topped the country and pop charts for over thirty years. She’d written a bestselling autobiography that had gone on to become a hit movie. After that Hollywood breakthrough, Ella Ford went on to star in, direct, and produce several movies. Her talent and sound business decisions led her to build one of the biggest entertainment empires in America.

Despite her success, she was suffering from the same problem that everyone else in America was experiencing. She was trapped in an apocalypse that showed no signs of going away. It was like one of those winter ice storms that knocked the power out, but in this case, just kept going and going and going. For the average American, it was dangerous and devastating. To the super rich, it was a tedious inconvenience.

Ella Ford had a private security team protecting her estate, but the world beyond her fences was so dangerous that she didn’t dare leave the property. Having been raised on a farm, she’d always believed in being prepared for the worst. She had solar backup power, an emergency water supply, and plenty of medications. She had enough food to last twenty years, but she missed going out to restaurants and dining with their friends. She missed concerts, both hers and those of her fellow performers. She missed cutting ribbons at new business ventures she launched.

She knew other people had it worse. Ella was comfortable and well-fed. She was warm and safe. She was thankful for all those things, yet she was unfulfilled, and she was bored. She’d never been one to sit around the house, but she’d had no other choice for the last year and a half.

Then there were the emotional issues. She’d lost her husband in the early weeks of the collapse. He had a massive heart attack and they’d been unable to get him to the hospital. He had chronic health issues so while she wasn’t sure that advanced medical care would even have made a difference in his survival, she missed him nonetheless.

She had a daughter who lived in California and had a starring role in a popular soap opera, but Ella’s daughter was missing, and Ella had no way of finding her. Her cell phone hadn’t worked since the early days of the collapse, and she had no way of getting to California. If she had, she’d have taken some of her security team and launched her own rescue mission over a year ago.

The only family Ella had remaining was her son, Jagger, thus named because of a brief but torrid relationship Ella had with Mick Jagger back in the 70s. There was a problem with her son, though.

He was a dick.

Ella hated to say that about her own son, but it was the truth, and she’d been raised to never shy away from the truth. Things were what they were, and pretty words didn’t change that. She didn’t sugar coat or make excuses for people. The mean were mean and the lazy were lazy. Crooks were crooked. Gropers and chauvinistic pigs deserved to have their disgusting ways revealed to the world. As she always said, people made their own beds and they could lie in them.

This bluntness was part of why she was so successful. Her songs had become populist anthems, quoted so often that they were now part of the popular lexicon. Her songs reflected the lives of women who had not tolerated being pushed around. They were about wives who turned on bullying husbands and exes who failed to pay child support. Her songs called out abusive agents, predatory entertainment executives, and clueless men who couldn’t seem to take no for an answer. They called out bosses who took advantage of employees, and exposed the unpatriotic and those in government who worked against the interests of the American people. Her songs hadn’t just spoken to fed-up women, but to all the downtrodden who were tired of being disrespected. They inspired patriotism, restored hope, and made people feel like their experiences were valid. All this made her beloved in a way that few public figures in America ever experienced.

While Ella’s daughter might have used her mother’s connections to launch her acting career, Ella’s son had failed to launch entirely. He had no interest in a career. He was only interested in partying, freeloading, and having the best time possible while exerting the least amount of effort. His behavior had only grown worse once the nation collapsed and Ella had finally had enough. She’d been more tolerant of her son than of any other man in her life. Although he’d escaped the harsh fates that had befallen many of the antagonists in her songs, that was about to change. Reality was about to slap him in the face.

Ella waited until the sun came up and she rolled out of bed without having slept at all that night. She pulled on a pair of jeans, pink tennis shoes, and a matching pink sweatshirt. While she’d never have gone out in public like this, with no makeup and her hair a mess, her appearance was adequate for what she was about to do. She looked at herself in the mirror, took several deep breaths to harden her resolve, then smiled at the little white dog sitting on her bed.

“Buford, I’ll be back in a minute. Don’t you worry about Mama. You stay right there.”

Ella stepped out of her master suite and gently closed the door behind her. The loud Southern rock echoing down the hallway had been playing all night and she’d had enough. She marched down the sweeping staircase to the first floor and hung a right to the magnificent room where they entertained guests. At least it had once been magnificent. Now it looked every bit as bad as she’d expected, and she’d have been embarrassed for anyone to see what it looked like now. It reminded Ella of that one and only time she’d gone into George Jones’ hotel room to wake him up for a show.

The first thing that hit her was the smell. It was the odor of unwashed bodies mixed with cigarette smoke and stale beer. Ella knew that smell intimately because it’d been the smell of her childhood home and there was perhaps no smell in the world that she hated more than this one. It reminded her of poverty, helplessness, and wasted lives. She didn’t resent her parents for being trash, because her disgust at the way she’d grown up had motivated her to be more than they were. Their failures were perhaps the strongest driving force in her life, and she understood the irony of that. The people who’d made her feel like nothing as a child had helped turn her into something as an adult.

There were beer and liquor bottles on every flat surface. One table held a crystal punch bowl heaped with marijuana. A tall plastic water pipe sat beside it. Alongside the punch bowl was a mirror dusted with what Ella suspected was cocaine residue. She might have had some years on her, but Ella wasn’t sheltered. She had risen to fame in the seventies and eighties, and she’d seen what many celebrities did with their money. She’d never been one of them, because she worked too hard for her money to waste it. Her son, however, clearly had no problem spending her money on this garbage.

She scanned the two dozen bodies scattered around the room. There were men and women, some practically naked. All of them were unconscious with the sound system still blaring Lynyrd Skynyrd for the umpteenth time. Ella had no idea how they could sleep through it. She marched over to the wall and pressed the power button, killing the music.

Ella cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled, “Y’all get up now! Wake the hell up!”

There were a few mumbles and groans. One or two shifted in their sleep. This was not the reaction Ella was looking for. Realizing that it was going to take something more dramatic to get their attention, Ella grabbed a fireplace poker and strode over to the coffee table. Her son was stretched out on the couch not even two feet away, some barely dressed floozy wrapped in his arms. Ella raised the fireplace poker overhead, gritted her teeth, and brought the poker down on the crystal punch bowl.

The bowl shattered like a beer bottle thrown against a brick wall. Shards of crystal flew in all directions. Jagger screamed, exploded awake, and tried to escape over the back of the couch. In his desperation, he kicked his floozy onto the floor, where she unfortunately landed among the broken crystal. Now she was screaming too. Around the room, everyone snapped awake, trying to figure out what was going on.

Ella wasn’t done. She raised the wrought-iron poker over her head again and smashed the cocaine mirror. White dust poofed into the air and Jagger cried out. The floozy screamed again, afraid to move for fear of slicing her hands and knees even further. She did, however, manage to twist her head around and glare at Ella.

“You stupid bitch!” the floozy screamed.

On a roll now, Ella raised the poker yet again, imagining that it was a golf club and the floozy’s head was a golf ball. Only her son shouting her name cut through Ella’s blind rage and stopped her from committing what would have been the first murder in a very colorful life. She held the poker mid-swing. She wasn’t certain she’d made her point yet and she was ready to smash a few more things to get through to these people. Even a few heads if that was what it took.

“What the hell are you doing, Mom?”

Ella jabbed a finger at the fruit of her loins. “I’ve had it with you, Jagger! All these years I defended you when everyone around me was calling you a leech, a mooch, and a freeloader. Your own father wanted to throw you out of the house, but as your mother, I held out hope I could fix you. Since he died, you’ve gotten even worse, and I never knew what to do. I couldn’t throw you out and let you die, so I made the decision to let you stay and this is how you repay me. You have no respect for me at all. You have no respect for how hard I’ve worked to give you this life.”

Jagger held out both hands in an imploring gesture. “Of course I respect you, Mother. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

“Is that why you drag all this riffraff in here? Is that why you trash my house and keep me up all night with loud music? You’ve ruined the furniture and the carpets. I wouldn’t treat a stranger this way. Certainly not someone I supposedly cared about.”

“Who are you calling riffraff?” the floozy on the ground asked, still afraid to move for fear of getting cut worse.

Ella lunged with the poker, as if she was about to play T-ball with the young woman’s head. The floozy screamed and ducked.

“Mom!” the son screamed, throwing out a hand to try and calm her. “Chill out!”

“I want these people out of here now,” Ella demanded, sweeping the poker around the room. “Once they’re gone, you’re going to clean this mess up until I’m satisfied that you have done a sufficient job. Then, you’re going to pack up and move into the guesthouse. We will not be staying beneath the same roof again.” Ella dropped the poker, folded her arms across her chest, and glared at her son.

Jagger stiffened and stood up straight, embarrassed at being treated this way in front of his friends. “Now, hold on a minute. You didn’t raise me to treat people that way. My friends don’t have anywhere to go. They don’t have any way of getting food or supplies. They’d be dead in a few days if they were out there in the world fending for themselves.”

Ella cocked an eyebrow and bobbed her head. “That’s because they’re sorry, just like you. I don’t care what happens to them. I might be stuck with you, but I didn’t take them to raise. They’re going to have to figure it out for themselves. If they end up buzzard food or bear shit that’s not my problem.”

Jagger’s face flushed and he shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s not going to work for us, Mother.”

“I don’t give a flying flip if it works for you or not. If these people aren’t out of the house in ten minutes, I’ll have security throw them out. They won’t be gentle about it either.”

“Good luck with that,” one of her sons friends said. He was sitting in an antique wingback chair made less elegant by the fact he was only wearing a pair of grubby underwear.

Ella glared at him. “Nobody pulled your chain, Sling Blade. I’ll also thank you to get your nasty body out of that chair. Those drawers might once have been tightey whities, but now they’re more like a saggy nasties.”

His name wasn’t really Sling Blade, but the designation fit. He didn’t like it and looked to Jagger for support. “Well, are you going to tell her or am I?”

Ella glowered at her son. “You have something to tell me?”

Jagger shifted from foot to foot, building up the gumption to speak. “Security doesn’t answer to you any longer, Mother.”

“I beg to differ,” Ella snapped. “I’ve been paying their salary for years. I make sure they’re comfortable and have plenty to eat. I pay them a bonus at Christmas every year. I treat them like they’re my own sons, and unlike you, they appreciate it.”

“Yes, they all appreciate your efforts. That did make it difficult to sway their allegiance, but remember that you hired single men, Mother.”

Ella nodded. “Because I didn’t want to keep a married man away from his family. I travel a lot and I didn’t want to cause that kind of strife in relationships. I hired men who wouldn’t be missing a family.”

“Just because they don’t have families doesn’t mean they don’t miss companionship. How long have we been here? A year and a half now? What were these men supposed to do for entertainment? What were they supposed to do at night when you’re tucked into bed with Buford reading some trashy romance novel?”

Ella recoiled. “I always made sure my security staff had things to keep them entertained. They have a gym, a shooting range, they have books and movies.”

“You missed the one thing they probably wanted the most,” Sling Blade said. He opened his arms and gestured at the women scattered around the room. “Floozies, as you so sweetly referred to them.”

Ella blushed, then jabbed a finger in Sling Blade’s direction. “That aspect of their lives is not my responsibility. I don’t run an escort service.”

Sling Blade winked at Ella. “That was a crucial mistake on your part.”

Ella stalked out of the room, through the entry, and yanked open the front door. Just as she expected, one of her security staff was stationed outside. He wore tactical clothing, body armor, and carried the kind of rifle Ella knew nothing about. “Giles, how are you today?”

“I’m good, Ms. Ford. Is everything okay?”

“I’m afraid not, Giles. Jagger and I have had a bit of a falling out. I would like his friends removed from the premises immediately. After they’re gone, he will be packing his bags and moving into the guesthouse. Can you and your team make sure that happens?”

Giles looked uncomfortable and Ella noted his hesitation with a sinking feeling in her stomach. Before the collapse, he had carried out her instructions without question.

“Is there a problem, Giles?” She felt her anger rising.

Giles was unable to meet her eyes. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Ms. Ford.”

“And why not?”

“Jagger assumed control of certain aspects of the estate. He is our employer now.”

Ella burned holes in Giles with her eyes. “I guess this is your fancy way of saying that he bought you off with whores?” She drew out the word.

Giles didn’t answer. He turned away from her and resumed his vigil over the grounds of the estate.

“Go to hell!” Ella slammed the door, marched up the steps to her room, and locked herself inside.

Buford looked up at her and wagged his tail.

“You are the only man who has never let me down, Buford.”
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The beat-up Ford Focus coasted along at a steady speed. All of the windows were down, and Valeria tracked the driver through a Nightforce scope. She was flat on her stomach, proned out on a shooting mat, Conor at her side. He was playing spotter, watching the target through a Leupold Mark 4 spotting scope. Conor ranged the distance, measured the wind speed, then called out the data to Valeria. She consulted the chart she wore on the inside of her forearm, then adjusted the turrets of her scope for windage and elevation. There was no time left to double-check her actions with Conor. If she’d done everything right, the bullet would hit exactly where she wanted it to go.

“Safety off,” Conor said.

The rifle was a Remington Model 700 in .300 Win Mag. Valeria had used this rifle on the range for weeks now and the shot she was lining up was a graduation of sorts. A headshot on a subject in a moving vehicle was never easy. Conor knew this because he’d made that same shot many times and had missed it at least once. Though he didn’t like to talk about it, there was still a Syrian terrorist running around the Middle East with a prosthetic nose because Conor had got on the trigger too early and blown the shot. The rumor was that this particular terrorist was now known as “the pug.”

“Send it,” Conor whispered.

He wouldn’t say anything else. He’d already said everything that needed to be said. The rest was up to Valeria and, just like her, he was holding his breath in anticipation of the shot.

BOOM!

Valeria fired and the bullet found its mark. Inside the Ford Focus a pumpkin exploded, sending seeds and pumpkin guts everywhere. Valeria pumped her fist in the air, then turned around with a grin. “Got him!”

Far below them, the vehicular trainer reached the end of the track and bounced to a stop against a row of tires.

“I’m next,” Ragus said. “My turn.”

“We need to reset the trainer first,” Conor said. “And obviously we’ll need a fresh pumpkin.”

The vehicular trainer normally used an electric winch to draw the vehicle back to the beginning of the track for the next shooter. The winch wasn’t tied into the compound’s solar system, so the trainer had to be reset manually these days. Fortunately, the Ford Focus was missing the motor and transmission, which made it light enough that a couple of people could push the vehicle back up the slight incline of the track. Ragus was the last shooter needing to take out Pumpkin Head, so the rest of the team walked down the hill to reset the car.

It had been several weeks since Conor, Ricardo, and their people arrived at the Banks compound in a caravan of trucks and trailers. Over those weeks, Conor, Ricardo, and Demo Dick had spent a lot of time trying to figure out their next move. Demo Dick wasn’t fully operational yet. He needed more time to heal from the injuries he’d received in the missile attack on Norfolk Naval Station, although those injuries didn’t prevent him from holding planning sessions. If anything, the pain fueled him in a way that this particular group of people understood quite well. The desire for revenge was a most powerful motivator.

For the rest of the group, particularly those who were younger and less experienced, the downtime was an excellent opportunity to sharpen their skills. Barb helped them with their combatives and physical conditioning. The staff at the Banks compound, having come from a diverse set of backgrounds, brought even more skills to the table. Before the collapse, the compound had been a shooting and tactical school for civilians, law enforcement, and specialized military teams. Training was what they did best.

The younger members of Conor and Ricardo’s team drilled on close quarters battle, and it was a class that frustrated all of them. Although the movies made the precise choreography of an armed assault look easy, it wasn’t. The untrained members of the team came to understand that it was a miracle they’d survived as many firefights as they had. Without the guidance of more experienced people, they’d likely have died a long time ago. During these weeks of training they’d run into each other, tripped over each other, and flagged each other with their weapons. Only now were they reaching the basic level of proficiency that came from drilling on a technique all day, every day, until they got it right.

On the other hand, everyone’s favorite training was learning to run a precision rifle. There was something about being a sniper that appealed to everyone. Barb was the best at using stealth to get in position and establish a hide, likely because Conor began training her on these techniques when she was still in preschool. Valeria ended up being one of the more accurate shooters among the group.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Ragus complained after she’d outshot him yet again. “I’ve been shooting all my life. How does this girl who’s barely shot a gun manage to show me up every time?”

He wasn’t mad at his friend, but he genuinely didn’t get it. Valeria grinned with satisfaction.

Their instructor, a man named Ramsey, explained. “It makes perfect sense, Ragus. In your case, we’re trying to correct a lifetime of bad habits developed from shooting on your own. Valeria is a blank slate. She doesn’t revert to poor technique like you do. Your old shooting style feels natural to you, so you fall back on it. For Valeria, the techniques she’s learned from us have become natural to her. Her brain isn’t issuing conflicting instructions. Some of the best shooters I’ve ever trained had never handled a weapon until I placed it in their hands.”

They learned improvised weapons and street skills from a man named Calderon. By the time he was done with them, they could pick a lock, kill with a screwdriver, and had learned to gauge the skill level of their opponent before a punch was ever thrown. They learned edged weapons from a guy named Marcaida. Under his tutelage, they came to understand how to wield a knife effectively. He taught them where to slice, where to stab, and how to move with an edged weapon so they didn’t cut themselves.

A Vietnam-era Special Forces veteran named Bosley taught them mantracking, booby-traps, and ambushes. He was tall, intimidating, and laser focused. He’d honed his skills in the chaos of jungle warfare, fighting an opponent who broke all the rules. When Bosley was done with them, none of Conor’s team would ever move the same again. They’d never rush blindly down a trail without carefully studying the path ahead of them. They’d be wary of where they left tracks, and they’d watch for pinch points and fatal funnels in a way they never had before.

Kate, their helicopter pilot, had excelled in Bosley’s class, likely due to her growing up in Alaska. She’d come of age in a place where death lurked behind every corner, which cultivated a certain sense of wariness the others didn’t have. When crashing an aircraft, drowning, or being eaten by a bear were routine events, one learned to exercise caution and maintain heightened situational awareness.

The camp armorer, a friendly guy named Venturino, taught everyone how to assemble and disassemble all the weapons they commonly used. They were instructed on how to make repairs in the field and how to run foreign weapons they might pick up in an operation. When Venturino was done with them, everyone could strip and reassemble their rifles in the dark. Barb aced that challenge since she’d been stripping ARs and Glocks when she was in kindergarten. Everyone became so engrossed in the competitive nature of these exercises that they almost forgot there was a point to the training.

Those who weren’t training were strategizing. They were trying to determine their next move, or even if there should be a next move. A core group consisting of Demo Dick, Conor, Ricardo, Shani, Havoc, and Earl Banks met daily in the camp’s conference room to hash this out. None of them had an army large enough to drive China off the US mainland. Also, their intimate experience with Lightspeed’s rise and fall had demonstrated what could happen when an outsider tried to insert themselves onto the world stage. Lightspeed had received no more respect than a warlord who took the presidency by beheading his predecessor.

The major nations of the world chose to recognize leaders who were elected, appointed, or otherwise chosen from whatever their official system was. If an outsider could rise to power, that delegitimized the entire system. It rocked the status quo. It meant that any world leader could be booted off their throne at any moment and none of them wanted that. So regardless of how much the nations of the world might disagree with each other on everything else, there was one point they all agreed on. Outsiders were trouble and should get no official recognition.

Dick was fired up. “I want to deal with Colonel Gerard for getting my ass blown up. I want to send China a bold message that even though our population is decimated, those who remain behind are a force to be reckoned with. Anyone who could survive what we’ve been through is tough as nails. We are the hardest of the hard. We are the Americans who refuse to die and refuse to accept invasion.”

“The most important thing for me is keeping up the momentum that Lightspeed built,” Ricardo said. “I’ve had Havoc working on building a fake Lightspeed solely for the purpose of sending the public encouraging voice and video messages that appear to be from Lightspeed. Obviously, that would be a last resort measure and would only work for so long.”

Havoc had been participating in some of the tactical training going on around the camp since she’d never been exposed to that world before. She was also an integral part of the meetings taking place in the conference room. As Ricardo and Conor’s team hacker, she was able to use a satellite modem to access the internet. She was their link to information, world news, and global communication.

“The Lightspeed avatar is nearly complete,” Havoc offered. “I have enough of a voiceprint that we can make our fake Lightspeed say anything we want him to say in real time. That will allow him to answer questions on the fly, as long as we can input the words we want him to say. The AI-generated video avatar is not perfect yet, but it will be soon.”

Conor shook his head and sighed. “I agree we need to do something, but I’m not sure about this whole fake Lightspeed thing. No offense to you, Havoc. I know you’re only doing what you’re told, but I personally think it’s a waste of time. The cat is out of the bag. Word is spreading that Lightspeed is dead. It’s a waste of time to try and counter that with disinformation. We need to try a new approach. Keep the momentum, yet without using Lightspeed to do it.”

“You might be right,” said Ricardo. “If we have a better option, we should use it. If we come up with a new person that America can get behind, then maybe we only need fake Lightspeed to endorse them and hand over the reins.”

“Or we need the actual president to endorse them and hand over the reins,” Conor said, slurping from a cup of black coffee, then wincing at the bitter taste. “Jesus, Dick, what do you put in this stuff? Dirt and goat raisins?”

“What’s a goat raisin?” asked Havoc.

“Goats sprinkle them along the ground behind them,” Conor explained.

Havoc grimaced. “Sorry I asked.”

“You’re such a diva. Sorry it’s not your preferred beverage,” Dick mocked.

“Not even close,” Conor said. “When the girl hands that big yellow Bojangles cup out the drive-through window, I swear I hear a chorus of angels in me head.”

“That’s probably demons from the mental illness,” Ricardo interjected.

Shani cackled.

“Ricardo is right about some of this, Conor. Don’t underestimate the strength of people’s emotions,” Dick said. “I consider the Lightspeed avatar to be another tool in the toolbox. It’s there if we need it, but we can’t rely on it.”

“The emotional state of the American public isn’t my biggest concern right now.” Conor took another reluctant sip and swallowed. “I’m more interested in deterring these Chinese invaders who can’t seem to take a hint.”

Demo Dick held up a hand. “I get it, Conor, but as much as I’d like to take my revenge on Chinese leadership, this is not a situation we’re going to be able to fight our way out of. We don’t have the numbers.”

Conor took another sip of his coffee, then determined it was simply too bad to swallow. He spit it back in the cup, which had everyone at the table turning up their noses at him. “Then what can we do about it?”

“We need to draw the world’s attention to what’s going on here. Havoc has intel that the Chinese are conducting some massive diversionary operations to direct the world’s attention elsewhere. They’re ramping up tensions with Taiwan, moving ships around the world for no other purpose than to worry people, and they’re manipulating world financial markets. Although they’re doing everything they can to make people look elsewhere, we need them looking here instead.”

“Agreed,” Ricardo said.

“We also need to repopulate the country,” Dick continued. “We need warm bodies. The nation is in disarray and we don’t have any way of maintaining border control, so let’s take advantage of it. Let’s do what Lightspeed proposed all along and get the word out that we’ll accept anybody into the country as long as they’re willing to fight for us. We’ll just have to accept that a certain percentage of the people who come here are going to have bad intentions and we’ll have to deal with them later. We have to hold out hope that the good outnumber the bad. We fought World War II with an army made up of every nationality who called this country home. If we’re facing World War III, we’ll need to use the same approach.”

“You’ve been teasing us for weeks, hinting that you had someone in mind who could serve as Lightspeed’s replacement,” said Ricardo, “however, you have not shared that name with us.”

“All you said was that you knew a guy,” Conor piped in. “Why throw that out there and not tell us who he is? Are you a cruel bastard or what?”

Dick chuckled. “I can be a cruel bastard, and I admit that I’ve gotten some pleasure out of tormenting you with that information, though I’m not sure that I’m proposing this person be Lightspeed’s replacement. Perhaps it’s more accurate to say they could potentially be the face of a new American government. A person the nation could rally around for an entirely different reason than they followed Lightspeed.”

“What reason would that be?” Conor asked. “They have their hands on some alien technology even more advanced than Lightspeed’s wireless power grid?”

“No, but I believe this person can obtain the legitimacy that Lightspeed never could,” Dick said.

Conor snorted. “I don’t think the American government has been legitimate in some time. The official president should have taken office to ‘Send in the Clowns’ rather than ‘Hail To The Chief.’ Every time the guy stepped out from behind a podium, I expected him to be wearing floppy red shoes.”

“None of that matters,” Dick said. “Politics is a game and we have to play by their rules if we want to participate. That’s where Lightspeed failed and that’s why I tried to think of someone the so-called ‘real’ president might actually endorse.”

Conor dropped his face down on the table, bouncing it a few times for good measure. “Just bloody tell us who he is. I’m dying here.”

Dick smiled at Conor’s discomfort, then said, “First off, he is a she.”

“Does she have a background in politics?” Shani asked.

Demo Dick shook his head. “Hell to the no.”

“That could be a plus,” Ricardo said.

“Indeed it is,” Conor agreed. “Does she have a name, or do we have to wait another feckin’ year to hear it?”

Dick leaned back in his chair, steepled his hands together in front of him. “Her name is Ella Ford.”

The room was silent for a long time as everyone processed this information. It was Shani who broke the silence.

“Well, the good news is that even though I am an Israeli, I’m familiar with her name. She’ll be recognized on the world stage.”

Havoc tentatively raised a hand into the air. “I must be the only person in the room who doesn’t know who that is. Who is Ella Ford?”

Conor winked at Havoc. “I doubt you’ve heard her. She sure as hell ain’t emo.”

Havoc playfully swatted Conor on the arm. “I don’t just listen to emo.”

“What’s emo?” asked Shani.

Conor rolled his eyes. “Sorry, Shani, come back when you’re cooler.”

After careful consideration, Ricardo said, “I can’t think of anything bad to say about her.”

“That was one of my considerations,” Dick said. “Ella Ford is universally loved. People love her music, her books, and her movies. She’s started some remarkable charities and she’s idolized by people of all ages. Some of her hit songs have turned her into a populist icon. People would trust her. They would see her as a person who would stand up for their rights.”

Ricardo nodded. “She is an icon.”

“Like me?” Conor said with a grin.

“No!” the room replied in unison.

Conor ignored them. “Is she up to the job? Is she enough of a hardass to say what needs to be said? Can she stomach the violence and tough decisions that come with the job?”

“I believe she can,” Dick replied. “She made her fortune by sticking up for her rights and not allowing people to trample on her just because she was a woman. She never let herself be conned by lawyers, smooth-talking agents, or slick record producers. She’s an astute businessperson who built an empire with her own two hands.”

“Are you sure she’d want to do it?” Shani asked. “Politics is a dirty business, no matter what you bring to the table.”

“We’ll have to ask her, of course, but I have reason to think she might,” Dick said. “She once said that America was one of the only places where a girl like her could’ve risen from the bottom of society to being one of the most powerful women in entertainment. She loves this country. Her songs have made that clear.”

“So where do we find President Honky-Tonk?” Conor asked.

Dick rolled his eyes. “She has an estate outside of Nashville. Hopefully, she’s still there. Anyone up for a road trip?”

Conor cocked an eyebrow at Dick. “Are you sure you’re up for a road trip, old man? You look like a G.I. Joe toy with some of the limbs stuck on wrong.”

Dick offered a tired smile. “No, I’m staying here, my friend. As you pointed out, I’m a little too busted-up for the road right now. I’ll be with you in spirit.”
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After retreating to her bedroom, Ella seethed with anger. She sat on the bed with Buford, confessing to all the times she had failed as a parent. “I tried, Buford. Honest I did. I simply wanted my son to have a better life than I had. I wanted things to be easier for him. I thought he should have all the things I wanted as a kid and never got.”

When Buford looked at Ella, she hung her head.

“I know, Buford. It’s all my fault. I have to get past the point of assigning blame and try to figure out what we’re going to do about this situation we’re in. Jagger and his friends are squatters and I want them out of here. A few years ago I could have called the police and let them handle it. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do now. I might be older and wiser, but they’re younger and outnumber me by a fair bit.” She stroked Buford’s head. “If you think of anything, kindly let me know.”

Someone pounded a fist on the door of Ella’s suite. She frowned at the intrusion. Everyone knew the upstairs of the home was her domain and they were not supposed to come up there. Someone hadn’t gotten the memo and she assumed it had to be her son or one of his loser friends. Then she remembered that her security staff was no longer loyal to her either. That gave her a sinking feeling in her gut. She had no allies in this house. She had no one she could turn to for help. She was totally alone in her predicament.

Although the doorknob rattled, she wasn’t too concerned about anyone getting inside. The door to Ella’s bedroom might look ornate but it was a heavy security door. Multiple deadbolts held it into a reinforced frame. It wasn’t impenetrable, but no one was simply shouldering their way through it.

“Mother, I need you to open this door!”

Ella frowned. “First, Jagger, you’re not supposed to be up here. This is my floor. Upstairs is my domain. I’m not opening the door either. After the way you spoke to me downstairs, we have nothing left to talk about.”

“Maybe you should have been a little nicer yourself, Mom.”

Ella glanced at Buford and noted the look in his eye. He was reminding her that it was time for that tough love she always had trouble administering.

“I love you, Jagger, but I’ve done you a disservice in the way I raised you. After thinking it over, I realized that I would be doing you a disservice if I allowed you to live in the guest house. That offer is no longer on the table. It’s probably best you pack your things and leave. I want you and your friends off the property by the end of the day.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

Ella raised her voice. “It’s my damn house, you ingrate!”

“Mother, a new expression came about during this little apocalypse, and it’s one that applies here. Basically, it says something is only yours if you can keep it. This house and everything in it is mine now because you couldn’t keep it. You’re outnumbered.”

“So you’re going to throw me and Buford out? Is that the kind of lowlife son I raised? After everything I’ve done for you?”

“Actually, Mother, I’m going to be more generous than you. When you come out the security staff are going to escort you to the guesthouse. You can remain there for as long as you like. As my guest.”

The smug tone her son used to deliver that last comment ran all over Ella. “Does that mean that Giles is outside with you now?”

“That’s right, Mom. I brought Giles and the rest of the security team. I thought we could help you move, maybe make things easier for you.”

Ella stared at the door, then slapped her palms on her thighs as she came to a conclusion. “He should have listened, Buford. He should have listened.”

She got to the floor and reached beneath the bed. Ella was a country girl, raised around guns, and comfortable with shooting. Just because she was now a multiplatinum recording artist, celebrity, and businesswoman didn’t mean she couldn’t take matters into her own hands when the situation required it. She understood that in the end, everyone needed to be able to take care of themselves. Had her home been broken into before the collapse, there was no way she was waiting politely for the police to arrive. If burglars had come to her, she would have greeted them personally.

She laid her hand on the pistol grip of the Russian Saiga 12 shotgun and pulled it from beneath her bed. A curved twelve-round magazine was already inserted into the weapon. Ella stood up and gently slid open the middle drawer of her nightstand to reveal a half-dozen more magazines, all loaded with buckshot rounds.

Holding the weapon in both hands, Ella intentionally kept her voice low, knowing it would make her words difficult to understand. “I’m not coming out.”

Giles said, “Miss Ella, you need to come on out now. No one is going to hurt you. I won’t allow it.”

Ella again responded quietly. She wanted them to press their ears against the door and strain to hear her. She wanted them close.

When her son responded again, it was evident that he was becoming frustrated with her. “What did you say, dammit? Speak up!”

Ella firmly raked back the charging handle on the shotgun and let it go, chambering a round. Not wanting to give anyone outside the door the opportunity to figure out what they were hearing, she shouldered the shotgun like she was preparing to shoot a rabbit for supper. She dropped the safety lever and pulled the trigger.

BOOM!

Despite having fired this shotgun hundreds of times in training, the blast of the 12-gauge momentarily stunned her within the confines of her master bedroom suite. Buford yelped, leapt off the bed, and raced under it. In the hallway outside her room, someone cried out. Ella aimed the shotgun again and fired a second shot, then a third, and a fourth. Each shot blew a fist-sized hole in the solid wood door. Through those holes, Ella could hear retreating footsteps and men yelling excitedly as they ran for their lives.

Ella charged the door and stuck the barrel through one of the holes. She fired a shot, then another, to keep the men retreating. She unlocked the door and flung it open, finding the hallway outside of her bedroom clear. She ejected the partially spent magazine, rocked in a fresh one, and slapped it home, just as that sweet young man—Kyle Lamb—had taught her at the range.

Fully reloaded, Ella trotted off down the hallway in her sweats and tennis shoes. She let out a shrill scream—her warrior cry—and fired a few more random shots to make sure the men did not change their minds and return. When she was almost to the stairs, she closed a set of security doors that sealed off her private wing of the house.

She’d had these installed to prevent people from wandering through her bedroom and closet when she was hosting parties. People had no boundaries these days. The doors weren’t strong enough to keep her son and the security team locked out forever, but hopefully she’d hear them if they tried to break through. If they were dumb enough to come back, she would give them another taste of what she’d just served them.

Once she was back in the room, Ella frowned at the holes she’d shot in her bedroom door. She went to her small breakfast kitchen and studied what she had available there. She took most of her meals in the main kitchen, only keeping some of her favorite snacks and microwavable meals in this smaller kitchen.

She opened the refrigerator and found it well-stocked with water, soft drinks, wine, and the little protein shakes that, as she liked to put it, she needed to drink now that she was mature. If she was careful about what she ate, she should be able to get by for a couple weeks off what she had stored there in her room. She might even be able to sneak down into the kitchen at night and gather more supplies. Her son and his deadbeat friends liked to party and they slept hard afterward.

Ella wondered how long this standoff would last. She couldn’t imagine that her son would let her remain up here after she’d taken several shots at him. She hadn’t really wanted to kill him. In her eyes, those shots were part of the tough love she was trying to administer. She’d been raised hard by a mean family and where she came from, everyone understood it could take a shooting to get a family member back in line.

Ella poured herself a glass of wine to calm her nerves. She went ahead and fixed Buford’s dinner since he couldn’t have wine and eating was the thing that soothed him the most. When she was done, she took her wine and shotgun to the comfortable couch in her sitting area. She placed the wine glass on a coaster and picked up a well-worn copy of her favorite book, Fried Green Tomatoes At The Whistle Stop Cafe. The author, Fannie Flagg, had signed and personally gifted her this copy when the book came out. Reading it both comforted her and made her miss her old friend Fannie.

Only two paragraphs into her reading, the lights went out in her bedroom.
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The Bell LongRanger made good time as it overflew the Cumberland Plateau toward the gentle hills south of Nashville, Tennessee. The team consisted of Conor, Ricardo, Shani, and Barb. A guy by the name of Sean, a resident of the Banks compound, was serving as Kate’s copilot.

“I’ve never been to Nashville,” said Ricardo. “It’s been on my bucket list. I’d love to see Graceland.”

Conor frowned at his old friend. “First off, Graceland is not in Nashville. It’s in Memphis. Second, how did I not know you were an Elvis fan?”

“I’m sorry I failed to provide you with a detailed bio. Yes, I am an Elvis fan. Had we ever had the opportunity to go to karaoke together you would know that I’ve memorized many of the King’s songs. I’ve also watched most of his movies. The charm is in the cheesiness.”

Barb shook her head, trying to clear the image from her mind. “As if this revelation about Elvis wasn’t enough, you do karaoke?”

“Well, not lately,” Ricardo said. “I did in the past. I was a regular at a few Washington, D.C. karaoke bars. Besides Elvis, I do a passable Sinatra and a simply smoldering Julio Iglesias.”

Conor shuddered and stared out the window. “Just when you think you know a guy, he comes out with something like this. I feel like we don’t really know each other at all, Ricardo. It’s making me question the very nature of our relationship.”

“When life settles down a little bit, get some good Scotch in me and I’ll do my rendition of ‘Burning Love.’”

Conor considered this carefully. “While part of me would like to see that, another part of me is concerned that it would be an image I could never erase from me brain.”

Ricardo shrugged. “Perhaps, but that’s the chance you take. I’m disappointed about Graceland. I was hoping we could do a flyover.”

“Too late now,” Kate said from the cockpit. “We’re closing in on Franklin, Tennessee.”

Ella Ford would not be expecting guests. In their mission briefing they had determined it was best to land on an adjacent property that was shielded from the estate by terrain. There was always the risk of taking fire if they landed in someone’s front yard without an invitation. They would land roughly a kilometer away in a sparsely inhabited section of pastureland. Sean and Kate would remain behind to guard the helicopter while the rest of the team boogied a klick northeast to Ford’s estate.

Using a satellite modem and her laptop, Havoc had been able to access commercial footage from foreign satellites, though there were still significant gaps in their intel. The satellite footage revealed there had been activity on the estate, and not much else. While they knew there were people living there, they couldn’t tell how many or who they were. They knew Ford was married and her husband had been in poor health prior to the collapse. There was a chance he’d died without access to regular medical care. It was also common knowledge that Ford had two adult children, though no one knew if they and their families were living with her at the estate.

Dick felt that Ella Ford likely had private security in place at her home. In the past, she’d always traveled with bodyguards and maintained a permanent security presence at her home. Most people with her level of wealth had been able to buy protection even after the country collapsed. Money still opened doors. The presence of security could be an issue if Ford’s guards shot first and asked questions later when Conor’s team appeared outside the gate. They would have to navigate that situation carefully.

“Five minutes out,” Kate said through the comms.

It was a warning to check their gear and prepare for landing. When they were done, they double-checked each other just as a precaution. It was easy to miss something that could ruin your day if things got spicy. No sooner were they done than Kate dropped in for a smooth landing in a grassy cattle field with no homes nearby. White-faced cattle scattered in all directions as the helicopter sat down.

They hadn’t seen anyone moving around nearby when they were overhead, so everyone was comfortable that they were not stepping out into a firefight. Still, they all understood that the arrival of a loud helicopter in this mostly silent world could catch people’s attention. That was why Kate and Sean would remain behind to guard the helicopter while the rest of the team advanced on the target.

Conor piled out first, double-checking their surroundings even though things had appeared clear from the air. Though it wasn’t likely that there was a man in a ghillie suit lying in wait for them, one never really knew, did they? The other team members dropped to the ground behind him and fanned out. Conor used his GPS to confirm their position relative to the estate, then set off. The rest of the team fell in behind him, rifles high, watching their sectors.

Conor led them over a short hill, through clumps of knee-high grass. In the distance, a paved two-lane road rolled through a scenic countryside. They made for the road, climbed a rusty barbed wire fence, and down the cracked asphalt. The road was covered in tree limbs, brush, and windblown trash. Despite the road leaving them exposed, Conor felt comfortable using it. In this case, the advantage of greater speed outweighed the risk of being seen because the satellite footage had shown them that there were no homes between them and Ella Ford’s estate.

Conor pointed out hoofprints on the muddy shoulder. “Horses.”

“I’m not surprised,” Shani said. “We flew over some fancy horse barns.”

“No vehicle traffic,” Ricardo said. “If there was, someone would’ve cleared this road.”

Conor scratched his chin. “I guess Lightspeed’s ground crew or the military teams supporting them never got this far.”

“I’m not sure you could even get a bicycle up this road,” Barb said. “There’s crap everywhere.”

“Clearing the road just makes it easier for bad people to pay you a visit,” said Shani. “Leaving this clutter in place serves as a defensive measure, whether it’s intentional or not.”

Conor nodded in agreement. “I refer to it as vegan razor wire.”

Even Ricardo got a chuckle of out of that.

Around the next bend in the road, Conor spotted the entrance to the estate in the distance. He assumed there had to be other entrances as well. Most places this size had several, but this was obviously the formal one. It was the gate by which invited guests, family, and friends would arrive. There was an arched brick entrance with ornate wrought iron gates that had been secured with a chain. A six-foot-high brick wall began at each gatepost and ran a good distance in both directions, transitioning to metal security fencing. What had once been expensive landscaping around the entrance was now overgrown and riddled with garbage.

Ricardo pointed to a black suburban sitting sideways on the driveway, just inside the gate. “You think anyone is in that truck?”

“It’s sitting on two flats,” said Conor. “If there’s a guard in there, he didn’t drive it down there this morning.”

“They could be using it as a guard shack,” Shani suggested. “A place to sit out of the weather.”

“What’s the plan?” Barb wasn’t a fan of standing around and talking things out. She preferred to get on with it.

“I should probably be the one to approach,” said Ricardo. “A single person is less intimidating. No offense, Conor, but you don’t really have the people skills for first contact.”

Conor didn’t argue.

“Why are you assuming it should be a man?” Shani asked.

“Good question!” Barb shot Ricardo a sharp look.

“To be fair, I’m not sure you’re an ideal candidate either, Barb,” said Ricardo. “You’ve inherited too much of your father. It’s not your fault really. One might say it’s more of a genetic disorder.”

Now both Conor and Barb were glaring at Ricardo, offended by his comment.

“Disorder, huh?” Conor asked.

Ricardo winked. “Yes, likely some previously undiagnosed condition that leads to a contrary disposition and frequent outbursts of deadly violence. I’m not sure if it even has a name. If it does, it couldn’t be a flattering one.”

Barb looked at her father and shrugged. “I guess that does kind of describe me.”

“Me as well,” Conor admitted.

“I’ll go.” Shani marched off down the road, leaving no room for debate.

The rest of the team moved to take support positions in the grass. They steadied their rifles, establishing clear shots at the gate and the vehicle just beyond it. If Shani ran into trouble, they’d be able to lay down suppressive fire.

After a few tense moments of waiting, Shani spoke to them over the radio. “There’s no one here. Come on up.”

By the time the rest of the team arrived, Shani had opened the door to the vehicle and was poking around inside.

“Find anything?” Conor asked, his eyes focused on the house in the distance.

“They’ve definitely been using this as a guardhouse. It’s full of trash. Empty beer cans and bottles of something called Southern Comfort. There are empty water bottles, food packages, and a pornographic paperback called The Loin King.”

Barb rolled her eyes. “Barf.”

Ricardo peered through the window. “I haven’t read that one.”

“So why is there no sentry posted here now?” Conor asked.

“Someone could’ve taken them out,” Barb suggested, always reverting to the most violent possibility.

Shani studied the interior of the vehicle. “No blood, brains, or crusty juices.”

“I hope the guard isn’t dead,” Ricardo said. “That might not bode well for Ms. Ford’s wellbeing.”

“Maybe they lost some people,” Conor said. “Or they don’t have enough manpower to cover every position after a year and a half of this. There’s only one way we find out.” He pointed down the long driveway toward the distant house. When he set off walking, the rest of the team fell in alongside him.

Heading down the driveway, there was some debate as to whether they should approach the house immediately or conduct surveillance before moving forward. In the interest of time, they determined they would approach from the front, making no attempt to hide. Barb would peel off to their right flank and cover them from a safe distance. If they weren’t welcomed with open arms, they would at least have someone positioned to cover their retreat.

The condition of the long, tree-lined driveway was consistent with what the group had seen on the main road. The paved driveway had fallen into disrepair and was covered with a carpet of twigs and debris. Larger branches remained where they had fallen. The artificially flat lawn was overgrown and weedy. The occasional beer or liquor bottle remained where it had been tossed.

The driveway formed a circle in front of the house. At the middle of the circle was a massive stone fountain featuring a concrete version of some Greek goddess. What water remained in the fountain was still, stagnant, and green. The green had spread to the goddess statue, giving her the appearance of an alien or swamp monster from a low-budget movie.

Although there were no cars out front, a spur of the driveway led around behind the large house. Conor assumed that was where the cars were. For a house this size, he wouldn’t have been surprised to find a ten or twelve car garage back there, packed with dusty luxury vehicles. He imagined a Mercedes convertible, a Land Rover, and some classic muscle car, like a Mustang or Camaro.

Staring at the large columns on the front of the house, Conor asked, “Is this what you call the Greek revival style?”

“It’s a mishmash of styles,” Ricardo said. “Those columns are indeed Greek Revival, but the main house looks like a limestone version of an old manor house from an English estate.”

“Interesting,” said Conor. As they got closer, his eyes fell on a man sleeping on the porch. “I assume that’s the doorman?”

“Ah, I almost missed him,” Ricardo said. “He’s kind of hidden by the columns.”

Conor assumed the leather sofa the man was sleeping on had not been on this porch prior to the collapse. Despite what he had heard of Ella Ford’s background, having living room furniture on the front porch was a little too hillbilly for who she’d become by this point in her life. She might have been born a hillbilly, but she cleaned up well, as they liked to say in the mountains. She’d made something of herself.

The couch on the porch was like something done by a lazy and bored security guard who wanted to be comfortable since nothing ever happened on his shift. That was about to change. The team was nearly to the bottom of the limestone steps when the sentry must have felt their presence. His eyes popped open and he scrambled to his feet. After some fumbling, he brought his rifle to bear and leveled it on the group.

Conor’s team had been prepared for this. They kept their cool, hands off their weapons, while they waited for the guard to collect himself.

“Who are you and what are you doing here?” the guard demanded.

Conor could tell a lot about the guard already. For one, he was a slacker. He’d been sleeping on the job, which allowed them to walk right up on him. Now that he was awake he appeared to be scared, which spoke to a lack of experience. There was fear in his voice and fear in the way he held his weapon, although they hadn’t given him anything to be afraid of yet. This poor man might have attended a few classes in personal protection and perhaps had some weapons training, but he didn’t have a military or law enforcement background. Nor was he proficient with his weapon.

He was a big guy, though, and Conor assumed he was one of those people who ended up in this line of work strictly because of his size. The biggest tool in this guy’s arsenal was probably intimidation. When that didn’t work and the situation escalated, he was less capable of dealing with it. Conor had crossed paths with many men like this over the years—probably hundreds—and he knew how to handle them, both verbally and fatally.

Conor held up a hand in a soothing gesture. “Easy there, big man. We’re here to speak to Ella Ford. Can you confirm that this is her home?”

The guard adjusted his grip on his rifle. When he answered, his voice was still high and tense. “It’s none of your business who lives here. Turn around and go back the way you came. If you don’t, you’ll be sorry.”

The guard had a radio, and if he had backup, he should have called for them by now. Even if he didn’t have backup, he could have radioed the people in the house to put them on alert, to warn them to hide and take cover.

Conor offered the man a friendly smile. While it was fake, he tried his best to appear friendly. “Look, we mean you no harm. I can tell you’re nervous but there’s really no reason to be. We’re here on official business—government business—and we need to speak to Miss Ford.”

The guard shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. My orders are not to let anyone approach the home.”

Conor gestured at his companions. “Well, my friend, you already screwed the pooch on that one. Here we are.”

Embarrassed at being called out for his failure, the guard said, “I’m going to start counting. If your asses aren’t running in the other direction when I reach ten, I’m going to start shooting. You’ve been warned.”

Conor pointed to his own throat mic. “This microphone is voice-activated. My daughter is listening to our conversation. Thought I should mention that in the interest of politeness and good manners.”

The guard chuckled. “Your daughter? What’s that supposed to mean? She going to run up and kick me in the shin?”

Ricardo chuckled. “He clearly doesn’t know Barb.”

“Her kick packs a little more punch. If she kicks you in the shin, you’ll end up with an extra joint in that leg.” Conor pointed at the guard’s chest. He was wearing a puffy North Face jacket over some tactical pants and boots. “You have body armor under there?”

The guard looked embarrassed. “It won’t fit under the jacket and the armor is too tight if I put it on overtop it.”

“You see that?” Conor jabbed a finger toward the man’s chest. “That glowing red dot on your chest is my daughter making herself known. Despite your lack of training, you understand what that dot means, right?”

The man swatted at the red dot like it was a wasp he could drive away. He tried stepping to the side and the dot followed him. The seriousness of his position was slowly dawning on him.

Conor said, “It was generous of you to offer us until the count of ten to clear out of here. Unfortunately for you, I’m not so generous. I’m giving you to the count of two to drop your rifle. If you don’t, my daughter will drop you. One!”

The guard’s head jerked up and he looked at Conor with panic in his eyes. Conor didn’t say the next number but held two fingers in the air to demonstrate how close the guard was to dying. The guard got the message, dropping his rifle and throwing his hands in the air. Conor was on the guard in a second, securing his hands with zip ties and patting him down. Shani took his weapon and cleared it. She set the rifle back down on the sofa then tossed the magazine and the ejected round out into the yard.

“Please don’t kill me,” the security guard begged.

Conor rolled his eyes. “We’re not going to feckin’ kill you, but I do need you to answer some questions for me.”

“Screw you!” the guard snapped.

“Maybe I will kill you.” Conor threw a short punch to the man’s gut, doubling him over. “Now try again. I have a few questions to ask you. Will you answer them?”

When the guard caught his breath and was again able to speak, he croaked, “Okay.”

Conor smirked at his companions. “You see this? They can be big as a barn and still fall apart like a wet roll of toilet paper.” Conor shoved the guard back onto the couch, leaned over, and looked him in the eye. “Have you had any training at all or are you a friend of the family? A relative? Some kid from back home Ella Ford felt sorry for?”

The guard shrugged without saying anything, which was enough of an answer for Conor.

“I thought so. Now back to where we started. Is this Ella Ford’s home?”

The guard looked to the ground and muttered, “Yes.”

Conor patted the man on the shoulder. “Now we’re getting somewhere, big boy. Is she home?”

The guard nodded, staring at the ground, embarrassed at the position he found himself in. Conor frowned, reached out, and flicked the man on top of his head. The hardened knuckles of his tactical gloves made the gesture especially painful.

The guard flinched. “Ouch!”

Conor wagged a finger in his face. “When I say I need answers, that means with your voice. No nods, grunts, or shrugs. Use your feckin’ words. Are we clear?”

The man started to nod but caught himself. He quickly said, “Yes. Words. Yes.”

“Is there anyone else in the house? Who is staying here?” Conor asked.

“Her son Jagger.”

“Anyone else? Any other security we need to know about?”

The guard hesitated to respond.

Conor stepped closer and spoke in a menacing tone. “If we go inside and one of my people gets hurt because you’ve left out some important detail, you don’t want to know what is going to happen next. I will make the last hour of your life miserable. Your dying screams will haunt anyone who hears them.”

The threat of this struck a chord with the prisoner. He didn’t know exactly what Conor meant but it sounded like the stuff of nightmares. “There’s another guard on the rear of the house. A couple of more inside, but I can’t tell you where they’re staying at. We used to have our own quarters—a separate house around back—but we’ve been staying in the main house the last few days.”

“Oh, did Miss Ford let you move in out of the cold?” Conor asked. “That was right decent of her, considering how useless you are.”

“She didn’t exactly let us. There were some changes in the household. You might say that we came under new management.”

Conor frowned. “What the hell does that mean?”

“Miss Ford and Jagger were constantly butting heads because Jagger likes to party a lot. He brought in some friends to stay here with him and Miss Ford didn’t approve. She complained they were going through their emergency supplies too fast. Also, Jagger’s friends were making a lot of noise and keeping her up at night. The other day she told Jagger he had to get out, but he wouldn’t do it. He turned the tables on her and took over the place.”

“How exactly did that happen when she had an armed security detail?” Ricardo asked. “Why didn’t your team subdue him and toss him out?”

The guard looked uncomfortable with that question. “Don’t get me wrong. Miss Ford is a nice lady. I worked for her for years. There were things that the guys on the security team were missing, and Jagger helped out with that. He scored booze, women, and drugs for us. I guess you might say it was a bribe. Eventually we began to listen to him more than Ms. Ford.”

Conor shot the guard a hard look. “You bit the hand that fed you, huh?”

The guard sighed. “I guess so. Eventually. Jagger was smart enough to start with Giles. He’s the head of security. My boss. Once Giles folded, the rest of us fell in line behind him.”

Knowing he was being observed through Barb’s optic, Conor raised a hand in her direction and waved for her to join them. If they were entering the house, Conor wanted everyone together. While Barb jogged toward them, Conor regarded the bound man seated on the couch.

“I’m not impressed. You clearly don’t understand the personal protection business. Your allegiance is to your client and you don’t sell that allegiance. You don’t betray your client.” Conor removed a partial roll of duct tape from a pouch on his plate carrier and made a wrap around the guard’s head, covering his mouth.

When Barb reached them, she asked, “So, what’s the plan?”

Conor looked at Ricardo. “We just walk in or do we knock?”

Ricardo tipped his head toward the bound guard. “If there are more of those guys, maybe we’re better off catching them snoozing.”

“Copy that.” Conor reached out, gripped the doorknob, and gave it a twist.
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Conor gently shoved the front door open. He entered the room and hooked left, rifle up. The rest of the team streamed in behind him, eyes on their assigned quadrant of the room. They took in open doors, closed doors, stairs, and any hidden portions of the room that needed clearing. The entry foyer was enormous and dramatic, in a classy, old-school way. A lot of the newly rich went over the top and turned their homes into gaudy monuments to honor themselves. Whether it was her age or modesty, Ella Ford had used some restraint. She didn’t need to prove herself to anyone.

The biggest problem with the room was the number of access points. A sweeping staircase directly in front of them led to the second floor. There were wide openings to the right and left that led to other parts of the house. There were a couple of closed doors that could have led into hallways, closets, or other spaces. Before the collapse, they might have been able to obtain a floor plan of the house that they could have memorized. Now they were running blind.

Using hand signals, Conor indicated that Shani and Ricardo should take the second floor. He would send Barb to the right, while he would head left. With another gesture, he reminded them to communicate their moves through the comms so each of them always knew where their teammates were.

They split off and Conor crept through the broad arch to his left. He wasn’t sure what one called a room like the one he’d just entered because he’d never lived in a place grand enough to have one. It was some type of enormous parlor where people of means might entertain their guests. The furniture was expensive, and one wall was lined with bookcases. There were paintings of mountain scenes that Conor assumed must remind Ella of her birthplace in the mountains. A dramatic light fixture hung from the ceiling, but it wasn’t illuminated. The only light came through the high windows and filtered through sheer curtains.

There were no people in the room, though there were signs it was frequently used. “Abused” might be a more accurate description. Empty beer cans were overturned on the floor and sitting on expensive tables not designed for such harsh treatment. An ashtray was filled to overflowing and some of the butts spilled over onto the hardwood floors. There were paper plates stacked on the furniture and red plastic cups everywhere.

Conor couldn’t imagine that Ella Ford would approve of the way her home was being treated. The room reminded Conor of a place where old ladies kept plastic on the furniture and didn’t allow you to put your feet on the coffee table. When he was a child in Ireland, his family never had enough money to have rooms like that. They had been forced to utilize every inch of space to accommodate all the generations of Maguires living there.

Conor moved toward a set of double doors standing open at the back of the room. He could smell wood smoke. It made sense that under these conditions people would be using wood for heat, but the odor was unnatural in such an elegant home. The room he found through those double doors was still an entertainment space, although less formal than the previous one. There were overstuffed leather couches and expensive leather recliners. One wall held the largest flatscreen television that Conor had ever seen. It glowed blue and was the first sign of electricity that he’d seen since arriving here.

This room was clearly party central. A garbage can the size of a fuel drum was stacked to overflowing with beer bottles and cans. Some of it must have been thrown across the room because more trash had collected against the wall behind it. A high stone fireplace dominated the room. A low fire smoldered there, the smell mixing with the odor of stale beer coming from the garbage. Add the odor of urine and the place would reek like a dive bar.

“Feckin’ pigs,” Conor mumbled. He could almost understand someone treating a house this way if it didn’t belong to them, but this was Jagger’s home. His mother’s home. It was seriously disrespectful and made Conor want to clout Jagger on the head when he found him. No wonder the kid’s own mother wanted to kick him to the curb. He deserved that and worse.

Clearing the last part of the room, Conor crept around the end of the couch, weapon shouldered in case someone was crouched behind there waiting on him. There was indeed someone there, but they were hardly in any position to ambush him. It took Conor a minute to figure out what he was looking at.

There was a young man in his twenties stretched out behind the couch and he was in need of a shave, a haircut, and a bath. He wore stained underwear and had a pillow pulled across his upper body like a blanket. His head was glued to the floor by a puddle of his own vomit, but his chest was moving. He was alive and breathing.

Conor leveled his rifle on the young man’s head, then stepped on his foot to rouse him. He didn’t step hard enough to break it, but the pressure he applied to the side of the foot had to be extremely uncomfortable. The guy never moved.

Conor didn’t think it was because the kid had a high pain tolerance. More likely it was because he was so incredibly drunk. When this technique failed to wake the young man, Conor drew back his foot and kicked him in the ass. He had mixed feelings about it, noting the state of the man’s underwear, but had to admit that he’d stepped in some foul things over the years. From rotting corpse juices to ankle-deep pig excrement to dumpster soup and every manner of fluid that could spray out of a human body. The only thing that made the kick acceptable was that boots had a way of cleaning themselves over time.

It wasn’t until the second kick that the man shifted position and grumbled to be left alone. At least that was what it sounded like. Growing impatient at the time this was taking, Conor moved forward, careful to avoid the vomit puddle. He pressed the cold steel of his suppressed rifle barrel against the man’s temple and pushed hard. Eventually the pain cut through the man’s stupor and he winced.

“Wake up, mate.”

The man shifted, rubbed his temple, and opened an eye to see who was bothering him. The sight of the Mad Mick standing over him in full battle rattle, a rifle aimed at his head, was not the vision he expected. The young man was suddenly awake in a way that even the strongest Bojangles sweet tea could not have managed.

“Who are you?” he mumbled.

Conor shook his head. “I ask the questions and you answer them. That’s how this works. What’s your name?”

“Edmonds.”

Conor searched the young man for any sign that he was lying. “You’re not Jagger?”

Edmonds shook his head.

Conor pushed down harder on his rifle, grinding the tip of the suppressor into Edmond’s flesh. “You wouldn’t be lying to me now, would you? I hate a liar.”

“I don’t know where Jagger is. They were still partying when I passed out. I don’t know what happened after that.”

“Where does Jagger sleep?”

“Anywhere he wants. It’s his house.”

Edmond’s tone irritated Conor. He lashed out and kicked the man in the ass again.

“Ouch! What did you do that for?”

“Whose house is it? I thought this was his mother’s house.”

“His mom’s a bitch. She’s always complaining about something. Jagger never could do anything to make her happy and he finally got fed up with it.”

“Is that why he flipped the security staff and took over his mom’s house?”

Edmonds looked uncomfortable with this question. He hadn’t expected Conor to have that piece of information.

“Answer me,” Conor demanded.

“Jagger didn’t have any choice, man,” Edmonds whined. “His mom wanted to throw us all out. It’s not like we have anywhere else to go. None of us have the supplies we need to get by. We damn sure don’t have power, running water, and food.”

“So your failure to prepare for hard times justifies taking over a little old lady’s house and helping yourself to her stuff?”

Edmonds frowned. “I never looked at it that way. It sounds kind of shitty when you do.”

“Indeed it does. Now, tell me again where I might find Jagger. Give me another smartass answer and I’ll kick you in the ass so hard you’ll taste boot leather.”

Edmonds pointed back the way Conor had come. Even that slight movement caused him a wave of nausea. When it passed, Edmonds said, “There are some guestrooms along the other side of the house. Jagger stays in one of those most of the time, but sometimes people don’t always end up in their own rooms, if you know what I’m saying. The second floor belongs to his mom.”

“So Ms. Ford is up there? Is she okay?”

Edmonds shrugged. “I suppose so. We haven’t heard much out of her the last couple of days. Not since she and Jagger had it out.”

Conor furrowed his brow. “A couple of days? Does she have what she needs to survive up there? Food, water, and heat? Has anyone checked on her?”

“We’re afraid to check on her, man. I told you she was a bitch. Jagger went up there to talk to her about moving into the guesthouse and she started blasting away with a shotgun. He was nearly killed, so he got mad and cut her power off. No one has talked to her since then. Jagger says she’ll give in any day now.”

“Too bad she missed with the shotgun. If anyone is a bitch, it sounds like Jagger is one.”

Conor moved his rifle barrel off Edmonds’ head. That gesture caused Edmonds to visibly relax but his relief was premature. Conor deftly flipped his rifle around and slammed the buttstock into Edmonds’ head, knocking him out cold. Conor wrapped a gloved hand around the man’s ankle and dragged him out of his puke puddle. He rolled Edmonds onto his stomach, zip-tied his hands behind his back, then secured his ankles. When he was done, he fastened Edmonds’ bound hands and ankles together behind his back, leaving him hogtied on the floor. His head was too nasty for Conor to tape his mouth shut, so he found a stray sock on the floor and shoved that into Edmonds’ mouth. Conor hoped it tasted like rancid foot fungus.

Conor reached out to his teammates through their comms. “Conor for all elements. One of the residents just told me Jagger should be in a guest room on the east wing of the house. Ms. Ford is upstairs. Approach Ms. Ford with caution because she apparently took a shot at her son recently. She might fire on you if she thinks you’re with him.”

Ricardo replied in a low voice. “Shani and I are upstairs outside a locked door. Did you get a count on security and other guests?”

Conor sighed. “That’s a negative. Got pissed off and knocked the bloke out before we got around to it.”

“You’re a master interrogator, Conor Maguire,” Ricardo replied, not meaning a word of it.

Conor ignored him. “Barb, did you hear what I said? Jagger is on your side of the house. I’m headed your way now.”

There was no response.
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Once Barb split off from the rest of the group, it didn’t take long to realize she was on the residential side of the house. It was clearly occupied and the people living here were slobs of the highest order. The floor of the wide hallway was littered with beer cans, liquor bottles, discarded food wrappers, and dirty clothes. The worst of it had been kicked to the sides to leave a trail down the middle of the hall. It made the place look like an urban trail instead of the interior of a multimillion-dollar home.

Barb advanced down the hall with her rifle at high ready. Ahead, all the doors she could see had been left open. That made sense since they were heating with wood instead of a ducted heat system. Air needed to flow from room to room. Those open doors worked to her advantage because she’d be able to see into each room without having to blindly open the door.

Despite the late morning hour, there were no voices, only dissonant snoring coming from several of the rooms. Even that sound set Barb’s heart racing. It clarified that she was surrounded by people. Each of those open doorways created the potential for someone to walk out and engage with her. Each of them held the possibility of ambush.

The first open door was to her left. Barb peered around the doorjamb and found it was a bathroom. She pressed the pad switch on her rifle and momentarily illuminated her weapon light. She played it around the room, spotting more dirty clothes and discarded towels. Despite having security, electricity, running water, and supplies, the place evidently didn’t come with maid service.

Barb moved past the bathroom and kept going, her eyes constantly moving between the hall ahead of her and her feet. The light was dim here and she was afraid of stepping on something that would wake everyone up. It would be easy to do with the floor so littered with garbage. She could crush a can, kick a bottle, or crinkle a plastic wrapper.

The next room was on her right and the snoring told her it was occupied. It was a bright, sunny day outside but there was no light coming from this room, suggesting they had blinds or blackout curtains. She peered around the corner and spotted two human shapes beneath a heavy comforter. She couldn’t see any faces.

She moved on to the next room, immediately wishing she hadn’t. The curtains there were cracked slightly, revealing a naked man with an alcohol-bloated body that appeared to have been assembled from mismatched parts. Pencil-thin arms and legs jutted from a pale, potato-shaped body. To each side, a pair of scrawny women slept like angels, one tucked below each of the man’s twiggy arms.

When no one stirred under her gaze, Barb moved on to the next room. The bed here was disheveled but empty. That could mean that someone was up wandering around, or it could mean that no one had slept in that bed last night. It was hard to tell in this nest of slobs.

Just beyond that was another occupied room, this one holding a sight even more disturbing than naked potato-man. It was hard to tell exactly how many people were crammed into this bed. The tangled limbs jutting out in all directions made it difficult to tell where one person ended and the next began. It looked like a pale, tattooed octopus had fought another to the death. The smell that accompanied the disturbing sight fully supported that dead sea creature theory. When Barb threw up in her mouth a little, she moved on.

She could see now that there was a closed door ahead that she had not seen earlier. She transitioned to her handgun, then carefully opened the closed door with her left hand. It was a linen closet. There was only one door remaining and it was also closed. Positioned at the end of the hallway, Barb assumed that it led to another part of the house. She wondered if she should open that door and keep exploring or retreat to the entry foyer and brief her father on what she’d found.

She was still mulling that over when her father began jabbering through the comms, telling them that Ella Ford’s son Jagger lived on the east side of the house. It took Barb a moment to orient herself, but once she did, she understood she was in the east wing. The son Conor was referring to must have been in one of the rooms she had just passed, but she had no idea which of those people might be Jagger. She couldn’t respond to her father from her current position. Even if she kept her voice low, she might wake up one of the sleeping people along the hallway. She made the decision to retreat and radio Conor from the home’s entryway.

She turned to head back down the hallway and made it two steps before potato-man stumbled out of his bedroom. He was still naked, yawning, and scratching his belly. He may have been half-asleep when he entered the hallway, but the presence of a strange woman carrying a gun snapped him awake in an instant. He opened his mouth and sucked in a breath to sound the alarm.

Barb was outnumbered in this hallway and didn’t want the confined space to be swarmed with more people than she could handle. She lunged forward and kicked the man in the stomach. The blow knocked the wind out of him, choking off his yell. He backpedaled, tripped, and hit the floor hard. While he was sucking air, Barb tried to make her escape. She rushed forward and leapt over the downed man since he was blocking her path. She’d underestimated him, however. He reached up and grabbed her foot while she was in the air. Barb might have been able to shake him off if her other foot had been firmly planted on the ground, but he caught her mid-leap. She went down hard, her gear smacking against the floor.

Her mind was racing. There was no way people weren’t going to hear this. They’d come to investigate any second now and she needed to be gone before they did. The man rolled onto his belly and got a second hand on her ankle. He was making some weird gasping sound that she took as a call for help.

She rolled onto her back and stomped with her free leg. The heel of her tactical boot caught potato-man square in the face, completely flattening his nose. Suddenly he didn’t care about Barb’s ankle anymore. He found his voice and screamed, cupping his face with both hands while blood streamed between his fingers. His cry was as piercing as a smoke alarm and there was no way anyone on this floor could ignore it.

Barb had just gotten to her feet when one of potato-man’s skinny girlfriends came flying through the air and landed on her back like a monkey. Had it been potato-man himself, his bulk would have flattened Barb to the ground, but this scrawny woman weighed nothing. Barb trained with heavier sandbags back home. She straightened up and reached back over her head, trying to find something to hold onto. Had the woman been wearing clothes, Barb could’ve grabbed them and slung her to the ground. Instead, her hand just landed on bare, dry skin with nothing to provide a handhold.

The woman unleashed an earsplitting squeal from Barb’s back. It sounded like some unearthly banshee battle cry. “Yaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”

For Barb, the sound was like nails on a blackboard. She tried again to get a grip on the woman and fling her off, but the banshee had latched onto the drag handle of her plate carrier. She dug in like a cowboy riding a bull, her heels wrapped around Barb’s waist. Now there were more voices coming from other rooms. Potato-man’s second girlfriend staggered into view, wiping sleep from her eyes and trying to figure out what was going on.

Barb still had her rifle hanging off the front of her body and a part of her was ready to throw the selector to full-auto and hose down everyone in the hallway. She couldn’t do that. The mission was to convince Ella Ford to come with them and Barb didn’t want to blow that. If she killed half the household that might leave a bad impression.

Instead, she threw up a foot and kicked one wall of the narrow hallway. The force of that kick propelled Barb backward against the opposite wall. They hit so hard they sank back into the sheetrock wall, the scrawny woman taking the full force of the blow. The impact stunned her and she released Barb, sliding down the wall like some character from a cartoon. More people poked their heads into the hallway and Barb didn’t see any way to salvage this. She tried to make another run for the exit, then stopped dead in her tracks. A man had come out of the first bedroom and had a handgun aimed at Barb.

“Get your hands up!” the man barked. “Who are you and what you doing here?”

Barb released her rifle, letting it dangle from the sling. She raised her hands, unsure of what else to do. The plan was to say they were there to speak with Ms. Ford on behalf of the government. Now, with what they’d heard from the guard outside about the conflict between Ms. Ford and her son, she wasn’t sure how much to reveal. If she made it sound like she was on Ms. Ford’s side, would that immediately make her the enemy of these people? Would that statement get her killed?

BOOM!

A gunshot exploded in the narrow hallway and Barb flinched. She was wearing body armor but that still left a lot of unprotected extremities, including the one her face was mounted to. It took a split-second for her to realize that she hadn’t been shot. It hadn’t been the gun pointed at her that had fired. Directly ahead of her, the armed man tipped forward, faceplanting in the hallway floor. Barb saw that the back of his head was a bloody pulp. She also saw her father standing behind him with his rifle.

Behind Barb, a woman started wailing and it set off a chorus of sobs. It sounded like two ambulances arriving at the same crime scene, their sirens dissonant and asynchronous. Now realizing that she hadn’t been shot, Barb snapped to attention. She raised her rifle and spun around, aiming down the hallway at everyone who’d stumbled out of a room.

“On the ground now!” Conor bellowed.

Barb began shoving people to the floor. Conor swung into the entrance of the first bedroom, the one the dead man had emerged from. The woman inside was babbling hysterically, trying to process what she’d just seen. Conor led her into the hallway and sat her down against the wall. While he covered the prisoners, Barb emptied the remaining rooms since she had a better idea of how many people had been in them only moments ago. Once they had everyone in the hallway, the people who weren’t crying started shouting questions at Conor and Barb.

Conor held a hand up in the air. “We’ll explain what’s going on once we’ve secured the house and located Ms. Ford. For now, you’ll be restrained for your safety and ours.” Conor shoved a hand into a cargo pocket and extracted a fistful of zip-ties.

Conor was passing the zip-ties to Barb when the one unexplored door in the hallway, the one at the end, burst open. Conor and Barb threw their rifles up and aimed for the doorway only to find two men with shotguns aiming back at them.

“Well shit,” Barb muttered.
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Ricardo and Shani crept up the steps to the second floor. From what the guard outside had told them, they understood the second floor was Ella Ford’s domain. He also told them that Ms. Ford had opened fire on her son and some of the guards when the tension in the household finally overflowed. While the team’s mission was to convince Ms. Ford to leave with them, no one was interested in dying to accomplish that objective.

The upstairs of the home was in a completely different style than the downstairs. It displayed a vintage 1980s elegance, like the kind of place that Robin Leach would have shown off in the heyday of Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. The stairs ended at a plush red carpet that felt inches thick. It was like walking on the moss-covered floor of a forest. There was a comfortable seating area at the top of the steps with a sofa, chairs, and lamps. One of the lamps had been shattered by gunfire and shards of white ceramic littered a stack of Southern Living magazines.

Shani pointed at a wall near the lamp where buckshot pellets had punched a half-dozen neat little holes. “The guard wasn’t lying about Ms. Ford returning fire.”

“That doesn’t look like a warning shot to me. She appears to have meant business.”

Now having seen firsthand evidence of Ms. Ford’s willingness to shoot, Shani and Ricardo became even more cautious. They needed to make contact with Ms. Ford without provoking her.

“Seems unwise to bang on her door with no warning,” Ricardo mused.

There were no windows in the hallway leading to Ms. Ford’s bedroom. Shani flipped a nearby light switch and nothing happened, confirming what the guard told them about the power to this part of the house being turned off. The light from the seating area quickly faded as they looked down the hallway. It was an ominous cavern—a fatal funnel—that they could not see the end of.

“Her son and the guards were lucky to survive,” Ricardo commented. “There’s no cover in that hallway. Nowhere to hide at all.”

“They must have crawled out.”

“Quickly, I’d assume.”

Shani smiled at that. “Indeed. Shall I call to her? See if she’ll answer?”

Ricardo gestured down the dark hallway ahead of them. “Be my guest.”

Remaining outside the hallway, the two took positions opposite each other, allowing them to keep their bodies hidden around the corners in case Ms. Ford was the type to shoot first and ask questions later. The sheetrock walls hardly constituted substantial cover so both had their fingers crossed they could reason with her.

Shani cupped her hands around her mouth. “Ms. Ford! Ms. Ford, can you hear me?”

“Who’s asking?” It was a woman’s voice, muffled by the door.

“She doesn’t sound afraid,” Ricardo noted. “If anything, she’s defiant.”

“Good for her.” Shani raised her voice again. “Ms. Ford, my name is Shani and I’m here on behalf of the government.”

Ms. Ford cackled and made no attempt to hide her amusement. “Well, Shani, from what I hear, there’s no government left to speak of. I’m not falling for your scam, but I’ll give you points for originality. Let me guess, you’re here to confiscate supplies on behalf of the government?”

“No, I assure you that we’re not here to rob you. I’m standing at the end of the hallway with a colleague named Ricardo. Can we come closer so we can speak to you without shouting?”

“Is it just the two of you?”

“There are only two of us upstairs. We have two colleagues downstairs, securing the house so there are no surprises while we’re speaking with you.”

Ms. Ford huffed. “Good luck with that. There’s nothing secure about the downstairs. My son turned into a peckerhead, and my house is overrun with his peckerhead friends. Then the private security team, who’ve been on my payroll for years, decided to take his side. Turns out my son bribed them with booze and broads. I’m not happy about this turn of events.”

Shani said, “Considering that you appear to be on the losing side of this battle, perhaps our arrival is timely. We have a proposal for you. May we approach?”

“Don’t try anything funny. I have a gun and I know how to use it. If you’re lying to me, you’ll end up as fertilizer.”

“Fair enough. We’re approaching with a flashlight.” Shani took a deep breath, fished a tiny flashlight from a pocket on her vest, and started down the hall.

Ricardo fell in behind her. The hallway was perhaps eight feet wide and seventy feet long with a high, ornate ceiling. With the thick carpet, it was silent as a tomb. The walls were done in a cream-colored wallpaper with swirls of red paisley. Every ten feet, there were wall sconces that looked like candelabra, but provided no light due to the cut power. Finally, they reached a pair of closed French doors.

Ricardo reached out and touched the door, noting the material and quality of construction. “High security. That’s a good door.”

“You’re darn right it is. This entire upstairs is basically a safe room. Or it’s supposed to be. It doesn’t feel safe right now due to the peckerhead situation I was just telling you about.”

“You hear us out and we’ll help you resolve this ‘peckerhead situation’ to your satisfaction,” said Shani. “Whether you accept our offer or not, we won’t leave you trapped upstairs in your own home.”

“That’s kind of you, assuming you’re not some lying psychopath. So what is this offer that you keep talking about?”

Shani fielded the question. “We flew here by helicopter to speak to you on behalf of a small group of people trying to restore the American government before it’s too late. A man by the name of Walter Lightspeed made great strides toward restoring power before he was assassinated. Now we’re back to square one and we’re afraid that if we don’t act fast, the nation will be lost. America will end up a Chinese territory.”

“What on Earth could any of this have to do with me?” Ms. Ford asked.

“Your name was mentioned as someone who might be able to assist us in this effort,” Shani said.

Ms. Ford scoffed. “I don’t know why. I know a lot of politicians, but I do my best to keep my hand out of that hornet’s nest. Government is a dirty business.”

“It wasn’t a politician who brought up your name,” Ricardo said. “It was a Navy SEAL commander who served as the Secretary of Defense while Walter Lightspeed was running the country. He goes by the name of Demo Dick.”

Ricardo had an entire speech prepared. He was ready to launch into a summary of everything that had happened on a national level over the last six months. He was going to appeal to Ms. Ford’s sense of patriotism. If he had to, he’d wave the flag and sing “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.”

All that proved unnecessary. On the other side of the door, latches clicked and heavy bolts retracted. Shani and Ricardo exchanged curious glances, uncertain of why this security-conscious woman had suddenly experienced a change of heart. Both doors were drawn open and the pair found themselves staring at an older lady in a turtleneck and a puffy down jacket. She had a shotgun in her arms and the butt of a handgun jutted from one of her pockets. A white dog was tucked inside her jacket and glared at them with suspicion.

“Run that by me again?” Ms. Ford asked.

Ricardo frowned. “Which part?”

“The part about who gave you my name.”

“I said that we are here on behalf of a Navy SEAL who goes by the name of Demo Dick,” Ricardo said.

Ms. Ford appeared shocked by this information. “Dickie sent you?”

“Dickie?” Ricardo repeated. “Are we talking about the same man, Ms. Ford?”

“Call me Ella, please. Listen, I know everyone calls him Demo Dick. He loves that because it makes him sound tough, which he certainly is. To me, he’ll always be Dickie.”

“How do you know Dickie?” Shani asked.

In the glow of Shani’s flashlight, Ella looked off with a faint smile. “It was the late-1970s and I was just hitting the big time. Jimmy Carter was president, and he was a fan of country music. He invited me to the White House for some kind of social function. I guess it was more than a party really. More like a ball or something. Everyone was dressed all fancy. Anyway, I was standing in the corner talking to Willie Nelson when he decided to sneak off and get high on the roof of the White House. He tried to get me to go with him, saying it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, but I never cared much for the devil’s lettuce. It always made me paranoid.”

“That’s epic,” Ricardo mused. “Willie Nelson.”

“Do you know him?” Ella asked. “He’s quite the character.”

Ricardo shook his head. “Alas, I do not.”

“Anyway, after the Secret Service led Willie off toward the roof, I was standing there by myself when the most handsome man walks up in a Navy uniform. We started talking and I lost track of everything else. He was single and I was single and it was the seventies. Things happened. My career was a whirlwind at that time and big things were happening for Dickie too, although he could never talk about any of it. Everything in his world was always Top Secret.”

“Sounds romantic,” said Shani.

Ella smiled at her. “It could have been. We managed to connect a couple more times over the years, but we were always going in opposite directions. I always felt like Dickie was the one who got away, if you know what I mean. He seemed to feel the same way about me, but I haven’t seen him in years.”

While both Shani and Ricardo were flabbergasted by this story, Shani was hiding it better. Ricardo had difficulty imagining the gruff Navy SEAL ever allowing anyone to call him “Dickie.” There was obviously a side to the man that none of them knew about.

Ms. Ford looked at her two guests curiously. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongues?”

“I feel like it’s fair to say that Dickie left out a substantial part of this story,” said Ricardo. “He sang your praises, though never let on that the two of you knew each other.”

Ms. Ford waved him off with a swish of her hand. “He’s a military man. I’m sure you know how they are. Don’t like to show vulnerability and all that.”

Their conversation was interrupted when Conor spoke through the comms. Ricardo stepped away from the conversation so he could hear better. Conor informed the team that Ella’s son Jagger would likely be found in the east wing of the house. When Conor was done speaking, Ricardo decided he would go downstairs and join the search. He had just rejoined Shani and Ella when the sound of a gunshot reached their ears.

“Get Ella back in there!” Ricardo told Shani. “Keep her safe. I’m going to check on our friends downstairs.”

Shani threw a hand over Ella’s shoulder and escorted her back into the safe portion of the upstairs. Ricardo sprinted back down the hallway, toward the rectangle of light at the far end. He squinted against the bright daylight when he emerged into the seating area.

“Ricardo for Conor, Ricardo for Conor. Is everything okay?”

The lack of an answer was an answer in itself, and not a very encouraging one.
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“Drop your weapons!” the shotgun-wielding man at the end of the hallway growled.

He was muscular, tattooed, and had a buzz cut. His aim was unwavering and there wasn’t a trace of fear in his voice. Conor could tell this man was a trigger puller. It took one to know one. If he threatened to kill them for not cooperating, he’d do it without batting an eye. Slightly behind Buzzcut, a man with long, stringy hair had his weapon aimed at Barb.

Conor decided to try reasoning with them. “I’d say we’re in a predicament, gentlemen. How about we all lower our weapons before someone gets hurt? If we start blasting away in here, no one gets out alive.”

“You two are the intruders,” Buzzcut snarled. “You’re in no position to negotiate terms. I’ll give you one chance to drop your weapons and back the hell out of this house right now. That’s the only opportunity you’re getting that includes survival, so I’d recommend you take it.”

“Intruders maybe, but we’re not here to steal,” Conor said. “As I told your man outside, we’re here on government business. We need to speak to Ms. Ford and then we’ll be on our way.”

“Mother is not receiving visitors now,” one of the zip-tied men on the floor said. He’d come out of the last bedroom, the one with the dense tangle of bodies. He wore a bathrobe and his hair stuck out like an old string mop that had been allowed to dry in the wind.

“You must be Jagger,” Conor said.

Mophead looked surprised. “I am. How do you know my name?”

Conor winked. “From the helpful doorman you were kind enough to leave on the porch. He was a veritable font of information. That’s why we left him there hogtied and breathing instead of slitting his throat and rolling him into the yard.”

“I should kill you right now for assaulting one of my men,” Buzzcut said.

Conor chuckled. “You should be ashamed of yourself for putting a gun in the hands of such a poorly trained man. He’s lucky we disarmed him before he hurt himself or someone else.”

Buzzcut bristled. “Why you⁠—”

“Easy, Doyle,” said Jagger. “Don’t kill him until we know what he’s talking about. If the government needs my mom, maybe there’s something in it for us. It’s worth finding out.”

Conor had known men like Jagger his entire life and could read him like a book. Jagger was a selfish prick, only interested in looking out for himself. Regardless of how Ms. Ford felt about her son, Jagger only saw her as a means to an end. She was his gravy train, his meal ticket, and his cash cow. Despite Conor’s loathing of Jagger, he needed to proceed cautiously. If he let his contempt show and his tongue get away from him, bullets might fly. People could get hurt, including him and Barb.

Conor shook his head. “Sorry, Jagger, I’m afraid the information is for Ms. Ford’s ears only. It’s governmental business of the highest level. Top secret and compartmentalized. If your mother chooses to share it with you, that’s on her.”

Jagger’s eyes dropped from Conor’s face to the dead man lying at his feet. Jagger had seen the whole thing go down. He’d seen Conor drop his friend like a bad habit for aiming a weapon at Barb. Now Jagger stared at the body as if noticing it for the first time. The death of one of his people hardened his resolve.

“Nah, that’s not going to work for me. I won’t be disrespected like that. You came here without an invitation and killed one of my friends. Now you’re trying to tell me what you’re going to do in my house? Jagger don’t play that.”

Jagger might not be a tough guy, but Conor could tell that he meant what he was saying. There was genuine anger in his voice, and he seemed fully prepared to kick this up a notch. He wanted Conor and Barb dead, but his curiosity about this business with his mother kept things in check for now. If not for that, Jagger might urge Buzzcut to go ahead and pull the trigger.

With so much tension in the air, Conor knew he should play it safe, but this entitled man grated on his nerves. “You keep saying this is your house, but I thought this was Ms. Ford’s house. Are you saying it’s yours because you’re the type of ungrateful bastard who takes advantage of his own dear mother? You trying to steal this house from her?”

So much for playing nice and keeping things cool. Jagger looked like the kind of man who’d been given everything he wanted in life, and it was never enough. He was a user and a taker. Conor hated people like that and it made it impossible to keep his mouth shut. Now his big mouth might have set him up for the closest of close quarter battles—multiple shooters in a crowded hallway perhaps six feet wide and sixty feet long.

Conor worked through his fire plan, figuring out who was going to die first. He’d trained Barb on similar scenarios and knew she was ready. Once he fired that first shot, she’d drop to the floor and fire from a prone position, killing whichever man Conor hadn’t.

Just as Conor was preparing to launch his plan, he spotted a familiar face quietly emerge behind the two gunmen. It was Ricardo slipping into the room quiet as smoke. He held his FN P90 bullpup against one shoulder with a single hand. In his other, he held his handgun. Each was pointed at one of the armed men facing down Conor and Barb. Ricardo’s eyes locked onto Conor’s, awaiting the signal to fire.

Conor grinned at Buzzcut. “I know this is going to sound like a line from a cheesy movie, but there’s a man behind you with a gun on each of you. I fully expect you to shake your head and tell me that you’re not going to fall for something that dumb. The thing is, it’s not a trick. Ricardo, if you don’t mind, hum a little tune or something so these men know I’m telling the truth.”

Ricardo hummed the opening bars of Black Sabbath’s Paranoid. Buzzcut and his long-haired friend stiffened when they realized that Conor was telling the truth. There really was someone behind them. They didn’t dare turn around to look. In fact, they didn’t dare move at all.

Jagger did though. He craned his neck around and looked through the open door to see Ricardo standing in the kitchen, weapons pointed at his men, just as Conor had said. His face crumpled with disgust. “How many people do you have in my house?”

“Enough,” Conor replied. “Now have your men drop their weapons before we have to kill them.”

Buzzcut and his companion didn’t wait for Jagger’s order. They complied immediately, lowering their weapons to the floor.

“What happens now?” Jagger spat.

Conor rolled his eyes. “I’m pretty sure I’ve stated my mission several times, but I’ll do it again. You remember those commercials back in the day where someone cracked an egg into a frying pan and said it was your brain on drugs?”

Jagger shook his head and shrugged. “Before my time, I guess.”

“Well, you should’ve seen it because it might’ve kept you from ending up a window-licker. I’ll repeat myself again, slower this time. We’re here to speak with your mother. When we’re done, we’ll go on our merry way, and you can go back to whatever debauchery we interrupted.”

“We found Ms. Ford and she’s fine,” Ricardo called from the kitchen. “Shani is with her now.”

Conor grinned. “Excellent. Barb, zip-tie the two blokes in the door. Search them, secure their weapons, and then they can hang out here in the hallway with their friends. As long as everyone behaves, we’ll be out of your hair shortly.”

Barb zip tied Buzzcut and the other security man, then Ricardo helped search them. They were relieved of their knives and backup weapons, then seated on the hallway floor.

“I hope we get those back,” Buzzcut said.

“Careful what you ask for,” Conor warned. “Some methods of returning a blade are less pleasant than others. Like sticking it in your liver instead of your pocket. Keep that in mind the next time you’re thinking about running your piehole.”

Buzzcut glowered at Conor, his eyes flickering with pure rage.

Conor leaned close to his daughter. “Barb, I’m going to head upstairs and speak to Ms. Ford with Shani.”

“Roger that,” Barb replied.

“Announce yourself on the comms before you get upstairs,” Ricardo said. “Ms. Ford is quite handy with a gun.”

“Crazy old bitch,” Buzzcut muttered.

Jagger glared at him. “Dude, that’s my mother you’re talking about.”

“You’re the one who left her up there for days with no power!” Buzzcut shot back. “Don’t look at me like I’m the bad guy. I’m not related to her. She’s just another rich old lady as far as I’m concerned.”

“That’s exactly why I can talk trash about her and you can’t,” Jagger said. “Because I’m related. Family can talk shit about family, but that doesn’t mean everyone else can.”

Not out of the room yet, Conor rolled his eyes at the conversation. “The more I hear, the more I want to kill you.” He looked at Barb. “If they keep arguing, top them both. We’d be doing society a favor.”


9




When Conor reached the second floor of the house, he was also taken aback by the change in decor. While the downstairs had been modern and well appointed, he wasn’t sure what the motif was upstairs. The place reminded him of those bathrooms decorated by little old ladies, with fuzzy toilet seat covers, fuzzy rugs, and crocheted Kleenex box covers. Still, Conor found he kind of liked it. It was oddly comforting to him, like visiting Grandma’s house and finding nothing had changed since you were a child.

Taking Ricardo’s advice, Conor radioed Shani from the top of the steps. No one wanted to be blasted by Grandma. “Conor for Shani, Conor for Shani. Honey, I’m home!”

“Back here!” Shani yelled from somewhere down the hallway.

Conor activated his weapon light and followed Shani’s voice. When he spotted a doorway, he tapped on it with a gloved hand. Shani opened it and led him into a large suite filled with natural light.

An older lady was sitting in a wingback chair with a dog lying across her lap. She offered Conor a friendly smile and extended a hand. “Good morning, I’m Ella Ford and this is Buford.”

Conor reached out and shook her hand, impressed with her firm grip. This was a lady who understood the impression that made. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Ford.” He nodded at the dog. “And Buford. My name is Conor Maguire and I’m sure my associate has filled you in on why we’re here.”

“Call me Ella, please, and yes she has. I have to admit it was a relief. When I heard a stranger’s voice in the hallway, I thought I was in for a fight. Then when I heard Dickie sent you...” Ella trailed off, smiling at an unspoken memory.

Conor snorted. “I’m sorry, Ms. Ford, did you say Dickie?”

“Call me Ella,” she reminded him, wagging a finger.

“She and Dickie have been friends for a long time,” Shani explained.

Ella cupped a hand around her mouth and whispered in a conspiratorial tone. “It was more than that. Dickie and I were friends with benefits before it was ever a thing.”

Conor tried to remain composed but lost the battle. His face reddened, his eyes watered, and he exploded into laughter. It lasted for several moments before he regained control of himself. “Please excuse me, Ella. I mean no disrespect, but Demo Dick and I enjoy giving each other a bit of a hard time. I’m always pleased to learn something new that I can use to badger him. I’m just imagining the look on his face when I call him Dickie.”

Ella smirked. “That’s probably why Dickie didn’t tell you we knew each other. He didn’t want to have to explain it all.”

“I’m sure,” Conor said with a wink.

“How are things downstairs?” asked Shani.

“Everything is under control at the moment.”

“Was that a gunshot I heard?” Ella asked.

Conor offered her a reassuring smile. “It wasn’t your son, if that’s what you’re wondering. My daughter was in danger, and I dropped a bloke that I assume to be one of your son’s friends. Your son is okay. I spoke to him just before I came upstairs, although it wasn’t what I would characterize as a pleasant conversation. Your son is a bit of a tool, and I don’t mean the useful kind.”

Shani’s eyes shot daggers at Conor, encouraging him to tone it down, but he didn’t have that setting. He was like an oven that only had Off and Broil.

Ella offered a resigned sigh. “The term I use is peckerwood, Conor, but the sentiment is the same. Jagger takes advantage of me, and his scumbag friends leech off him. I’m tired of taking care of them all. I didn’t take them to raise, and they don’t show me the least bit of respect. I can’t even get a good night’s sleep for the loud music and carrying on. I had my fill and I was going to throw them out a couple of days ago. That’s when I learned that my security team had started working for my son and they were no longer taking orders from me. Can you believe that? My son bought them off with cheap tail. The nerve!”

Conor and Shani looked at each other, both of them blushing. That was the last thing they’d expected to come out of this lady’s mouth, but there it was. Just as Dick had said, she called them like she saw them and didn’t hold back.

“We can help you with this situation,” Conor offered. “We can haul your son’s friends a good distance away from here and dump them off. They might be able to find their way back here over time, but travel isn’t as easy as it used to be. Still, I’m not sure we should leave your house sitting here empty. If you’re going to go with us and meet with ‘Dickie’, someone should stay here to look after the place. Otherwise, you might come back to something worse than you left.”

“Shani said I needed to make up my mind quickly because you all had to fly back to your base today. I can give you my answer immediately. I’m bored of being stuck here. This house might be full of people, but they aren’t friends of mine. I like feeling needed and useful. I like a challenge. If Dickie thinks I can somehow help my country, then I’d like to give it a try. I want to go with you.”

Conor gave a satisfied nod. He liked this lady. Everything he saw was consistent with what Dick told them about her. Ella wasn’t scared of hard work and didn’t like sitting on the sidelines when she could be helping. She didn’t shy away from admitting her weaknesses, like allowing her son and his friends to stay here so long that it was now difficult to get rid of them. Ella Ford had balls but she also had vulnerability.

“What do we need to do to make this happen?” Conor asked. “Normally I would say pack light, but there’s no telling how long it might be before you can come back here. Instead of packing light, I would say pack accordingly.”

Ella considered this for a moment. “If someone will help me out, I can probably throw together what Buford and I need in about an hour. It’s going to take a couple of suitcases, so I hope you have room in your helicopter.”

“Eh, we’ll leave Shani behind if we have to,” Conor quipped.

Ella pointed at him and laughed. “Oh, you’re a funny one, Conor. I also have a walk-in safe that should be secure against anyone breaking into it. I have some things I’d like to put in there for safekeeping. Shani, can you help me with that?”

“I’d be glad to.”

Conor tipped his head toward the hallway. “While you’re packing, I’m going to go downstairs and have a talk with your guests. With a few proper threats, I think we can sort this situation out.”

Ella smiled at that. “You have my blessing.”

“Then I’ll excuse myself while you ladies—and Buford—pack.”

Conor headed back down the hallway, skipped down the steps, and rejoined his companions. He pointed at Jagger. “You, mate, are coming with me.”

Conor motioned for Barb to cut him loose.

“Where are you taking him?” Buzzcut asked.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but Jagger is going to turn the power back on to his mother’s wing of the house. She’s packing and needs to be able to see. Then I’m coming back and we’ll all have a little talk. Get to know each other.”

“Where are you taking my mother?” Jagger demanded.

“I’m not taking her anywhere. Her presence was requested at a top-secret meeting concerning the continuity of government and she has chosen to go of her own free will. We’ll talk more after you get the power back on.” Conor waved his fingers at Jagger to indicate he needed to get a move on.

“The electrical panel is in the basement,” Jagger said.

“What’s the power source?”

“Solar. My mom was always scared of ice storms knocking the power out. We get some bad ones here, so she had a solar array installed. There’s a backup generator to charge the batteries if they get low.”

Jagger led the way to the basement door, then put his hand on the knob to open it. Conor reached out and blocked Jagger from opening the door.

In a low, menacing voice Conor said, “I don’t play games, kid. Try anything stupid and you’ll die like your friend back there. I’ve killed hundreds of men and 99% of them were better than you.”

Jagger looked into Conor’s eyes and saw that he meant exactly what he’d said. “I won’t try anything.”

True to his word, Jagger behaved. They went into the basement and Conor stood by while Jagger flipped a few breakers in the panel.

“That should be it,” he announced when he was done.

Conor got on his radio and spoke to Shani, who confirmed that the power had been restored on that level of the house.

“Told you,” Jagger said.

Conor used the barrel of his rifle to direct Jagger toward the steps. “Let’s go.”

As they were climbing the steps from the basement, Jagger asked, “What do we need to talk about?”

Conor ignored him.

Seeing that he wasn’t going to get an answer, Jagger mumbled, “What a dick.”

“Sticks and stones, lad.”

When they reached the hallway where the others were congregated, Conor directed Jagger to sit down with his friends. Conor leaned against the wall and regarded the people assembled there. Some were seated so that they could meet Conor’s eye. Others were bound facedown and would only be able to listen. A few were crying.

“You people disappoint me,” Conor said. “I know the older generations always bitch about the younger ones, but this is exactly why. Every one of you is benefiting from Ella’s benevolence. She’s done well for herself and created a home capable of surviving disasters. She had the forethought to put back supplies so that she and her loved ones would be taken care of. You degenerates are not her loved ones. You’re a bunch of ungrateful leeches.”

When Jagger opened his mouth to protest, Conor shot him a warning look. He closed his mouth and remained silent.

“As I said a few minutes ago, Ella’s presence has been requested at a meeting. She’s going to be leaving with us. I can’t stomach the idea of leaving you all here in her house without her. I’ve seen the level of respect you show for this fine home. Obviously, if I just run you out the door, you’re only going to come back as soon as we’re out of sight.”

No one said anything. They all knew it was true.

“Then again, leaving the house sitting here completely empty leaves it vulnerable to looters or squatters. So here’s what we’re going to do, and I guarantee that you are not going to like it. Those of you who have no business here—Jagger’s friends or whatever the hell you are—we’re going to deliver you a safe distance away. In a few minutes, there’s going to be a helicopter landing in the front yard, and you all are going for a little ride. We’ll take you to a location of our choosing and drop you off. If I ever find any of you here in this house again, I’ll kill you.”

“We need our stuff,” one of the female prisoners whined. “I’m not going anywhere without my stuff.”

“We’ll need supplies,” a man said. “You can’t just turn us out with nothing.”

Conor grinned. “Ah, that’s where you’d be wrong.”

Alarmed eyes swiveled in his direction.

“We don’t have the time to go through your bags and make sure you’re not carrying anything dangerous, but because I’m a generous soul, I’m going to allow you to take the bedding from whatever bed you were lying in. I’m sure Ms. Ford won’t miss a few stained and reeking blankets. Because I’m not a total bastard, I’ll even send you off with a couple of cigarette lighters so you can build a fire once you get where you’re going. Consider this a test of your resourcefulness. You’ll be starting over from scratch. There’s plenty of clothing and shoes out there in the world. Find them and build yourself a new life but build it somewhere else. It’s time you learned to survive on your own merit rather than resting on the backs of others.”

“Me too?” Jagger asked, his panic evident.

Conor shook his head. “You’ve pissed your mother off well and proper. You’ve pushed her so far that I believe she’d be fine with you suffering the same fate as your friends, but she doesn’t want her house taken over by strangers. You’re going to be allowed to remain here and you can keep one of her security staff. I promise you we will be coming back. When we do, we better not walk into the same situation that we walked into today. If that’s the case, I won’t spare you next time.”

“You have no right to throw Jagger or any of us out of this house!” Buzzcut roared. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

“I have every right,” Conor said. “I’m acting on behalf of the owner of this bloody house. The very woman whose trust you betrayed when she was the one signing your paychecks. You’re lucky to escape with your life. If Ella asked me to pop your cork, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

“I choose Doyle,” Jagger said. “He’s staying with me.”

“That’s your choice,” Conor said. “Just keep in mind that he’s already bitten the hand that fed him once. If he turned on your mother, he can turn on you. Think about that when you’re sleeping under the same roof as the bastard.”

Jagger turned his head in Doyle’s direction and studied him as if seeing him in a new light. Conor was pleased to see uncertainty in that look. He enjoyed planting the seeds of discontent when it was merited.
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When aspiring singer Judd Brothers decided to launch a career in country rap, he adopted Big Sloppy as his stage name and it fit. He was extremely overweight, showered infrequently, and always wore ill-fitting clothes that were falling off. Despite his appearance, that wasn’t where his stage name came from. In the region of the South he originated from, Sloppy was a nickname that went back over a century. Growing up he’d known a half-dozen Sloppies in his county alone. There was Sloppy Steve, Sloppy Red, Sloppy Sam, and plain old Sloppy just to name a few. When Judd experienced a growth spurt at puberty, the old men who sat around on the porch of the local country store took to calling him Big Sloppy and the name stuck.

Judd originally tried to make his bones as a regular country singer, but he was lacking two critical things that would have helped him gain traction. One, he couldn’t play an instrument, and two, he couldn’t sing. When country rap, often called CRAP as an insult, began to gain popularity, Judd saw an opening. He’d always enjoyed rapping and singing heavy metal at the top of his lungs when he was driving. Maybe he could do it on stage.

He did his first show as a country rap artist four years before the collapse and the rest, as they say, is music history. He had gold records, Grammys, and had performed duets with some of country music’s greatest performers. On those rare occasions that he went back to his small town to visit family, he made a point of making several passes through town with his middle finger held high in the air.

“Yeah, look at Big Sloppy now!” he’d yell out the window.

Big Sloppy went on to epitomize the rich redneck. There seemed to be no end to the big checks rolling in, so he didn’t care if a purchase was practical or not. If he wanted it, he bought it. He didn’t save and he didn’t invest in his future.

“The future ain’t guaranteed,” he told his business manager. “I’m spending this shit now and living big.”

He bought all the things that a poor country boy might dream of owning, whether he needed them or not. He purchased a massive farm outside of Nashville and set about converting it into his own personal playground. He constructed a mud bog and had a local garage build him several swamp buggies to race there. He would invite his friends over for massive parties at the bar he constructed near the mud pit. After the racing was done, those parties would often culminate in drunk, naked rednecks wallowing around in the mud like pigs.

He also made some bad decisions.

His dad had been a biker in the 1970s, during the heyday of outlaw biker gangs. It was no secret that his dad and his buddies fueled their drinking binges by snorting crystal meth. Like all good country boys, Big Sloppy had friends in low places and he loved to drink. As he established his posse over that first year of success, he made sure to include a drug dealer. He needed someone in his inner circle who could supply him with all the party favors.

One of the things Big Sloppy soon learned about drug dealers was that they didn’t just have access to drugs, they also had access to all kinds of weapons. It was common for people with drug debts to not have the money to repay them. To keep their dealer from cutting them off or breaking one of their legs, they would sometimes cover the debt with guns. Most often those guns were stolen, but drug dealers don’t ask, nor did they care. They assumed they were stolen and went on about their day.

Despite working in a violent profession where firearms were handy, drug dealers could only own so many guns, so they frequently sold them to bring in the cash they needed. If the weapon was something exceptionally cool, the drug dealer might try to convince one of their richer clients to buy it at a premium price. That was how Big Sloppy managed to enter the apocalypse with way more exotic weapons than he had any right to own.

Aside from the standard firearms and tactical gear that any other red-blooded American gun lover might have, Big Sloppy had some top-tier goodies that were beyond the reach of normal folks. He had military-grade night vision and thermal optics. He had precision sniper rifles that could turn the human body from a solid to a liquid from nearly two miles away. He had fully automatic AK-47s and M-4s. He also had an assortment of pistol-caliber submachine guns such as Uzis, Mac-10s, and MP5s in both suppressed and non-suppressed iterations. Then there was the grenade launcher.

Big Sloppy had no idea how his dealer had laid his hands on this particular piece of military hardware and the dealer wasn’t talking. Big Sloppy assumed it was probably “lost” in battle and smuggled back from Iraq or Afghanistan. All Big Sloppy knew for certain was that when the dealer offered it to him, there was no way he could turn it down. It was the chance to be the only kid in his neighborhood with the coolest toy available.

The grenade launcher came with several cases of grenades. The grenades were labeled with codes indicating their different characteristics, but Big Sloppy had nothing to tell him what those codes meant. As a result, every instance he fired the weapon was a surprise. It was like Christmas and the 4th of July all rolled into one.

Most of the time, the grenade launcher sat in Big Sloppy’s gun room, which was attached to his bedroom like a walk-in closet. The vault doubled as a safe room in case of a home invasion. Big Sloppy had always wanted a safe room because having one implied that you were someone worth robbing or kidnapping. All the big shots had them so he wanted one too.

Big Sloppy tried not to waste his grenades in case some situation came about where he really needed them. Still, he couldn’t resist firing the weapon on occasion. He’d blown up wrecked cars abandoned on the road near his house and once he started, it was hard to stop. There was something rewarding about firing the weapon and watching the grenade hit its target. He’d blown up a barn on his own property, which had been quite dramatic. It was like Johnny Cash singing that he’d shot a man just to watch him die. Big Sloppy shot his barn just to watch it burn.

On the morning that Conor’s helicopter passed over going to Ella Ford’s house, Big Sloppy had no idea how long he’d gone without sleep. Was it two days? Three? He wasn’t sure, but he had been drinking the entire time and had snorted meth until the inside of his nose felt like it had diaper rash.

He hit a plateau sometime last night where he just couldn’t get any higher. No matter what he drank, snorted, or smoked, he didn’t feel any different. Whatever chemicals he ingested were just wasted at that point. Nothing was working and he decided that he needed to go to bed.

He retired to his master suite and immediately two of his groupies knocked on the door, ready to provide any manner of assistance he required to help him sleep. He sent them away. He was tired, grumpy, and all he wanted was to sprawl out in his bed alone. He washed down a couple of Ambien with a warm beer and stretched out on the bed. It was then that the helicopter flew over for the first time that day.

Big Sloppy barely noticed it. He didn’t hear helicopters often, but they weren’t exactly a rare occurrence. He didn’t think too much about it and eventually the Ambien took over, dragging him into a comatose slumber. It was perhaps an hour or two later that the helicopter passed over a second time, waking Big Sloppy from his dreams. He groaned and mumbled a curse, rolled over, and fell back asleep.

Soon, the helicopter returned from wherever it had gone, passing over a third time and waking him up yet again. This time Big Sloppy bellowed out a curse at the top of his lungs and pulled his pillow over his head. He was seriously irritated at this point and couldn’t fall back to sleep. He lay there simmering with anger, feeling a tug of war going on inside his body. There were uppers fighting downers. There was chemical-induced energy fighting the natural desire to sleep.

The passing helicopter enraged him, while the days of drinking and drugs made him punchy and stupid. That was why, when the helicopter passed over his house for the fourth time that day, Big Sloppy threw back the covers and got out of bed. He shot up, naked as a newborn baby. The sudden move made him dizzy, and he wobbled for a moment before regaining his balance. Once he did, he staggered off in the direction of his gun room, mumbling to himself. He aimed for the open vault doorway and bounced off the thick steel frame having misjudged the opening. He regained his balance and snatched the grenade launcher from where it leaned against the wall. He picked up the first grenade he could lay his hand on.

Big Sloppy lurched back into the bedroom and headed for the French doors that led out onto his balcony. He fumbled to get the grenade into the launcher, then opened the doors and stepped outside. The air was cold on his naked body, but Big Sloppy was numb to it. All he felt was rage at this helicopter that insisted on waking him up over and over again. He was going to make sure they never woke him again.

He shouldered the launcher and waited for the helicopter to appear. The sound of the rotor blades grew louder and it would appear at any moment. Then, there it was, passing over his house and gaining speed as it flew away from him. He sighted on the helicopter, pulled the trigger, and there was a loud bloop.

Big Sloppy didn’t even wait to see if the grenade hit its mark. He raised his fist in the air and screamed, “Bastards!”

He turned unsteadily and went back into his bedroom, kicking the French doors closed behind him. He collapsed into his bed, taking the grenade launcher with him. He yanked the down comforter over his body, kicked a few times, then drifted off into a peaceful slumber.
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The members of Jagger Ford’s entourage were not happy about being evicted from the estate. Not only were they losing their plush accommodations, they were being hauled off in sheets and blankets like they were headed for a toga party. The unwilling passengers remained bound with zip-ties during the overcrowded ride to ensure they behaved.

Conor had not provided an exact destination for dropping off the passengers. He told Kate, “Just pick a spot. Anywhere, as long as it’s a good distance away. Hell, I don’t even care if you land before pushing them out the door.”

Kate saw no need to drop them off in the wasteland of downtown Nashville, likely putting them in immediate danger. She opted to drop them off in the suburbs. It was safer than the city and there should be resources for them, such as shelter and places to find clothing. The place Kate chose was roughly one hundred miles from Ella Ford’s estate. It was as far as she dared go since she had no provisions for refueling the aircraft. Her passengers could certainly walk back to the Ford estate from there if they were motivated to do so, but everyone hoped that Conor’s threats would carry some weight. Maybe Jagger would even step up to the plate and not allow these people back inside now that he understood doing so would put him at risk of being evicted as well.

Discharging the passengers at their destination was uneventful. Kate landed the helicopter on a high school football field. One at a time, Barb cut the restraints from each passenger and directed them out the door. Dutifully, each of them scrambled to safety, clutching their flowing garments around them. As if their togas were not drafty enough in the cold air, Kate cringed when she saw them whipped around by the downblast of the rotors.

Once they’d carried out their mission, the flight back to the estate was more relaxed. This time, Sean and Kate landed the helicopter in Ella’s front yard. Conor, Shani, and Ella were waiting on them with Ella’s luggage. Buford was dressed in a tiny down jacket and clutched tightly in Ella’s arms. Jagger and Buzzcut were seated on the ground, their hands secured behind them.

With the engines still running, Ricardo helped Ella aboard and secured her into a seat. The rest of the team stowed her luggage in the rear of the helicopter. Ricardo, Shani, and Barb found seats and buckled in while Conor remained outside with the prisoners.

He yanked his combat knife from its sheath and held it aloft as he spoke. “Remember what I told you blokes. We’ll return to check on this place, and it better just be the two of you. No entourage and no security team. Are we clear?”

Jagger nodded quickly, but Buzzcut only assented after wilting under Conor’s glare. Once he had their agreement, Conor cut their bonds and joined his team aboard the aircraft, slamming the door shut. Kate was in the air as soon as he found his seat and buckled in.

Ella had a window seat and stared out as they flew away from her home. Ricardo had set her up with a headset so she could converse with the rest of the team.

“I’ve never flown over my neighborhood unless I was high overhead in a jet. It’s interesting to see from there,” she said.

“This is a beautiful part of the state,” Kate agreed. “Are there any other stars living out here besides you?”

“Not when I bought the place, but there are now. Country singers used to want to be close to Nashville so everyone could see their homes and all the tours would come by. I grew up in the country so when I could afford it, I wanted real privacy. I needed to be close enough to Nashville to do business, but I didn’t want the noise and the traffic.”

“Who else lives out here?” Conor asked. “Anyone I might’ve heard of?”

Barb laughed. “You don’t keep up with country music, Dad. I can’t imagine it would be anyone you recognized. All I ever hear you listening to is the Dropkick Murphys and heavy metal.”

Conor frowned at her. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

Barb winked. “Only when you sing along.”

“Oh, it’s not just country music performers who live around Nashville now,” Ella said. “There’s all manner of so-called celebrities. You’ll find rock musicians, actors, and famous novelists.”

“I wouldn’t consider novelists to be celebrities,” Ricardo said. “As I understand it, most of them are weird and reclusive.”

“Not the ones I’ve met,” Ella said. “I’ve spoken to a few at dinner parties who were absolutely fascinating. They’re fond of the drink, though.”

“Who lives in that house?” Kate asked, pointing through the windshield. “This will be the fourth time I’ve flown over it today. Once coming in, then twice more when I hauled your freeloaders off. They’re probably starting to wonder what’s going on.”

Ella frowned and stroked Buford. “My mama told me that if I couldn’t say something nice about someone, I shouldn’t say anything at all.”

Conor cocked an eyebrow. “Now I’m intrigued.”

“As am I,” Ricardo said.

“First of all, the man who lives there performs country rap, which I’m not a fan of,” Ella said. “To each his own. I’m not judging him for his taste in music. I know there are people out there who don’t like my music. What I do judge people on is their behavior and I’m not impressed with his.”

“Who is it?” Kate asked. “I’m dying to know. I need a name.”

Ella sighed. “He calls himself Big Sloppy.”

“Oh, I’ve heard him,” Kate said. “He’s a big name.”

“I have too,” Barb added. “I’m not a fan of country rap, either, but that dude is big time. He must be worth a fortune.”

Ella frowned. “Well, no amount of money can buy class. Our homes are several miles apart, but I still hear all his goings-on. Loud music, explosions, and gunfire.”

“He starting to sound like my kind of guy,” Conor said. “Those are some of me favorite things!”

“Then there’s the drugs,” said Ella.

Conor shook his head. “Now you lost me. He sounded fun for a minute.”

“He’s not,” Ella said. “He lives on his property with this group he calls his ‘posse’ and they party twenty-four hours a day. They haven’t even let up during the collapse, as far as I can tell.”

“You’ve heard gossip?” Shani asked.

“More than gossip,” Ella said with a roll of her eyes. “My son Jagger is good friends with Big Sloppy. Jagger and the freeloaders would disappear over there for days at a time. I never complained because I appreciated the quiet when they were gone, but the stories they came home with were pure depravity.”

Conor smiled at the way she said it, wondering if her idea of depravity and his were the same, yet not wanting to ask.

As they neared Big Sloppy’s mansion again, Kate squinted and pointed. “Oh my God! I think I see him!”

“Really?” Ella asked. “I’m not sure why you’d want to. The man needs a stylist in the worst way.”

Kate blanched. “Is it just me or is he standing on his balcony naked?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Ella said. She lowered a hand to cover Buford’s eyes.

“He’s probably answering the call of nature,” Conor said.

“He does have something in his hands,” Sean said, picking up a pair of binoculars to get a better look.

Kate leaned forward. “How can you tell?”

“A lady would avert her eyes,” Conor teased.

Kate shot Conor a look. “Ewwww! Actually, I think he’s holding a shotgun or something.”

When Sean got the binoculars focused and on target, he cried out. “It’s not a shotgun! That’s a grenade launcher!”

“Shit!” Kate said, immediately banking the helicopter away from the house.

There’s an old saying about how “close” doesn’t matter in most things, but there are a few exceptions. Grenades were one of them. The grenade Big Sloppy fired didn’t directly strike them but it did detonate close enough that they heard the impact of shrapnel against the helicopter. Then the aircraft lurched and began a slow spin.

Conor cursed while Ella screamed. Shani closed her eyes, her lips moving in prayer. Kate furiously worked the controls, trying to control the helicopter. She shouted commands at Sean, desperate to find a solution, and nothing was working. Their slow spin was picking up speed.

“What’s going on?” Ricardo yelled.

Sean looked around, his expression grim. “Tail rotor must have taken damage. We’re going down.”
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Tao Fang was not a man accustomed to failure. He was getting a taste of it now and found that it wasn’t to his liking. Most of China’s operations in America had been his idea. His earliest efforts had focused on trading disaster relief for mining and agricultural lands. That program had seemed like it was going to succeed until the politicians and bureaucrats supportive of his efforts started disappearing. When bribery failed, Tao Fang began deploying his military contractors onto American soil. Their job was to take out pockets of resistance so China’s annexation program could gain a foothold. Now that effort was also stagnating, and Tao Fang was wracking his brain to come up with a tactic that might save his operation.

President Xi had made it clear from the beginning that any successes would be shared, but the blame for any failures would rest solely on Tao Fang’s shoulders. It had been easy for Fang to agree to those terms when the notion of failure was purely theoretical. Now failure loomed over him like a storm cloud and it was a bitter pill to swallow.

When all his friends and associates had tried to warn him about the risks of working so closely with the government he’d ignored them. All he’d seen was the potential for astronomical profits. Now the prospect of seeing any profit at all was fading and Fang could potentially lose his company. Worse yet, people who disappointed the president sometimes disappeared, never to be seen again.

Displeased with Fang’s results, President Xi brought in his old friend General Li to advise Fang. Li was as ancient and skeletal as he was condescending and arrogant. Fang hated him, but he had no choice here. He hadn’t been asked to include General Li in his decisions. He’d been told.

General Li had insisted on bringing in his own man, a top-level military operator named Wu Lam, to lead the guerrilla operations in America. Despite Fang’s resistance to the idea, Lam had been making impressive progress until he disappeared during an operation. Now, after weeks of silence, everyone was convinced that Wu Lam was dead. Although Fang still had nearly one thousand military contractors on American soil, General Li and President Xi both felt there was no effective leadership on the ground. Even if Fang was capable of handing down sound strategy—which was questionable—it was unclear if the people on the ground were capable of carrying it out.

In the weeks that they’d waited for Wu Lam’s reemergence, Fang tried to contact the Chinese president, offering to present him with an updated plan. He really had nothing to present, but he was desperate to get a feel for how the president was leaning. He wanted to know if he was going to lose his company. Was he going to have the operation in America yanked out from under him? Was he going to be stuck in a Mongolian prison for the rest of his life?

President Xi refused to take his calls. During that time, Fang drank heavily, waiting for the hammer to drop. Eventually, Fang grew desperate enough to reach out to the despicable General Li, but even that old corpse would not speak to him. Then Fang began to hear from his contacts in the government that the general and the president had begun meeting frequently. Fang knew they had to be talking about his operation and being shut out of those meetings was driving him mad.

One day, the wait came to an end. Fang was in his home office, drinking his third tumbler of Kweichow Moutai’s 30-Year-Old Baijiu. The liquor was like a Chinese vodka and cost around a trillion yen for a bottle. Normally, Fang wouldn’t be hitting the liquor so hard this early in the day, but these were exceptional times. Exceptionally bad, that was.

Fang was hungry and contemplating lunch but lacked the motivation to reach out to his house staff and have them prepare something. He was spared from this dilemma by a knock at his office door.

“Come in.”

Fang’s butler entered, his posture stiff and his manner formal. “There are gentlemen at the door to see you, sir.”

“Who are they?”

“They would not give me their names or their employer,” the butler said. “However, these are the same men who took you to visit the president before. They have a distinctly governmental air about them—cheap clothing and inflated egos.”

Fang smiled. “Finally, the bastard sends for me.”

“Excuse me, sir?”

Fang was aware the comment probably didn’t make sense. It was likely the combination of insomnia, stress, and alcohol. “Tell them I’ll be right there.”

Fang rested his face in both hands for a moment, blowing out a long breath before pushing away from his desk. He got up and walked to the bathroom that adjoined his office. There he splashed cold water onto his face, dried his hands, and combed his hair. Back in his office, he slipped into his suit jacket and placed his phone in his pocket. He took one last look around his office, wondering if he’d ever see it again, then quietly left.

The butler was right. The men waiting for Fang were indeed two of the team who’d picked him up to meet with the president before. They escorted him outside to a luxury automobile, though this time they did not take him to a local airport. They drove for approximately ninety minutes to one of the president’s homes. They passed through a security checkpoint at the front gate, then drove to the front of the home, where the driver stopped, keeping the engine running. Fang and his escorts exited the vehicle, then the car drove away.

The home was not one of the official government residences that the president used. Fang didn’t recognize it, but there was nothing unusual about that. Some lines were blurred in China. There was an intersection between power, politics, and wealth that few people understood. Chinese media did not explore those relationships and report on them like Western media might once have done.

Fang was led deep into the house, to an office decorated with expensive art. Two men awaited him there and Fang was not surprised to see either of them. One was President Xi and the other was the gaunt General Li. While normally, seeing the two men filled Fang’s heart with dread, that was not the case this time. He was so upset at being kept in the dark that he almost welcomed this meeting. The operation to annex America was his project and he wanted to know what was going on with it. He deserved to know. Part of him had always understood that it could be taken away from him, but he’d never imagined it actually happening. Now, the only question was what they were going to do with him if he couldn’t salvage this.

“Mister President,” Fang said politely, taking a small bow. He greeted the general as well but did not offer the same deference. He did only the bare minimum required to maintain decorum and not anger the president.

“You may take a seat,” the president said, gesturing at a chair. “Shall I have the staff bring you some coffee or tea?”

Fang shook his head. “Thank you, Mister President, but I’m fine.”

“You smell as if a stout coffee would do you good,” said General Li. “Have your failures driven you to the bottle?”

Fang ignored the insult. Even though the general was basically correct, there was no way Fang was giving him the satisfaction of admitting it. Besides, it wasn’t his failures that were driving him mad. It was the knowledge that there were meetings going on behind the scenes and he wasn’t part of them. Fang wanted to demand answers. He wanted to know what had taken place with him not present, yet he was in no position to make such a request. He sat as patiently as he could, waiting for the president to tell him why he had been summoned.

“We’ve officially declared Wu Lam dead,” General Li said. “Since our last contact with him, his satellite phone has not connected to the network.”

“What about my helicopters?” Fang asked. “I had trackers installed on them.”

“After Wu Lam’s last operation we recorded helicopter activity for several more days before the trackers went off-line,” General Li said. “Based on the flight patterns of the aircraft during that time, we assume that they were taken over by the Americans and the crews killed. It’s likely they found the trackers and disabled them.”

While all of this was new information to Fang, none of it was surprising. Since Wu Lam had failed to re-emerge, Fang assumed he was dead. It was only a matter of time until the government made it official. The news of the helicopters was a little more surprising because Fang did not have access to the tracking data. Chinese intelligence had been performing the tracking, so Fang had not been receiving updates since the president cut him out of the meetings a few weeks ago. Although the loss of two new and very expensive helicopters stung, it also left him with questions about how it might have happened.

The president watched Fang’s face to measure his reaction to this information. Fang remained stoic, a performance he’d perfected through years at the negotiating table. He’d learned early on that it was difficult to be successful in big business if your face telegraphed your every emotion.

Trying to spin this news to his advantage, Fang said, “While the general’s man, Wu Lam, experienced some early successes, I believe this outcome is telling. The struggles my contractors are facing in America are not the result of failed leadership, but of an extremely difficult battlefield environment. Though I’m sure the general will disagree with my assessment, I would ask that you let me reassume control of my operation. Despite what General Li believes, I have a strategy that will prove effective if given sufficient time.”

The general scoffed. “What do you know of a difficult battlefield environment, Fang? For you, a difficult day is when the cocktail lounge runs out of your favorite liquor. When your tea isn’t dark enough or the seam of your sock is crooked. You know nothing of real difficulty or struggle.”

President Xi absentmindedly tapped a finger on his desk, still staring at Fang. “I agree with the general. The previous operations you and your contractors performed in other countries were mostly business negotiations. You worked with foreign governments and your contractors were little more than glorified security guards. This is an entirely different situation. This is war, and you are not a man of war.”

Fang took a deep breath to remain calm. When he had again centered himself, he said, “I may not be a man of war, but I am a man of accomplishments. I get things done and I wish to complete this mission, just as I’ve completed all that I have set out to do in the past. I humbly request that you grant me another opportunity to turn this operation into a success.”

Fang looked between the president and the general. He noticed the general’s mouth curl into the faintest hint of a smile, though there was nothing friendly about it. It was vaguely reptilian and seething with menace. It was the last smile one might see when a sadistic killer was about to snuff out their life.

Most days, Fang would have ignored the general’s smile, recognizing it was an attempt to get under his skin. Today, under these circumstances, there was no way he could ignore it. Everything was on the table and there might not be another opportunity to plead his case. “Do you have something to share with me, General Li?”

The president spoke up. “The general and I’ve had several meetings about this. Since you insist on being given the opportunity to salvage this mess, there is indeed something you can do to rescue the operation.”

“What is it, sir? I will do whatever is required. My prior successes are a statement to my determination.”

“You will be going to America, Mister Fang.”

Tao Fang was taken aback. “Going…to America?”

President Xi glanced at him. “Did I stutter?”

Tao Fang leaned forward in his chair. “I beg your pardon, President Xi. Certainly, you were clear in what you said, yet I do have questions. Why must I go to America personally? Is that really the best way for me to accomplish my task? As the general pointed out, I’m not a soldier. I lead men in the boardroom, not the battlefield.”

“I am personally assigning you the task of meeting with the official American president and securing his support for our efforts.” The president leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers together. He used one foot to rock himself back and forth as he studied Tao Fang’s reaction. His chair creaking was the only sound in the room.

“The official American president?” Fang repeated.

“The president that is recognized by the rest of the world,” General Li clarified. “The one Lightspeed tried to replace. He is the only one who can stand on the world stage and explain that our presence in America is welcome. He is the only one capable of convincing the American people that we are there to assist in their recovery and they should welcome our efforts without resistance.”

Fang shrugged. “With all due respect, General, I worked hard to secure the cooperation of the American Congress in the early days of this disaster. I provided cruise ships where congressmen and bureaucrats could live in comfort and not suffer the deprivations that the rest of their countrymen were subjected to. They told the world that we were there to help. They told the American people that too. No one listened.”

President Xi threw his hands up in a “so what” gesture. “Our intelligence says that most of those elected officials and agency heads are dead now, so they’re of no use to us. We suspect Lightspeed killed most of them. Even if they were alive, no one’s word carries as much weight as the president’s. The general and I agree that if we can broadcast a message from the president, we might be able to reduce the insurgent activity in America and convince the rest of the world to mind their own business.”

“What if he won’t do it?” Fang asked.

The question was met with a resolute stare. “You will see that he does.”

“Of course,” General Li threw in, “if you’re not capable of carrying out this mission, I’m sure we can come up with an alternative plan. Just don’t expect to be part of it.”

In a more serious tone, the president added, “Consider this your final opportunity.”

Fang required no more clarification than that. A “final opportunity” from the president could only mean one of a few things. It could mean he was being given his last chance to redeem himself. It could also mean that his failure would result in his death. He’d heard enough. An undertaking of this scale would be stressful enough without the specter of execution hanging over him. He had to try and put that out of his mind.

“Then I will go,” Fang said. “When do you want me to leave?”

“My men will take you home to pack,” the president said. “Once you are done, they will deliver you to the airport, and you will leave immediately.”

General Li offered Fang a wicked smile. “To be clear, Tao Fang, this will not be the kind of mission that requires fancy suits and leather shoes. You might actually have to soil those soft hands of yours.”
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Kate fought desperately to control the Bell LongRanger but there was nothing she could do to stabilize the aircraft. With a damaged tail rotor, there was no way to keep the aircraft pointed in the right direction. Ella pressed her eyes shut and concentrated on not crying out. One hand was latched onto her seat with a white-knuckle grip, the other cradling Buford inside her jacket. Everyone was experiencing the horrible sensation of utter helplessness.

It was only their low altitude that saved them from a catastrophic crash. Mostly able to keep the helicopter level as it started to spin, Kate was fighting a losing battle. She set it down hard in an effort to land before she totally lost control. Everyone jolted in their seats when the landing gear impacted the ground. The helicopter threatened to roll to the side, yet Kate somehow managed to stop it. She applied the rotor brake but didn’t relinquish her grip on the controls.

“Easy, dammit!” she yelled, talking to the aircraft like it was a wild horse, encouraging it to settle down and not dip the rotor. If a rotor blade caught the ground, anything could happen. The helicopter could fly apart or launch into a wild tumble across the pasture. Neither was a desirable outcome.

Only when the main rotor began to slow did everyone remember to breathe. Kate shut down the aircraft. Barb, not a fan of roller coaster rides, threw open the side door and leapt out. She only made it a few steps away before dropping to her knees and throwing up. The rest of the team piled out behind her, giving her some space to steady her stomach.

Conor leaned over and stretched, wincing as he did so. “I think I’m an inch shorter now. I felt my back compress.”

Ricardo nodded in agreement. “I’ll feel that tomorrow.”

“I feel it today,” Ella said, pale as a sheet.

Kate and Sean were the last out. As soon as it was safe to do so, they examined the helicopter. When she got to the tail rotor, Kate slammed her fist against the tail of the helicopter and cursed loudly.

“What is it?” Conor asked.

“The landing gear is bent and this tail rotor is jacked up.”

Conor switched hats for a moment, going from gun-toting operator to fabricator and metalworker. He studied the tail rotor with a discerning eye, then glanced at the landing gear. He shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not so bad. I can hammer the rotor back into shape.”

“Seriously?” Kate asked.

Conor pointed to the underside of the helicopter. “I can rig up something to pull that landing gear back to where it’s supposed to be.”

Kate stared at him like he was crazy. “Conor, this isn’t a rock crawler. You can’t just roll it back onto its wheels, bang it with a hammer, and call it good. This is a precision machine. If the rotor isn’t spot on, it could vibrate and shake us apart in the air. And you sure as hell can’t just yank the landing gear back into place. You bend anything on this aircraft and it introduces metal fatigue. Besides, that hard landing might have done structural damage to the tail boom. There’s no way I’d trust it without a thorough inspection.”

Conor wasn’t convinced. He closed one eye and continued to examine the tail rotor, running a finger over its surface. “I don’t know. I’m fairly sure that I can get that tail rotor pretty close to where it should be.”

Kate let out a frustrated groan. “Have you listened to anything I’ve said? Are you ‘fairly sure’ you can float back to Earth like a feather if we experience a catastrophic failure and vibrate apart at altitude? There are some things you can Mad Mick your way out of. This isn’t one of them.”

Conor looked a little hurt at her comment. “You don’t trust me?”

Kate huffed. “I trust you with my life, Conor Maguire, but in this one department, I’m the one with the experience. No, I don’t trust you to repair my helicopter.”

“I’ve built many precision components in me day,” Conor said.

“Would you trust Barb’s life to a cobbled-together helicopter?” Kate asked. She pointed at Shani. “And Abela’s mother?”

Conor scowled and walked off. As much as he hated to admit failure, Kate was right about the consequences if his repairs didn’t hold. Having a helicopter fly apart high above the Earth was not an experience any of them would get up and shake off.

“So we’re stuck?” Shani summarized.

Ricardo pulled a handheld GPS from his pack, powered it up, and studied the display. Now he was the one frowning. “It’s only five hundred miles back to the Banks compound.”

“That’s a long walk,” Conor said. “A month if everything goes perfect. Longer if it doesn’t.”

Conor didn’t point out that the biggest variable was Ella. She had to be in her sixties, and he wasn’t sure how many miles a day she could walk. It wouldn’t just be one day of walking, either, but day after day for weeks. Although she appeared to be in decent health, she wasn’t conditioned for this, nor was she equipped for it. Everyone else on the team had durable clothing, boots, and backpacks with basic survival gear. Ella had thin sneakers designed for looks over durability. Her clothing might have been optimal for shopping at Target, but not for surviving the apocalypse. Then there was the fact her “backpack” was a matched set of Italian luggage.

“We don’t have enough food for that,” Ricardo announced. “Our packs have rations sufficient for a couple of days, not a couple of weeks.”

“You have any contacts out this way?” Conor asked.

“None that I can easily locate,” Ricardo said.

Conor shot him a disgusted look. “You know people in every corner of the world, Ricardo. We’ve been everywhere from Nigeria to Nicaragua, and you’ve always had resources at your fingertips. How is it that we’ve landed in the one place you don’t know anybody?”

Ricardo shrugged, as if the answer was obvious. “There’s no phone system, Conor. If they don’t have a satellite phone, how am I supposed to contact them?”

Conor was not interested in logic. “Well, they should have a damn satellite phone. In the future, we don’t hire work with anyone who doesn’t.”

“I’ll make a note,” Ricardo replied dryly.

Ella had regained some of her composure and she patted Ricardo on the back. “You have a friend here now, Ricardo. I don’t have a satellite phone, but I’ll make sure and get one as soon as I can.”

Ricardo offered her a warm smile. “I appreciate that, Ella. However, Conor is referring to the type of friends who might be able to properly supply us for an extended walk.”

“Or even better, the kind who have a helicopter in the garage,” Conor quipped.

Ella shrugged. “Though I might not have a helicopter in the garage, I’ve got horses in the barn. They may not get you there as fast, but riding a horse beats the heck out of walking five hundred miles.”

“So you’re still up for this trip, Ella, even if it just got a lot harder?” Shani asked. “If I was in your shoes, I’d probably call it off and walk home.”

Ella waved dismissively. “Shucks, honey, I never figured it was going to be easy. Besides, I was getting bored at the house. Buford and I have been wanting some excitement.” Buford was still inside her coat, his head poking out and following the conversation. Despite what Ella said, he appeared more interested in comfort than excitement.

“How far is it back to Ella’s house?” Conor asked.

“Just a couple of miles,” Kate said. “We didn’t make it far.”

Ricardo cleared his throat. “Not to sound rude, Ella, but are you sure you’re still up for this? It will mean days in the saddle.”

Ella smirked. “I’m old, not feeble. Before the country went all to hell, I worked a hard schedule, and I was on the go all the time. I may not be able to run a few miles, but I can darn sure walk it.”

“I meant no offense,” Ricardo said. “I simply want you to understand that you are a high-value asset. Your safety is critical. If we don’t get you to our destination in one piece, then this mission was a waste.”

“I’m not offended, I’m blunt,” Ella said. “When I’m offended, you’ll know.”

“Fair enough,” Ricardo said. “I appreciate your honesty.”

Conor clapped his hands. “Okay then. Let’s get our gear from the helicopter and hit the road. I’ll take point and I want Barb on the rear. The rest of you stay within steps of Ella at all times. Any questions?”

“My suitcases,” Ella said. “I didn’t come prepared to carry them on my back, but they contain things I need. What would you suggest I do?”

Conor studied the suitcases for a moment. “We can rig up something with paracord. A way to carry them.”

Ella winced. “I feel kind of bad about that. I didn’t pack with this in mind.”

Conor offered her a reassuring smile. “As crazy as it might sound, we do pack with this in mind. My friends and I never assume the world is going to play nice with us. We expect the worst and often find it.”

“I’ve lived a sheltered life.” Ella sighed. “I didn’t know people like you existed out there in the world…whatever you are.”

Shani laughed. “They call that one the Mad Mick and I guarantee you never met one like him before.”
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Within seconds of firing that grenade at the helicopter, Big Sloppy was back in his bed sound asleep. It was as if the very act of firing the grenade launcher was the crucial ingredient in some magical cocktail that carried him off into dreamland. The same was not true for the rest of the people at his estate. The grenade woke up everyone within range of the explosion. People rolled out of bed, staggered to their windows, and tried to determine what was going on. When they didn’t see anything of interest, they yawned and went back to bed. Only one man saw the results of that grenade. Only one man responded.

Huddie White was the manager of Big Sloppy’s estate. It was an official sounding title for a job that usually wasn’t very glamorous. Before the collapse, Huddie took care of the animals living on the estate and made sure all the vehicles were kept in running condition. He coordinated maintenance and repairs to the house and grounds. Sometimes he even played security guard and ran off trespassers when they came through the gates to get a picture in front of Big Sloppy’s house.

After the terror attacks, most people were desperate to get back to their homes, but Huddie had nowhere else to go. He had no family who needed him, nor any friends he cared to hole up with for a protracted stay. He figured he was better off staying on the job and living at the estate. As the house filled up with Big Sloppy and his entourage, Huddie kept performing his assigned duties and made himself useful. Besides, no one else living there knew what needed to be done or how to do it. Without him, things would go straight to hell. He was certain of it.

Huddie was the only one who understood that the solar panels needed cleaning off occasionally. He was the only one who’d been trained by the installer on how to maintain the batteries that stored the solar power and troubleshoot any errors. He was the only one who knew where the reserve fuel for the generator was stored. Without the generator to recharge the batteries, Big Sloppy and his entourage would quickly deplete the system on a cloudy day. Those people didn’t think or care about the more mundane tasks that allowed them to live so well when the rest of the country was struggling. They just wanted the things that made them comfortable to work and they didn’t care how it happened.

These days, Huddie made sure the place stayed as secure as one man could keep it. He monitored the cameras, perimeter sensors, and alarms that were part of the security system. He investigated each and every alert, even if he suspected it was a false alarm. Most of the time, he was able to deal with any intruders on his own. If Huddie needed assistance, there were a few shooters in Big Sloppy’s entourage who were willing to lend a hand.

While Huddie appreciated his living conditions, he’d much rather have been stuck there alone than with Big Sloppy’s posse. If the collapse had come while the group was on tour, that would have been perfect, but things didn’t shake out that way. Now he was stuck there with a bunch of immature, selfish nitwits who didn’t have any appreciation for what he did. Most days they didn’t pay attention to him at all, treating him as if he was invisible. Even Big Sloppy himself had begun to act that way, even though he’d always been friendly and personable with Huddie in the past.

That was okay. Huddie didn’t need the approval of the Sloppy posse. They weren’t the kind of people he’d choose as friends. However, he wouldn’t be disrespected by them, and there had been a couple of instances lately where it had come close. He was fine to let them do their thing while he did his, but they needed to keep their distance. He wouldn’t be party to their foolishness and he wouldn’t be the butt of their jokes.

As the posse became more comfortable around Huddie, some of the people in the entourage toed that line and he knew they’d cross it one day. The likely outcome of that would be that Huddie killed someone and then the party would be over. If the posse didn’t turn on him and kill him outright, they’d at least banish him from the estate.

It wasn’t that Huddie was a stick in the mud. He had nothing against smoking a little weed, throwing back a shot of liquor, or keeping a beer handy throughout the day, but the people in the main house were dumb. He constantly reminded them there were threats in the area and they needed to practice greater situational awareness. They paid no attention to him. It went in one ear and out the other. More than once he’d walked up to the main house to find all the doors unlocked and everyone passed out. If he’d been a criminal intent on robbing them, it would have been all over for the posse and their charmed existence.

A part of Huddie hated to see Big Sloppy taken advantage of in this manner. He wished Big Sloppy would wake up to what was happening. Huddie had known people like that his entire life. People who didn’t have a lot of friends until they became successful. People who bought friendship because they felt like it was the only way they could have friends. Huddie wanted to tell Big Sloppy that these people were not really his friends and they needed to be run off. They were only there for the free ride and when that ride was over, they would go too.

Seeing the writing on the wall, Huddie moved out of the cottage that came with his job and took to staying in Big Sloppy’s touring RV. It was a giant bus that cost millions of dollars and was by far the nicest place Huddie had ever lived in. Sometimes he couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that the bus was smaller than the mobile home he’d grown up in, but cost hundreds of times more than that cheap ass trailer in the backwoods of Louisiana. That place had always been too hot or too cold, while the touring bus was a luxurious capsule of comfort.

Huddie began to stash away food and supplies for himself in the RV and in caches around the property. He felt the posse should be rationing supplies, but he knew better than to bring that up. They’d never go for it. They would continue to splurge and indulge themselves until it was all gone. So whenever he wandered up to the main house and found everyone passed out, he’d load up a pack with things he might need, and he’d put them away for a rainy day. When things at the estate finally went south, he was going to be ready.

Because the estate was a working farm, they needed a lot of equipment to run the place. They had tractors, trucks, a dozer, and a backhoe—all the things required to keep a rural property of this size going. When the backup generator needed to be refilled, Huddie used a trailer-mounted fuel tank that he pulled with a tractor. There was an underground fuel tank with an electric pump for refueling equipment and Huddie had not tapped into the underground tanks yet. As far as he knew, no one but him even knew those tanks existed. He kept the fuel tanks in the tour bus full, and he had empty fuel cans stored nearby in case he needed them. Should he have to pack up and leave, he’d fill those cans and take them with him as reserve fuel.

The stash of fuel and supplies gave Huddie peace of mind. In the bus, situated a short distance from the house, he was in his own little world. He could see the main house but could shut Big Sloppy and his posse out when he needed to. When he went to bed at night, he heard nothing of their rowdy goings on. That distance kept things tolerable for now.

On the morning that the helicopter kept passing over, Huddie was sitting beneath the RV’s awning, sipping a cup of coffee he made on the propane stove. The grass was covered with dew and a light mist hung over the countryside. It was a beautiful, idyllic morning until Big Sloppy staggered onto his balcony and shouted at the helicopter.

Huddie couldn’t help but shake his head. “Idiot.”

While Huddie didn’t like the helicopter disturbing his peaceful morning either, he didn’t see anything he could do about it. Besides, it would be gone soon enough, taking its irritating thwumping sound with it.

That wasn’t good enough for Big Sloppy. As he often did, he had to take it to the next level. That was the kind of thing that happened when people had been drinking and doing drugs for three days straight. They weren’t rational. The stupid became the sensible.

Huddie picked up a pair of binoculars from an outdoor table and focused them on Big Sloppy’s balcony. He couldn’t help but chuckle, amused at the naked man pointlessly screaming at the helicopter. At least, he was amused until he saw the weapon come up.

At first Huddie thought it was a shotgun. He wasn’t too concerned, knowing there was no way buckshot was going to damage a helicopter at that distance. It wasn’t until Big Sloppy fired the weapon that Huddie understood he was wrong. The sound of that weapon firing was very distinctive, and it wasn’t a shotgun.

Bloop.

To Huddie’s shock, Big Sloppy actually managed to put the round close to the helicopter before it detonated. It was hard to tell from Huddie’s position, but it could have been as close as fifteen to twenty feet away. Had Big Sloppy been sober and aiming carefully, there was no way he would have come that close.

When the round exploded, the helicopter lurched in the air and began a slow rotation that soon picked up speed. Huddie sat up straight in his lawn chair. He’d witnessed situations like this before when he’d participated in operation Desert Storm. If that tail rotor was damaged to the point the helicopter was spinning, it was coming down. No amount of skill or fancy flying would change that.

Before the helicopter dropped out of sight, Huddie got a look at it with his binos and saw that it wasn’t a military aircraft. It looked like the kind of large commercial helicopter that one of those Nashville millionaires might fly around in to avoid traffic. It might have been another famous musician or someone working to restore power to the country. Big Sloppy was too messed up to care who was in it when he fired the grenade.

Huddie did care. Driven by a mixture of concern and curiosity, he hurried inside to strap on his handgun and grab his rifle. In less than a minute he was back out the door and trotting through the damp grass.
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“I should have been higher,” Kate said, disgusted with herself.

“We were only in the air for minutes. You were climbing,” Sean countered. “It was exactly what any other pilot would have done under these circumstances.”

“I shouldn’t have gotten so close to that house,” she went on, not ready to let herself off the hook.

Sean shook his head in frustration. “It’s not like you deviated from your course just to fangirl over Big Sloppy. We fly over houses all the time and don’t expect that someone will come out with a grenade launcher. It’s not your fault, Kate. Cut yourself some slack.”

Kate wasn’t convinced. She’d been beating up on herself ever since they walked away from the damaged helicopter.

“Sean is right,” Conor said. “You weren’t doing anything we haven’t done hundreds of times already. The odds were on our side.”

“And we still lost,” Kate said.

Shani said, “It might’ve been our bad luck to fly over someone with a grenade launcher, but we had the good fortune to land with no injuries. That’s a win in my book and that is on you.”

“I admit that while Buford and I might have gotten a little scared during that landing,” said Ella, “I’m still glad to be out of the house. This is an adventure.”

“Adventure can be dangerous, Ella,” Conor remarked.

“I’m guessing she figured that part out,” Ricardo said.

Ella wagged a finger at Conor. “Life is dangerous. I’d rather die living it than hiding from it.”

“That’s an admirable attitude,” Ricardo said. “I wish more people felt that way.”

Ella smiled. “My whole life has been an adventure. I spent most of my younger years scared of one thing or another. Scared to sing in front of audiences sometimes. Scared of success. Scared of going onstage at the Grand Ole Opry. Scared to negotiate my own contracts and scared to hire someone to do it for me. One day I realized that this was my life. I was doing what I wanted and what I hoped to do for the rest of my life. If that was going to be the case, I might as well get used to it and get over being scared. That’s exactly what I did.”

“So you don’t get scared anymore?” Kate asked.

“Oh, I sure as heck do. I just learned to deal with it better. It’s a long story. I’ll share it with you over a hot toddy one night if you want to hear it.”

Kate smiled. “I’d like that, Ella.”

Conor stopped so abruptly that Kate nearly ran into him. He held a warning hand in the air, a gesture everyone understood to mean they should stop and go silent. Once they were stopped, he gestured for everyone to get down. Everyone in the team dutifully ducked down in the waist-high grass, encircling Ella. Conor dropped to a knee and used his binoculars to look at something in the distance. Though no one else had seen what Conor was looking at, they took his warning seriously.

Conor got low and crawled away from the main body of the group. If his actions drew fire, he didn’t want it directed toward his people. He’d gone perhaps twenty yards when the grass thinned out to the point it could no longer hide his presence. He shot to his feet and leveled his rifle on a man approaching through the grass.

“Drop your rifle!” Conor bellowed. “Drop it now!”

The man appeared to be in his late fifties and was carrying his rifle in both hands, though not in a threatening manner. He did not hesitate to carry out Conor’s orders, holding the rifle out to his side, and gently lowering it to the ground.

“Hands on top of your head! Turn away from me! Turn away from me now!” Conor barked.

The man complied, rotating until he was facing away from Conor. Conor closed the distance between them, keeping his rifle glued to the center of the man’s back. In the blink of an eye, Conor smoothly transitioned from his rifle to his handgun. He stepped forward and removed the prisoner’s pistol from its holster, then backed away from him.

“Are you alone?” Conor asked.

“As far as I know.”

“You better not be lying to me,” Conor growled. “If anyone else shows up, you die before they do.”

“There are other people living at the place I’m staying, but I left alone. I didn’t see anyone following me.”

Conor scowled. “You one of those bastards who shot us down? You come out here thinking you were going to loot the dead and see what goodies you could find?”

“I did not shoot you down. Someone I’m staying with did. My boss, I guess you would call him.”

“He sent you out here to search for our helicopter?”

Huddie shook his head. “He doesn’t know I came out here. My guess is he passed out drunk after he fired that round at you. That’s probably why he shot you down. He’s been up for days, drinking and carrying on. You passed over a couple of times and woke him up.”

Conor was shocked. “You’ve got to be kidding me. The bloke shot us out of the air because we were disturbing his sleep?”

“That’s about it.” Huddie shrugged. “You were in the wrong neighborhood at the wrong time.”

Conor narrowed his eyes. “If no one sent you, then why are you here?”

“While I don’t have any way of proving it, I came to see if anyone needed help.”

Conor laughed. “I’ve heard that crap before. A lowlife playing good Samaritan to get decent people to lower their guard.”

Huddie bristled. “I’m no lowlife, sir. I may have the misfortune of living among a houseful of them, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t lump me in with them.”

“If you’re not a lowlife, what are you?” Conor asked. “A gentleman scavenger? A thief with a heart of gold?” His voice oozed with sarcasm.

“No, sir. I’m a Navy veteran who served two tours in Desert Storm and I’ve seen what happens when a helicopter with a damaged tail rotor tries to land. You had just enough altitude that it could’ve gone either way. I suspected there would be a crash with survivors, and I wanted to help if I could.”

“I don’t see any medical supplies on you. How were you figuring you would help?”

“The place I’m staying isn’t too far from here. I figured if there were any injuries, we could transport the folks back there and see if they could be helped. If the injuries were too serious to move them, then the person would probably die anyway.”

“You were seriously planning on taking us back to the place we were attacked from?” Conor shook his head. “I’ve heard of some screwy rescue plans in my day, but yours is a doozy. You think your boss would appreciate you hauling his victims home and using his supplies to patch them up?”

Huddie shrugged. “I’m not sure he’d notice. Most folks there ignore me. I’ve got my own place, away from the house, and I’m not part of their little crew. Although those folks get a little out there sometimes, this is the first thing I’ve ever seen any of them do that was just plain wrong. I don’t know how to explain it. I’ve probably been out of the Navy for fifteen years, but my training kicked in when your bird began to spiral in the air.”

Conor located the rest of his team still crouched in the grass. He pointed at Ricardo and beckoned him over. When Ricardo reached his side, Conor brought him up to speed on everything he’d learned.

“What’s your name?” Ricardo asked.

“Huddie White. I’m the manager of the estate I live on.”

“We were told it belonged to some performer named Big Sloppy. Would that be accurate?”

Huddie shrugged. “I know him as Judd. It’s the same guy.”

“How many people live on the estate?” asked Ricardo.

Huddie didn’t hesitate. “Fourteen. Occasionally new people float in and out, but that’s how many they got now. I make fifteen.”

“What is a country rapper doing with a grenade launcher?”

“Too much money and not enough brains. Too many weapons too. He gets them through a drug dealer that’s part of his posse. In my opinion, the drug dealer is just milking Big Sloppy for every dime he can get off him.”

Ricardo gestured at Conor. “Let’s speak in private for a moment.” When they were a safe distance away, Ricardo spoke in a low voice. “What are you thinking, Conor?”

“On a practical level, I’m interested in seeing what kind of gear and weapons this guy might have. We left the Banks compound with a loadout suitable for our operation, not for an extended trip through five hundred miles of hostile territory. I know there’s a limit on what we can carry, but I’d feel safer with more ammo.”

“You think this rapper is going to invite us in to shop his armory like it’s Costco?”

Conor grinned. “Did I leave out the part where I kill the bloke for shooting a grenade at us?”

“Um…yes, Conor, you did.”

“Well, that’s why he’s going to let us shop in his armory, Ricardo. He’s going to be dead.”

Apparently having overheard Conor’s last sentence, Huddie spoke up. “Gentlemen, you mind if I ask you a question?”

Ricardo shrugged, then he and Conor walked over to join Huddie. “Go ahead.”

“What are you folks doing out here in a helicopter?”

Conor considered for a moment, trying to balance how much truth he was going to include in his vague reply. “We’re on a mission. I can’t say a lot. It has to do with restoring government, and eventually power, to the country.”

Huddie snickered.

“What’s so funny?” Conor demanded.

“Oh nothing,” Huddie said. “The way you tell it makes you guys sound like the Blues Brothers. They always said they were on a mission from God.”

“Blues Brothers?” Ricardo asked.

Conor waved him off. “Forget about it. It’s an old movie. You’ll have to watch it sometime.”

“Sorry about that,” Huddie said. “It’s one of my favorite movies. Getting back to business, I’m assuming Big Sloppy’s dumbass move has put your mission at risk?”

“He certainly made it a lot harder,” Ricardo said. “We’re facing a long journey while escorting a high-value asset.”

“Is this asset someone who can help get the country get back on its feet?”

“We’re hoping so,” Conor replied.

“Can I go with you?”

Conor and Ricardo looked at each other in surprise, then Ricardo fielded the question.

“I’m afraid taking on guests isn’t part of our plan. Our destination is classified. Our mission is classified. Even if you went with us, the facility where we’re staying might not welcome you.”

“Would it make any difference if I had a bus we could drive?” Huddie asked. “A really nice one with enough fuel to get you where you want to go?”

When neither Ricardo nor Conor answered him, Huddie broke into a broad grin. He could tell from the looks on their faces that he had their full attention.
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When Tao Fang stepped out of his private jet, the tropical heat and humidity made him feel like he was being smothered with a warm, wet bedsheet. The day was suffocatingly hot—the sun blinding and brutal—and why hadn’t he thought to bring sunglasses with him?

“Tao Fang?”

Fang’s eyes hadn’t adjusted to the light yet. He’d slept for much of the trip and still didn’t feel fully awake. He squinted and shaded his eyes with one hand, finding a man standing nearby. He wore no uniform, badge, or insignia. In fact, Tao Fang didn’t see any manner of identification on the man, which actually made it easier to figure out who and what he was. Everyone working at the airport wore identification or badging. If this man didn’t, he was likely Chinese intelligence.

The man strode across the tarmac. “My name is Sun. How was your flight?”

Fang automatically assumed that Sun was not the man’s real name. “Very long. What’s the temperature here?”

“It’s around thirty-one Celsius. The humidity makes it feel hotter. Welcome to Mexico.”

Tao Fang removed a handkerchief from the inside pocket of his suit jacket and blotted his face. “Hopefully I won’t be here long.”

“You won’t.” Sun pointed at a Mexican military truck. “I’m here to escort you to the next leg of your journey. You’ll be leaving as soon as we load your luggage onto this vehicle.”

Right on cue, Tao Fang’s pilot emerged from the jet and descended the steps with two Louis Vuitton suitcases. He placed them beside Tao Fang. “Sir, I need to refuel the plane.”

Sun gave a polite nod. “I’ll make the call as soon as we load this luggage. We’ll get you refueled and on your way.”

The pilot nodded at Tao Fang. “I’ll be awaiting your call, sir. Have a safe trip.” The pilot boarded the plane to await refueling in the air-conditioned cockpit.

Tao Fang assumed that everyone expected him to leave his jet in Mexico for convenience. If he did so, it would be here waiting to return him to China once his operation in America was completed. He wouldn’t be doing that. It felt as if his relationship with the Chinese president was tenuous at the moment. He had no interest in finishing this task only to find that his jet had been seized in Mexico or China. No, he was sending his jet elsewhere. Through a shell corporation, he owned multiple properties in the Caribbean. He’d instructed his pilot to wait there until he received further instructions.

Sun pointed at the two expensive suitcases. “That’s your gear?”

“Yes, is something wrong?”

Sun smirked. “No, I guess not. Conditions in the field are rather primitive. A backpack or duffel bag might have been more appropriate than a set of expensive luggage.”

Tao Fang raised an eyebrow. “I don’t own either of those. I will proceed with what I have and take my chances. If it’s damaged, surely I can scrape together a few yuan to buy another.”

“As you insist.” Sun walked to the truck and climbed into the driver’s seat.

Fang then understood that he would be responsible for carrying his own luggage from this point forward. He picked up his suitcases and carefully placed them in the bed of the truck so they wouldn’t turn over or bounce around. When he was done, he climbed into the passenger side of the vehicle, noting with distaste that the interior of the vehicle was rather dusty. He brushed at the leg of his pants, a frown on his face.

Sun smiled at the gesture. “Mexico can be a dirty place.”

“Indeed.”

Sun started the vehicle, pressed the accelerator, and whipped the steering wheel into a hard U-turn. The abrupt move forced Tao Fang to latch onto a conveniently placed handle to keep from being slung out of the seat. He winced when he heard his luggage bouncing around in the bed of the truck. It was not lost on him that these maneuvers were intentional on the part of the driver. Perhaps he was trying to demonstrate why suitcases were not a good choice for the field.

For a moment, Fang wondered if this man was an associate of General Li’s and perhaps had been paid to give Fang this harsh welcome. He wasn’t going to ask. He wouldn’t give Li the satisfaction. After a short but terrifying drive, the truck stopped near a generic-looking black helicopter.

“Not a military aircraft?” Fang asked.

Sun killed the engine and shook his head. “Too dangerous. When we fly military aircraft over America, they get shot at all day long. Generic black helicopters are safer because they’re more common. Of course, there’s still a risk. Americans shoot at you for the least little thing.”

“Lovely,” Tao Fang said. “I’m starting to think I should have packed more Kevlar and less silk.”

Sun shrugged. “Some things should be obvious.”

The comment made Fang feel defensive. His mission was top-secret, yet he still felt a need to explain himself. He wasn’t an idiot and didn’t like being treated like one. “I have a high-level meeting in America. One should dress appropriately and not show up looking like a field hand.”

“We’ll speak when you return. Let me know how it goes for you.” Sun hopped out of the vehicle, laughing as he went.

Tao Fang climbed out his side, dusted off the seat of his pants, and collected his luggage from the rear of the vehicle. It wasn’t where he’d placed it, having bounced about the rear of the swerving truck numerous times. With a disapproving look, he brushed at the scuffed leather.

“I hope nothing was damaged,” Sun said, his voice utterly lacking in sincerity.

“I’m sure you do.”

Sun pointed at the open cabin door of the helicopter. “These might not be the accommodations you’re used to. It’s a full flight. I’m sorry we couldn’t arrange something more suitable for a man with high-level meetings.”

Tao Fang squinted into the dark interior of the helicopter and spotted men in tactical gear packed into nearly every seat. “Who are they?”

“Military advisers.”

“Chinese military?”

Sun nodded.

“I thought the goal was to keep actual Chinese troops out of this? That’s the point of using my contractors.”

Sun held up a hand. “They are only there to serve as advisers.”

Tao Fang bristled. “Advisers to whom? The teams working in America are my contractors. I established their chain of command. I provide their orders. There is no role there for military advisers. Our entire plan was specifically built around using contractors and not Chinese soldiers.”

Sun offered a smile that irritated Fang beyond all measure. “General Li’s orders.”

Fang angrily picked up his luggage and stalked off toward the helicopter. He stood just outside the open door for a moment, luggage in hand, waiting to see if anyone would offer to lift the bags inside. It wasn’t that he expected them to serve as his porters, it simply was polite. When all he got was blank stares, Fang heaved his two suitcases into the cabin and climbed aboard.

“Gentlemen,” he said to his companions.

No one returned his greeting. Fang noted their eyes moving between him and his luggage with the same judgmental expression Sun had given him. He wondered for a moment what Sun had told them about him. Had he already been set up as a buffoon? An idiot?

This was going to be a long flight.
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Even though Huddie seemed sincere, Conor was not yet ready to bet his life on it. They marched from the field where they first met him toward the estate where Huddie said he lived, Huddie in the lead. They hadn’t given him back his weapons. In fact, Conor walked about ten feet behind him, ready to put a round in Huddie’s head if there was any sign he was leading them into a trap.

So far everything he said had checked out, and after a short walk, they emerged by an expensive tour bus parked alongside a barn. The rest of the team watched Huddie while Conor and Barb cleared the RV and the barn. Conor then posted Barb, Kate, and Sean as sentries while everyone else remained in the barn, out of sight.

Conor jabbed a thumb toward the tour bus. “That thing is plush and you’re telling me it’s full of fuel?”

“Yeah, it’s full, and I run it once a week to keep the battery charged and the engine lubricated. That’s not as good as taking it for a drive, but I’ve been afraid to leave the property in it. The roads around here aren’t the best these days.”

“Ricardo, I like horses as well as the next guy, but that tour bus beats the hell out of a horse,” said Conor. “On horseback, we’re exposed to weather and we’re vulnerable to whoever we encounter along the road. Not to mention the state of me delicate arse after weeks in the saddle.”

Shani and Barb rolled their eyes in unison.

Barb grimaced. “Can you spare us any updates about your delicate arse?”

“No,” Conor replied flatly. “In every operation there are variables one can control and variables one can’t. My delicate arse is one we can’t.”

“If we can move on please.” Ricardo gestured at Huddie. “Like he said, he’s been afraid to take the bus out because of the state of the roads. After a year and a half, many of them are impassable. Horses are better at bypassing obstacles.”

“Ricardo, you’re forgetting that Lightspeed had crews of his people and the military out here clearing roads for months,” Conor reminded him. “Lightspeed needed to open the interstates so they could get supplies to people, as well as speed up the rollout of power.”

“Who is Lightspeed?” Huddie asked. “And what’s this about supplies and power?” Huddie could tell from the serious looks that that it was a sensitive topic.

“It’s a long story,” Shani said. “Perhaps one best suited for another time.”

Conor hadn’t given up on the idea of traveling in style rather than on horseback. “Ricardo, we might be twenty or thirty miles south of Interstate 40. While it might be slow getting there, I bet Interstate 40 is passable. I know it was one of Lightspeed’s priorities since it’s a major artery connecting the East to the West.”

Ricardo wasn’t convinced. “That bus isn’t exactly a subtle means of transportation, Conor. It will attract a lot of attention. Hell, it was designed to do exactly that. It practically screams that someone wealthy and important is inside. We don’t need that kind of attention.”

“Most of these vehicles have an escape hatch on the roof in case there’s an accident,” Conor said. “Sure, it’s not an MRAP, but a man on the roof with the right kind of weaponry might be a good deterrent against attack.”

“All we have is small arms,” Shani said. “I’d feel more intimidating with better weaponry.”

“We might have access to some,” Conor said. He turned his attention back to Huddie. “What will I find in that house, mate?”

Huddie was seated on a bucket. “Right now you’d probably find a bunch of sleeping idiots. That grenade woke some of them, but I’m sure they went back to bed already. Most of them have been up for three days straight drinking and doing meth. They take sleeping pills to come down off the meth. With all those drugs in his system, Big Sloppy might not even remember shooting a grenade at you guys. He’s probably in a blackout state. It’s happened before.”

Conor gave Huddie a serious look. “No one gets a pass for shooting the Mad Mick out of the air, especially when he’s among friends and family. I don’t care if you’re drunk, high, delusional, or jealous of me good looks. There’s a stiff penalty and I’m going to pay that bloke a visit so we can have a little chat about balancing the books.”

Huddie blinked. “Is this one of those chats that leaves behind a body count?”

“It’s been known to happen,” Conor replied.

Huddie processed this. “Most of the people in that house are jerks, but I’m not sure they all deserve to be slaughtered.”

“That’s not how I operate,” Conor said. “Well…maybe sometimes, though only with good reason.”

Huddie nodded and stared at his hands for a moment while he thought this over. “I’m not sure exactly what you’ll find in there. Those folks might be sleeping in their bedrooms, or they might be sleeping in the living room next to the fire. Big Sloppy is probably upstairs in the master bedroom since I saw him out on his balcony earlier.”

“That’s where he launched the grenade from,” Conor confirmed. “So tell me the best place to enter the house.”
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Conor peered through the glass of the kitchen door. He saw no one puttering about inside. He gently turned the handle and found it unlocked, just as Huddie had suggested it might be. Conor eased inside and paused after a few steps to listen carefully. Not hearing any activity, he waved for Shani and Barb to join him. Aware that the residents could be armed, Conor kept his team together. Huddie had drawn Conor a rough map of the house and he had it taped to his left forearm for quick reference.

Big Sloppy had a household staff in the days before the collapse. Huddie said they’d quit showing up over a year ago. The kitchen reeked. By summer the place would be maggot-infested if they left it like this. With no housekeeper to stay on top of things, there was a towering stack of dishes beside the sink. It looked like people were growing desperate for plates and utensils. They’d been eating off the lids of pots and pans and using the plastic lids of Tupperware containers as plates. When they ran out of those, anything flat—whether it was a cutting board or a pizza pan—was fair game.

The same resourcefulness was evident in their utensil choices. With every piece of silverware dirty and piled in the sink, people had taken to eating with two-pronged meat forks, tiny olive forks and even soup ladles. Scattered along the counter, Conor noticed chopsticks, serving tongs, toothpicks, bamboo skewers, and even a pair of pliers encrusted with tomato sauce.

Conor shook his head at the sight of it. Was nothing sacred to these people? They were eating with tools? As a man who’d spent much of his life in shops, that was like blasphemy.

Two doors led out of the kitchen. Conor checked the one on the left and directed Barb and Shani to check the one on the right. Theirs ended up being a dead end, leading to a pantry, a laundry room, a half-bath, and a utility room. Conor’s door led into a hallway. He waited just inside the kitchen door until Barb and Shani returned, having cleared the rooms they found.

Conor stepped out into the hallway, Shani and Barb behind him. On his immediate left was a sizable dining room. With his rifle at high ready, he checked every corner of the space. He even ducked and checked beneath the table before returning to the hallway. They advanced further, finding that one closed doorway led to a closet, while another led to a guest bathroom. Just beyond that, the hallway emerged into a grand space with high ceilings, expensive furnishings, and unique art. There were paintings on the wall done in a graffiti style that portrayed sights and scenes from rural America. The art was like an extension of Big Sloppy’s aesthetic, the combination of rural and urban life.

Conor threw a hand up to halt Barb and Shani. There was no one up and moving around in this space, but there was certainly some human debris remaining from whatever debauchery had taken place. Sleeping bodies were everywhere. Much like Ella’s son Jagger, these people appeared to have too much time, alcohol, and drugs on their hands.

There were two people asleep on a low sofa. They each had their heads resting on a separate armrest with their lower bodies tangled together. Two women were asleep in the floor on an inflatable mattress, a sleeping bag pulled over them. A man was slumped in an overstuffed chair with a half-gallon of liquor cradled in his arm like a teddy bear. Beer cans covered every flat surface. There were shot glasses, water pipes, and dusty mirrors with razor blades lying on them.

Conor studied the scene for a moment, not moving a muscle or making a sound. There was no movement and no reaction to his presence from the occupants of the room. He stared at each sleeping person and noted that their chests rose and fell slowly. Everyone was truly asleep as far as he could tell.

He consulted the map on his wrist, then signaled Barb and Shani to follow him. He skirted the perimeter of the occupied room and emerged into a magnificent entry. The ceiling of the tremendous open space rose four stories off the floor. It was impressive, but wasted space as far as Conor was concerned. It took a lot of firewood to heat four stories of nothing but open air.

Big Sloppy made sure to keep this part of the home on theme as well. The decor in the entryway was more of the urban redneck style Big Sloppy was fond of. The centerpiece was a moonshine still that had been gold-plated. It reminded Conor of the gold-plated firearms he’d seen cartel soldiers carrying in Central America. The walls held more graffiti influenced paintings of country people in urban settings. A life-sized statue of a coal miner appeared to have been carved from actual coal.

A central staircase with marble steps and a brass handrail led to the next floor. The map indicated this led to Big Sloppy’s suite. Conor climbed the stairs carefully, making sure his boots didn’t squeak on the polished marble. He was halfway up, rifle shouldered, when Shani and Barb fell in behind him. They alternated their focus from forward to the rear, making sure they weren’t being followed.

The second floor didn’t reflect the refined taste of the wealthy, but the overdone indulgence of those who were new to money and didn’t understand how to hold onto it. If his home was any indication of his relationship with money, Big Sloppy would probably be like thousands of others before him who’d blown through their windfalls. In twenty years he would probably be living in a modest house in the suburbs, telling his drinking buddies at the corner bar about how rich he had once been.

Conor held up at the top of the steps and waited for Barb and Shani to catch up. Huddie had warned them of what they’d run into here when he was drawing their map, and it was exactly as he described. Three hallways led off in diverging directions. According to the map on Conor’s sleeve, it was the center hallway that led directly to the door of Big Sloppy’s master suite. His suite was also accessible from the other two hallways, which had other bedrooms along the way.

“One of you go left, the other right,” Conor said in a low voice. “I’m taking center. If you see anyone in a bedroom and they’re out cold, leave them for now. We’ll subdue Big Sloppy first, then work our way back out. Once we have this floor under control, we’ll go downstairs and roll up those folks.”

Shani and Barb nodded that they understood, then worked out that Shani was going to go left while Barb took the right hallway. Conor got on his rifle, one eye fixed to his optic, ready to fire if he had to. Even though this felt much like the operation they’d undertaken to rescue Ella Ford that very morning, the difference in décor was jarring. Ella’s house was like 1960s Hollywood. Big Sloppy’s upstairs was more like a drug dealer’s mansion from the 1990s, with a few rich redneck touches.

The first doorway Conor came to was on his left and it stood open. Conor triggered his weapon light to reveal a large bathroom done in stark white. The white may have been a good color choice in better times, but now all it did was more clearly show off the filth and squalor. Despite the opulent fixtures, the room was heavy on the neglected gas station restroom vibe. There was no excuse for it, either. Huddie said the backup power kept the well running. They not only had water here, but hot water. They could have been cleaning if they wanted to. They just didn’t want to.

“Feckin’ pigs,” he muttered.

Conor pushed on, now needing his weapon light full-time to navigate the dark, windowless hallway. The floors were done in marble tile and he placed each foot carefully to avoid his boots squeaking on the polished surface. The next door was on his right and he paused outside it, pressing his ear against the smooth white surface to listen. When he heard nothing, he gently pressed down on the brass lever and peered inside. It was a linen closet.

The only doors remaining unexplored in the long hallway stood just ahead of him. They were double doors, both taller and wider than anything found in a normal home. They were made of an exotic hardwood with elaborate carvings and brass hardware. Even before he got close to those doors, Conor could tell there was someone inside that room. A deep and resonant snoring came from within, like the sputtering of an eighty-year-old tractor mixed with the irritating whine of a leaf blower.

“I might not be a doctor, but I think you need a CPAP machine, Big Sloppy,” Conor said to himself.

He paused just outside the double doors, wondering if Big Sloppy had company in there or if he was alone. If he had a guest, surely to God they were awake. No one with proper hearing should be able to sleep through noise like that. It would be like trying to sleep on a runway with planes landing around you all night. Like trying to sleep on top of an industrial air compressor. Conor let out a breath, pressed the handle down, and pushed the door open. It swung silently on ball bearing hinges.

Conor entered the room with his rifle high, snapping it from sector to sector, clearing the room. Big Sloppy snored on, oblivious to the intruder in his room. When Conor was certain that the massive bedroom was empty except for him and Big Sloppy, he cleared the master bath. It might have been fancy in better times, but now it was in an even worse state than the one he’d seen just down the hall.

Conor’s stomach roiled at the smell of the bathroom, and that was no small accomplishment. He’d seen and smelled many repugnant things over his career, and he didn’t get sick easily. Hell, he’d once eaten a Twinkie while snapping “proof of death” photos of a Syrian terrorist who’d slow-roasted in the trunk of a car for a week in the desert sun. It took a lot to make him reach for the Pepto, but Big Sloppy’s bathroom was about to do it.

Next, Conor checked out the closet, which wasn’t like any closet he’d ever seen before. It was more like a separate apartment built for clothes. Conor had known families in Ireland who raised twelve kids in spaces smaller than that closet. As someone who pretty much wore the same thing every day, Conor couldn’t imagine having that many clothes. Custom shelving held shoes and boots of every material and color. Numerous racks held oversized clubwear, stage clothes, and every type of track suit imaginable. Another rack held only bibbed overalls, some full length, others cut into shorts. Conor couldn’t decide if the place was more like a boutique for the rich and tasteless or a thrift shop in a bad neighborhood.

The last unexplored space in the suite was the combination safe room and arsenal. The heavy steel vault door that secured the space stood wide open. While Big Sloppy might have left it open for his own convenience, that also made it convenient for Conor to simply stroll in like he owned the place. He was immediately impressed. While most of the house was nasty, the interior of this space looked like a gun lover’s wet dream. An expensive rack system held hundreds of weapons neatly displayed on the wall. Conor saw plenty of goodies he’d like to “borrow” but there was work to be done first.

The focal point of the house-sized bedroom was the bed itself. Conor hadn’t seen one this size before. It appeared to be the size of two California kings shoved together. It was just as disgusting as the bathroom. The sheets were stained so badly they looked like burial shrouds. Big Sloppy’s own image was preserved in the filthy linens by a mixture of dirt, sweat, and spilled beer. Conor had slept in some of the worst conditions the world had to offer, but he’d sleep in the yard before he stretched out on that bed. While he was working through his disgust, he spotted the grenade launcher on the floor beside the bed. Beyond it was the balcony that Big Sloppy had fired the weapon from.

The country rapper was asleep on his back. Kate had been correct during their flyover when she had observed that Big Sloppy was standing out there naked. He was indeed dressed just as he had entered this world. Conor fished a pair of zip ties from a cargo pocket and stuck them in his teeth. He slung his rifle around to his back, then gripped Big Sloppy by the wrist with both hands. He yanked hard, dragging Big Sloppy out of the bed.

The big man’s eyes didn’t open when Conor first latched onto him. It wasn’t until he dropped the three feet from his bed to the floor and landed on his back that his eyes opened. His head smacked the tile and left him stunned, which was exactly what Conor was hoping for. Taking advantage of the opportunity, he grabbed Big Sloppy’s opposite hand and rolled him over onto his stomach. Conor pinned him down with a knee and hauled the singer’s wrists around to his back. He got a zip tie around one wrist, then slipped another beneath it, and secured Big Sloppy’s other wrist to the first.

Conor stood up and stepped away from his prisoner, hauling his rifle back to the front of his body and aiming at the bound man. Despite the prisoner’s confused state, Conor felt a warning was necessary. “I suggest you keep still and keep quiet.”

When Big Sloppy opened his mouth to say something, the combination of booze, drugs, and sleep deprivation had his mouth and brain out of sync with each other. What came out sounded like the speech of the caveman with no tongue. Still, the words he used were clear enough to violate Conor’s terms of service. He searched the floor, found a grubby t-shirt, and shoved as much of it in Big Sloppy’s mouth as he could fit.

Big Sloppy’s eyes went wide and he tried to protest, but the shirt did an effective job of muffling him. Pleased with his work, Conor got up and headed for the door that opened onto Barb’s hallway. Although Shani and Barb were both extremely capable, his protective nature always made him rush toward his daughter first. He approached the door, then spoke into his comms.

“Conor for Barb. I got the Big Kahuna all wrapped up. I’m stepping out in your hallway, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t light me up.”

He heard two clicks from her mic and understood she was in a situation where she couldn’t risk speaking. He pulled the hallway door open, then chanced a quick glance outside.

Clear.

Conor entered the hallway with his rifle up and made a beeline for the one door that stood open. He paused outside and listened. Inside, he could hear Barb speaking in a low voice, but he couldn’t make out what she was saying.

He went to his comms. “I’m at your doorway, Barb. I’m entering the room.”

He swung into the room with his rifle high and took stock of the situation. Two women were face down on the floor with their hands zip tied behind them. A third was on the bed, unconscious as Barb casually restrained her.

“She dead?” Conor asked.

Barb shot him a look. “Nah, out cold. You think I’d bother zip-tying a dead woman?”

“Good point. You take their clothes?” Conor asked, noticing that all the women were nude.

Barb shook her head. “Found them that way. Didn’t ask why.”

“Ahh. Looks like you have this under control. Secure their feet, then meet me in Big Sloppy’s room.” Conor spoke into his comms. “Conor for Shani. I’m coming your way.”

Conor heard a ripping sound and saw Barb tearing off a length of duct tape from a large roll. She used it to secure the ankles of the unconscious woman.

“You bring a roll that size with you?”

“No,” Barb replied. “I found it on the nightstand. It’s another of those things I don’t want to ask about.”

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

Conor left Barb to field that question. He checked the hall, then stepped out after confirming it was clear. He returned to Big Sloppy’s room just in time to see the man roll to his feet. Conor couldn’t believe it. He’d never have imagined that Big Sloppy had the strength or balance to get up with his hands tied behind his back.

“Geez!” Conor groaned.

Big Sloppy charged across the room, stumbling like a gigantic naked toddler just learning to walk. At first Conor thought he was going for the double doors that led to the hallway, then Big Sloppy changed course and veered off toward the safe room. Conor wasn’t letting him get inside there. The weapons inside that room were Conor’s sole reason for entering the mansion. If Big Sloppy locked himself in there, the opportunity was lost. So was Conor’s opportunity for revenge.

Conor briefly considered just shooting him. He had no qualms about killing Big Sloppy, but he wasn’t ready to fire his rifle in the silence of the house. Even suppressed, a gunshot might wake up the people they hadn’t secured yet. Conor launched himself across the room, sprinting to put himself between Big Sloppy and the safe room. Conor got there first and positioned himself in the doorway. He drew his knife and braced himself. If Big Sloppy collided with him, it would make for an interesting physics experiment about mass and inertia.

Big Sloppy’s eyes went wide when he saw the knife. He attempted to reverse course, which was no easy task for a man his size with a body full of chemicals. Big Sloppy spotted the open door that led into Barb’s hallway. He started in that direction but stopped when Barb materialized there. She brought up her rifle and aimed at Big Sloppy’s bare chest.

Conor held up a hand. “Easy, Barb. He can’t go anywhere.”

Conor was wrong. Out of options, Big Sloppy ran for the balcony.

“Dead end,” Conor growled. “Give it up!”

Big Sloppy knew the balcony was a dead end, but his brain wasn’t hitting on all cylinders. He hit the closed French doors, then spun around and used one of his bound hands to press down on the lever handle. Big Sloppy now had the balcony door open. He staggered toward the railing, trying to suck in air around the shirt in his mouth. His face was red and he was in a panic.

Barb’s eyes went wide. “Dad, he’s going to jump.”

She was right. Conor accelerated toward the door but had no idea how he’d stop Big Sloppy if he got to him. The man was twice his weight, sweaty, and naked.

Just as Conor reached the French doors, Big Sloppy launched himself forward. Conor could only watch it happen, unwilling to latch onto the man and be pulled over with him. In Big Sloppy’s head, he might have imagined a graceful swan dive over the railing and into the pool below. Once there, he’d make his way to the pool deck, then run for the safety of the woods.

While that might have been a magnificent plan, that wasn’t what happened. Big Sloppy hit the railing at waist level and tumbled over it. Conor reached the railing just in time to see Big Sloppy slap against the concrete below. Blood leaked from him like water from a squeezed sponge. Conor didn’t know the guy so he wasn’t all broke up about losing him, yet it was indeed a strange turn of events. It reminded him of just how sideways an operation could go sometimes. Conor stepped away from the railing and went back inside the bedroom, shutting the French doors behind him.

“What happened?” Barb asked.

“He missed.”
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Conor left Barb upstairs to keep an eye on the second-floor prisoners, now all zip-tied and consolidated to one room. Several asked questions about why Big Sloppy wasn’t with them. Conor and his people didn’t reply. The prisoners would find out soon enough. Shani and Conor went downstairs and subdued the last of the occupants. Shani remained with them while Conor performed a search of the house, not finding any surprises.

Once he’d rejoined Shani, Conor got on his radio. “Conor for Ricardo.”

“Go for Ricardo.”

“We’ve secured the house. If you folks are finished loading the spare fuel, bring that bus up to the main house and park outside the kitchen.”

“Copy that,” Ricardo said. “We’re nearly done. We’ll be there in a moment.”

“You good here?” Conor asked Shani.

She regarded her glum-faced prisoners. “I got this.”

Conor jogged up the stairs, confirmed Barb still had her people under control, then paid a visit to Big Sloppy’s safe room. Conor had seen rooms like this before. The door was manufactured by one of the same companies that made smaller gun safes. This vault door was designed to be set into a concrete structure so that the room itself essentially became a gun safe.

As Conor had noted before, the inside looked like Big Sloppy spent too much time drooling over “gun porn” on Instagram. It was as if everything was designed for visual impact rather than utility and functionality. The walls were done in a display system that allowed for versatility in how they displayed things. The walls held the guns and a low shelf that nearly wrapped the entire room held ammo. There were boxes, ammo cans, and crates all marked with the various calibers.

Conor was like a kid in a candy store. It wasn’t that Big Sloppy had things Conor hadn’t seen before. Conor had seen and used almost every type of weapon available, including many that were unavailable to civilians. He had a ridiculously large arsenal of his own, though it was scattered out now between his compound at Jewell Ridge, the Banks compound, and a series of shipping containers stowed in various places.

The reason Conor was excited was that he was a bit of a gun whore. He might have two dozen Glocks already, but there were a few in Big Sloppy’s gun room that he didn’t have. There were maybe fifteen AR and M4 variants. Those didn’t really get his blood pumping because he carried one in some capacity nearly every day. The only exception was a pair of really nice Vietnam War era M-16s with full-auto capability. Surely he could find room on the bus for those.

He made himself snap out of it, wiped his chin, and set about the business of practically figuring out what they needed for the road. He grabbed the grenade launcher first, then all the grenades he could find for it. He placed all that in the bedroom, just outside the gunroom door. Next, he gathered up several cases of ammo, going for metal ammo cans when available, since they were easier to carry and more durable than cardboard boxes.

Unless they were running some specialized op, the team generally tried to standardize the weapons they carried in the field so they could share mags if they had to. Ricardo was an exception to that, fully enamored with the FN P90, with its oddball ammo and quirky magazines. For the normal folks, Conor filled a pillowcase with spare mags, both empty and full. He got a cleaning kit, a few spare handguns, and two spare rifles. He found several night vision headsets and two thermal scopes, which he also took. After a few close calls in the past, Conor didn’t leave home without night vision or thermal these days. Someone else on the team might have a need for them.

Once he was done, he hauled loads to the top of the steps. While he was doing that, Ricardo radioed to confirm that the bus was outside.

“We have to take on some supplies,” Ricardo said. “Huddie is also going to grab an ax, a chainsaw, a winch, and some other gear in case we need to clear roads.”

“Good plan,” Conor said. “If Sean is free, send him to the main stairs. He can help me ferry the weapons and ammo to the bus.”

“Copy that. He’s on his way.”

Conor hauled two more ammo cans to the top of the stairs, then Sean was there hefting items from Conor’s pile.

“Could you have gotten some lighter kit?” Sean complained.

“If we burn through our ammo, you’ll be glad I got more. Unless you’re content with slingshots and rubber band guns.”

“I’ll stick with firearms, thanks.”

Conor winked. “Thought you might.”

Once they got the last of the guns and ammo to the bus, Conor got on his radio. “Shani, Barb? You two still good?”

They both checked in and indicated that they were.

“Sit tight a little longer. We’re almost done loading, then we’ll pull out.”

Conor was impressed by the way Huddie was coordinating the loading of the RV. He wasn’t sure if it was the man’s military background or his role in managing this property, but he knew how to get things done. He had Ella topping off the water tank on the bus using a water hose, and Ricardo and Kate carrying plastic buckets of freeze-dried meals from the garage to the bus.

Huddie was running around like a chicken with his head cut off, trying to grab all the things he thought they might need for a road trip through hostile territory. He chose tools, a hi-lift jack, and a floor jack from the garage. He got a case of liquor and slipped it onto the bus without a word. He hand-picked a few more items from the garage, the kitchen, and the house and shoved them into an army duffel bag. Conor didn’t see all the things he packed but saw enough to understand the man had good instincts.

When everything was done, Conor had Huddie start the bus and everyone loaded up. “I’m going to speak to the occupants of the house, then we’ll get out of here. Give us a few minutes.”

Conor jogged upstairs and joined Barb. He drew the fixed blade knife from his plate carrier and everyone’s eyes went wide with fear.

“Easy now,” he said. “I’m cutting your feet lose so we can all go downstairs.”

“What do you want with us?” a woman demanded.

“I don’t want anything from you,” Conor said. “Except that we go downstairs and speak as a group.”

She badgered Conor with questions, which he ignored as he went from person to person, freeing their ankles.

“You want me to knock her out if she keeps jabbering?” Barb asked. “She’s starting to irritate me.”

The talkative woman swallowed hard, suddenly deciding she might have been too persistent in her inquiries. Not everyone responded to someone being loud and trying to overtalk them. That only worked until you met someone willing to punch you in the face or put a bullet in you.

“Nah, save your strength, Barb. We’ll be done with her soon enough,” Conor said.

The woman didn’t know if that meant she’d be free or she’d be dead, so she wisely chose to err on the side of caution and remain silent. Conor and Barb worked together to escort the upstairs group down the steps. Their hands were still bound and Conor warned them not to try and run off or things wouldn’t go so well. They sat the group down in the living room with their companions.

“Is this everyone?” Conor asked. “Did we miss anyone?”

“There’s a caretaker guy,” one of the men said. “I think his name is Huddie.”

“Copy that,” Conor said. He took it as a good sign that they mentioned Huddie. Maybe it meant they were being honest.

“Are you going to kill us?” the same man asked.

Conor shook his head. “No.”

“Rob us?” a woman asked.

“No.”

“We saw you carrying things out of here,” the man said. “What’s that all about if you’re not robbing us?”

Conor sighed. “We were flying over in a helicopter minding our own business this morning when your host decided to shoot a grenade at us. The bastard damaged our chopper, which is nearly priceless these days. Given that we were suddenly grounded and stranded five hundred miles away from home, it seemed only appropriate that I find the bloke responsible and have a little talk with him.”

“Did you kill him?” another woman asked.

“No,” said Conor. “But the dumbass did think he’d hop off his balcony, land in the pool, and scamper away like a little bunny rabbit. The only problem was he misjudged and faceplanted on the concrete below.”

“Was he hurt?” a woman asked.

Shani, Barb, and Conor all gawped at the woman in disbelief.

“Are you bloody serious?” Barb asked.

The woman didn’t say anything but her expression revealed that she was.

“Of course he’s dead,” Conor said. “He looks your granny accidentally dropped a cherry pie in the kitchen floor.”

Perhaps that wasn’t the kindest way to summarize the events of the morning because several of the women started crying. Shani shot Conor a look, clearly blaming him for this turn of events.

“Listen up,” Conor said. “We’re going to leave a knife so you folks can cut yourself loose. We’re out of here. I suggest you don’t do anything stupid. Don’t try to follow us or shoot at us unless you want to end up like Big Sloppy—a big sloppy mess. See what I did there?”

Conor was proud of himself, but Shani and Barb rolled their eyes.

“You two load up on the bus,” Conor said. He raised a chef’s knife he’d picked up in the kitchen for all the prisoners to see. When he had their attention, he drove it into the door frame at waist level. He stepped away from the knife and pointed at it. “One of you can cut yourself loose on that, then let your friends loose. Be careful you don’t accidentally slit your wrists because that’ll damn sure wreck your morning. Have a nice day.”

Conor backed out of the room, then ran for the bus, and hopped in the open door. “Go!”

Huddie shifted into gear and accelerated away from the house. At the end of the driveway, he swung a right onto the main road and they drove away.
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There had been a time in his life when Tao Fang had enjoyed a good adventure. When he received permission from the Chinese government to launch his military contracting company, he traveled throughout Africa and Central America meeting with rebels, warlords, drug kingpins, tribal leaders, government officials, and nearly every other type of powerbroker imaginable. Those kinds of one-on-one connections had been necessary to build the relationships he needed.

Those relationships had led to China financing billions of dollars of infrastructure projects in poor nations. Those projects had gone on to give China a foothold in those countries. Tao Fang would bring in contractors to train local security forces and those forces would then buy Chinese weapons. It was a win for everyone from Tao Fang to China to the nation they were working with. In the end, this initiative not only opened new markets for Chinese products, it built goodwill in nations the Western world didn’t bother with.

Fang had never been scared during those trips, even though he’d been in some absolutely terrifying situations. He could have died a thousand times over. Many of the people he met with ruled through violence and fear. Sometimes they tried to intimidate Tao Fang to demonstrate their power. They wanted him and the government he represented to know that they weren’t so easily won over.

It was all posturing. They wanted China to know that they weren’t intimidated by the larger and more powerful nation. In the end, Tao Fang knew he could bring them around to seeing things his way because greed was universal. Whether it was food, weapons, vehicles, regional infrastructure improvements, or cold hard cash, Tao Fang could provide it. When he did, those local leaders fell in line and gave him all the cooperation he needed. It worked every time.

It had been a decade since Tao Fang launched his contracting enterprise and the time had flown by. In hindsight, he wasn’t sure what had protected him on those trips into hostile territory. Was it the bravado of youth? The feeling that he was bulletproof and unstoppable?

Whatever it was, he wasn’t feeling it now. The things that made those earlier trips feel worthwhile were missing from this one. He didn’t feel the enthusiasm he normally felt when doing outreach, fieldwork, or relationship building for one of his businesses. Then there was the fact that he’d lost control of this operation almost entirely. It had gone from being his brainchild to him being at the mercy of General Li and the president. He knew that his international endeavors were a shared enterprise with the Chinese government—that was the cost of admission—but he’d never felt so close to having it all taken from him. He’d become little more than an errand boy and he felt like those who’d dispatched him on this errand didn’t care if he returned alive or not.

This flight from Mexico to wherever they were going was a perfect example. Years ago Fang would have been gung-ho about the journey. He’d have boarded the flight determined to win over this team of grim-faced soldiers and, by the time they landed, he’d have done it. This time it was simply awkward and it was only going to become more so, because Tao Fang had forgotten to pay a visit to the restroom before boarding the helicopter.

He tried to put the situation out of his mind, but it had reached crisis level and he could ignore it no longer. If he did, he was going to have the kind of accident he hadn’t had in a long time. Well, except for when he was drunk. He wasn’t counting that. No one counted the things they did while intoxicated.

Fang looked around and didn’t see anything that looked like a restroom. He’d been on enough helicopters to know it was unlikely there would be one, yet somehow he’d hoped. A few of the soldiers gave him hard stares as he looked around the cabin and met their eyes.

When he could take it no longer, he had to ask over the inflight comms. “Excuse me, but how does one relieve themselves mid-flight?”

“Open the door and stand on the landing gear,” the pilot said.

“And hang on tight!” the copilot added, laughing.

Tao Fang looked toward the cabin door and wasn’t sure if he could do that or not. There had to be a better solution.

The copilot nudged the pilot on the arm. “You better tell him the truth before he tries it.”

The two shared a laugh.

“Perhaps a bottle?” Tao Fang asked. “It’s an urgent matter.”

The soldiers around him were snickering now, enjoying his discomfort. Tao Fang frowned at them. Had they no respect? Did they not understand who he was or why he was there? Didn’t they know that his mission made him the most important person in this aircraft?

Something hit him in the chest, then slid to the floor. Tao Fang saw that it was a clear plastic bag of some type with a powdered chemical inside it. He pointed at it. “What is this?”

“You pee inside it,” the copilot replied.

Tao Fang looked around the cramped cabin of the helicopter. “Where?”

Laughter broke out around him as the soldiers heard his comment. Military life had long since rid them of any notion of privacy or modesty.

“From your seat!” the pilot snapped. “And don’t spill it or we’ll throw you out.”

Tao Fang wanted to say that there was absolutely no way he was using such a device to relieve himself, but what other option did he have? They were over the Gulf of Mexico so it wasn’t like they could land, even if the pilots had been willing to do so. It was either use the device they’d given him or go in his pants like a child.

Fang unbuckled his seat belt and snatched up the device from the floor. He blew out a breath, unzipped his pants, and did his business.

“What do I do with it now?” he asked when the embarrassing situation was nearly over with.

“Not my problem,” the pilot fired back. “It’s yours now.”

Tao Fang wasn’t sure if they were serious or not, but seeing no other solution, he laid the pack down between his feet. This flight couldn’t be over soon enough for him.

“How far to our first stop?” Fang asked.

The pilot laughed. “Why, you have to go again?”

“No. I’m just curious.” Fang wasn’t sure what the other men on the helicopter knew so he didn’t specifically reference the Greenbrier Resort. That was where the American president and his closest associates had been holed up since the early days of the disaster, but he didn’t know where these so-called military advisers were going. He assumed it wasn’t with him; there had been no discussion of him taking an armed contingent to see the American president.

The pilot said, “The ship we’re heading for is anchored around eight miles off the coast of Virginia. We’re about two hours out.”

Tao Fang’s face clouded. “Ship? There must be some mistake. I’m not going to a ship. I’m expected elsewhere.”

“You’re expected on the ship,” a soldier to Fang’s right replied. With his short hair and sunglasses, he could be a clone of any one of the men around him. He wore nothing to identify his name or rank.

“And who might you be?” Fang asked.

“I’m the man assigned to make sure you behave.”

“Assigned by whom?” Fang already knew the answer.

“General Li.”

It was exactly as Fang had expected. “I think there’s been some kind of mistake. I’m not sure where you gentlemen are going, but I have a destination—a plan—and that plan doesn’t involve a ship. Do you need me to provide you with coordinates? I have them here somewhere.”

“That’s not necessary,” said the soldier. “Regardless of your plan, we’re going to the ship first. That is our plan. You will be briefed when we arrive.”

“Briefed on my own mission?” Fang snapped. “Briefed on the operation I planned? This whole campaign is my plan! Annexing America is my plan! I don’t require a briefing. I should be the one providing the briefing.”

The man repeated himself with a venom that told Fang this was the final word on the matter. “We are delivering you to a ship off the Virginia coast. You can arrive sitting in your seat or you can arrive bound, hooded, and on the floor. The choice is yours.”

Tao Fang fell silent. He should have known better than to let his emotions show. It was a key tenet of business. While he might be boiling over with anger, his fight was not with these men. It was with General Li who was pulling the strings of this operation from behind the scenes.

Li intentionally kept Fang in the dark. He’d done that at every turn, letting Fang think he was in control and then yanking the rug out from under him. Fang knew the general was probably sitting in his office at this very moment, his bony face split with a skeletal grin as he contemplated the surprises that lay ahead for Tao Fang. Fang wanted nothing more at that moment than to cave the man’s head in with a rock.
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As expected, progress was slow once Conor and his team pulled out of Big Sloppy’s place. Their handheld GPS units told them they were only a few miles from I-840, an expressway that bypassed Nashville to the south. Their hope was that they’d find I-840 clear, but they had no way of knowing if Lightspeed’s crews had reached that far before the organization collapsed. For now, it was a mile-by-mile fight to dodge disabled vehicles, downed trees, and wayward livestock. In most cases, they could skirt around the dead cars and trucks. However, a couple of times they’d been forced to use a steel cable and a snatch block to drag the obstructions off the road.

Only twice did they see other people moving about. Once it was a tall, thin man in bibbed overalls and a red and black checked jacket walking toward them on the shoulder of the road. He had a double-barrel shotgun broken open and nestled in the crook of his arm.

“Keep an eye on that one,” Conor warned Huddie from the passenger seat.

“He ain’t nobody to worry about,” Huddie scoffed. “That’s old Akeman. He has a farm and a cabin just over the hill there. He was probably one of the first Nashville folks to move out this far.”

“Never heard of him,” Conor said.

“You wouldn’t unless you follow the Grand Ole Opry,” Ella pitched in from behind them. “I’ve known that old man for more than forty years. He plays the banjo and sings those old mountain songs like I grew up on.”

“Yeah, can’t say I know much about the Opry,” Conor said. “My life is goats, guns, and welding. Not much room for banjo.”

Huddie laughed as they got closer. “Looks like Akeman has been out rabbit hunting. Got two thrown over his shoulder.”

Akeman paid them little mind, barely tipping his head in a nod as the bus passed him. A few miles later, they spotted some people on horseback in a distant field. The riders paused at the unfamiliar sight of a vehicle traveling the roadway. Once the bus had passed, they kicked their horses and charged wildly away, as if concerned the appearance of the bus foretold the promise of violence or danger.

After several exhausting hours, they descended an onramp to the right and pulled onto I-840. Even before they’d fully merged onto the freeway, Conor saw a sight that made him let out a small cheer. Disabled vehicles lined the shoulder of the road. They were crumpled, scratched, and in some cases rolled over onto their tops. The consistency of the wreckage told Conor that they’d been intentionally cleared from the highway, either by Lightspeed’s people or the military.

“They did it! They got this far! This is good news!” Conor announced. “It should be smooth sailing from here.”

“I hope so,” Huddie said. “It’ll be a faster trip if we’re not dodging cows, cars, and locals.”

“Don’t jinx us, Conor,” Ricardo said. “Clear roads don’t guarantee smooth sailing. There’s the human element to be concerned about.”

Conor snarled. “People.”

“Indeed,” Ricardo agreed. “People.”

Conor remained up front with Huddie. After a year and a half of chaos, Conor had learned that one set of eyes was never enough. Huddie would watch the road ahead of them while Conor monitored everything else.

“The overpasses make me nervous,” Huddie admitted. “I was a truck driver for a while and in some parts of the country, people gather on the overpasses on Halloween night. They drop things on passing vehicles—bricks, rocks, or whatever else they can lay their hands on. Since then, I get nervous every time I see one.”

Conor fumbled with his pack, got out a pair of binoculars, and scanned the next overpass. It was maybe a half a mile ahead of them. “All clear, as far as I can tell from here. I’ll keep watching.”

They used that system for the next hour, Huddie slowing as they approached each overpass so Conor could check it out. A couple of times they were almost at a crawl or even stopped when Conor thought he spotted something suspicious. Twice, he got out and walked ahead of the bus just to make sure there were no surprises waiting on them.

In this manner, they covered about one hundred and fifty miles before the sun began to set. It had been slow going, watching the overpasses and monitoring the highway for potential traps. Not once had they been able to reach what used to be considered highway speeds. Even though the old bullet-riddled signs said the speed limit was seventy miles per hour, no one felt safe going that fast.

They gradually began to feel comfortable with this mode of travel, but they still had well over three hundred miles left to go. They would travel Interstate 40 to just past Knoxville, Tennessee, then take Interstate 81 as far as Wytheville, Virginia. There they would head north on Interstate 77 and somewhere around Beckley, West Virginia, they would leave the highway and take secondary roads until they reached the Banks’ compound. That was the plan, at least.

“Are we going to pull off somewhere and spend the night?” Huddie asked.

“No,” Conor replied. “Driving at night is actually safer for us. We can go into stealth mode.”

“What exactly is stealth mode?”

Conor jabbed a thumb toward the back of the bus. “We let Ricardo drive. He might look useless as tits on a boar hog, but he’s actually a decent truck driver. Who knew? He’ll wear night vision so we can kill the headlights and run dark. I’ll ride shotgun with thermal to keep an eye out for anyone lurking in the darkness.”

Huddie said, “I don’t mind driving, but I am getting a little tired. If I can manage to catch some shut eye in the back, I can relieve him in a couple of hours if you want.”

Conor called to the back. “Ricardo, when you want to switch out?”

Ricardo consulted the GPS on his tablet. “It looks like we’re coming up on the town of Kingston. Once we get past that, let’s pull over and switch out. There’s a stretch of open road that might be safer than stopping near the town.”

“Good enough for me,” Huddie replied.

Twilight came early at that time of year, and it was in the last rays of daylight that they crossed the Clinch River by the TVA’s Kingston power plant. Despite this area being more populated than much of the Interstate 40 corridor, they encountered relatively few people, and no traps.

Once they were across the river, Ricardo moved to the front of the bus. “There’s an overpass up ahead. Let’s get a mile or two past that and we can switch out.” He opened a pocket on his plate carrier and extracted a rattling pill bottle.

“What are those?” Conor asked.

“Combat effectiveness in a bottle.”

“Stimulants?”

Ricardo nodded. “I don’t have any of the military-grade stuff on me. I did manage to raid a weight loss clinic before we escaped Northern Virginia and I have a decent supply of phentermine. It’ll do the job.”

Conor was not a fan of recreational drugs or even intoxication in general. He might have a drink or two if conditions were absolutely right, but he generally preferred to retain his edge. A man with as many enemies as he had needed to stay plugged in. At the same time, he was aware that being sleepy in the middle of operation was a good way to die or get someone else killed. He needed to remain alert, so he stuck out a hand. “Hit me.”

Ricardo shook one into the cap and held it out to Conor. Conor took the pill and swallowed it dry. Ricardo took one for himself, swallowed it, then returned to his seat.

Huddie pointed down the road ahead of them. “There’s the overpass Ricardo mentioned.”

Conor raised his binoculars and scanned the distant overpass. There weren’t many of them on this section of interstate. Underpasses were more common because the interstate had been elevated over the older secondary roads.

“Looks clear,” Conor said. “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary.”

Huddie maintained a steady speed toward the overpass. Conor continued to glass it, watching for any movement or irregularities.

“We still good?” Huddie asked.

Conor shrugged. “As far as I can tell. Go for it.”

Seconds later, they were so close that Conor couldn’t see the top of the overpass any longer, so he lowered the binoculars. That was when he saw two objects arcing toward the windshield.

“Down!” Conor bellowed.

Conor dropped to the footwell in front of his seat, trying to get himself lower than the objects swinging toward them. There was no time to check on Huddie or see if the other passengers were heeding his warning. He was still screaming at them to get down when the windshield exploded only inches above his head. Shards of safety glass sprayed the interior of the bus and Conor’s screaming was instantly drowned out by the screech of tearing metal.

The bus jolted violently, as if had hit something, but there had been nothing ahead of them. Conor was compressed into the footwell as the bus shuddered and lurched. The sound of shredding steel filled his ears, as if some angry giant was tearing the bus open like a sardine can.

There was another hard jolt and, incredibly, the front of the bus reared up into the air. The front wheels left the ground and hung there, suspended for a long, terrifying moment. There was screaming from the back of the bus now, panic as chaos unfolded around them all. Then, whatever held them aloft broke loose, and the front of the bus crashed to the ground.

The suspension bottomed out when the two front tires hit the road again and exploded on impact. Conor cried out, his body rebounding off the metal floor of the footwell. Part of the dashboard broke loose and collapsed onto him. Shards of broken plastic jabbed through his sleeve and into his arm. He felt a moment of panic, wondering if the dashboard had trapped him there, balled up in the footwell. It was a claustrophobic nightmare, wondering if he had survived this bizarre crash only to die permanently entrapped in the wreckage.

Then the bus was still and most of the noise ceased. Conor tried to spot Huddie, but he could barely move. There was no way he was going anywhere with the weight of the dashboard pressing down on him. He was stuck on his side, unable to lift it off in this position. He could hear moans, sobs, and cursing. He couldn’t tell who was who.

“Barb!”

No answer.

Conor unleashed a scream of primal rage and twisted his body. Sharp plastic and jagged metal tore at his flesh and his clothing as he wrenched himself around. Shards of shattered safety glass had sprinkled down the collar of his shirt and flayed his skin with every movement.

He couldn’t turn his lower body yet. His hips felt wedged in place. Somehow, he managed to get his back against the floorboard and his arms between him and the dash. He gritted his teeth and pushed up with all his might, like he was doing a bench press. Metal creaked and groaned, but he didn’t free himself.

He screamed louder and pushed harder, his muscles trembling as he put everything into creating more space for himself. He gained perhaps two inches and miraculously the dashboard remained there when he let go. He kicked hard, like he was shoving off the bottom of a pool. He was aiming for the gap between the driver and passenger seats, desperate to reach Barb and Shani. They were his singular focus.

Each kick gained Conor ground. Inch by inch, he escaped his confinement and got himself between the seats. He looked into the opposite footwell, expecting to find Huddie there. He had not heard anything from him and anticipated the worst—a mangled and crushed body, a dead man. Despite the low light and poor visibility, Conor could tell he wasn’t there. He crawled along the floor of the mangled bus, chunks of the shattered windshield shredding his fingers and palms. He paused long enough to pull his gloves from his back pocket and tug them onto his bleeding hands.

“Barb!”

There was desperation in his voice now. The feeling took him back to the moment that had changed everything for the two of them. His wife dead from a drunk driver and Barb in the hospital, no more than a toddler. He’d never forget that feeling of helplessness. Barb had healed just fine, but Conor hadn’t been able to heal until he’d taken revenge. It was that act of vengeance, the bombing that killed that drunk driver, that set him down the path to becoming the Mad Mick.

“I’m okay, Dad!” a voice cried from the back. “I’m banged up. I don’t think anything is broken. What the hell happened?”

Despite the devastating situation and the fear in Barb’s voice, Conor was overtaken by a profound sense of relief. If Barb was alive, he could deal with the rest. His eyes welled with tears that he didn’t dare wipe away for fear of the glass shards coating his hands. He slid the tiny Streamlight flashlight from his pocket, depressed the thumb switch, and played it around the interior of the bus. It was sheer chaos.

Nothing was where it had once been. The entire roof of the bus was destroyed. There were jagged tears along the top and large sections of sheet-metal were missing entirely. Above him, Conor could see the evening sky with stars beginning to emerge through the grey. Strands of wire and pieces of plastic hung everywhere. There was still no Huddie, but further back in the mangled interior of the bus Conor could see the outstretched and moving limbs of his teammates. Their gear and supplies were scattered throughout the wreckage. The smell of diesel fuel filled the air.

As much as he wanted to help his teammates, Conor was also concerned about securing the scene. Someone had done this to them and that someone was outside, perhaps even closing in on them at this very moment to see what they’d caught in their trap. Conor used his flashlight to find his rifle, then grabbed it by the sling and dragged it along behind him as he crawled toward the side door.

Conor mentally catalogued the voices he heard and checked the names off his list of survivors. Everyone was accounted for except Huddie. His absence gave Conor a sinking feeling in his gut. Everything in the space where the two of them had been sitting was totally destroyed. It was sheer luck that Conor had managed to avoid whatever had wreaked all this carnage.

The side door was intact and still closed, but it was shaped differently than it had been earlier. Conor tried the latch, finding the deformed door was jammed tight. He twisted around until he had his legs pointed in that direction, then delivered several sharp kicks to the door. Only when he kicked with both legs did the door fly open. Conor crawled out backward, pushing himself feet-first through the opening like a man backing out of a hole. He wasn’t even fully out when he heard shouting and boots pounding on pavement. People were closing in.

“Incoming!” Conor shouted. “If you can move, you need to fight!” He jumped up, uncertain of where he was in relation to the overpass. The accident had twisted, yanked, and spun the bus in all directions.

“There!” someone shouted to his left.

It was an unfamiliar voice. A hostile.

Conor spun in that direction, cursing himself for having used his flashlight in the bus just moments ago. His eyes hadn’t yet readjusted to the low light outside and he struggled to figure out what was going on. Two shapes charged in his direction, and they were way closer than he wanted them to be. He couldn’t make out any details—not faces, or clothing, or weapons—but this was one of those moments where he wasn’t going to be judicious about identifying targets. He would draw an imaginary circle around himself and kill everyone standing outside it.

Conor shot the first man without even aiming, a double-tap center mass that sent him sprawling to within feet of where Conor stood. The second man cried out in surprise, too close to retreat now. Conor shoved his rifle barrel forward like he was wielding a bayonet. He caught the man in the gut and pulled the trigger, contact firing a round into his middle.

Screaming, the man fell onto his back. Conor shouldered his rifle and put another round in his face to shut him up. There were more voices in the distance—men giving orders, others shouting unintelligible commands. Conor could sense their urgency. They’d all heard the gunfire and understood their prey was fighting back. Apparently, that wasn’t the way this was supposed to work. They must have expected submission. If that was the case, they’d hooked the wrong fish.

Conor heard glass grinding beneath a boot in the direction of the bus. “That you, Barb?”

Even in the low light Conor could see dark smudges on her face. Grease maybe? No, not grease. “Is that blood? Are you hurt?”

“It can wait. I have my rifle. What do I need to do?”

There was a burst of full-auto fire from somewhere and rounds whistled by them. Conor lunged backward, sweeping an arm across Barb’s chest, flattening the two of them against the shell of the wrecked bus. Rounds pinged off steel and strafed aluminum body panels.

“There!” Barb shouted, pointing at a muzzle flash in the distance. She shouldered her rifle and dumped rounds in that direction.

To their side, Kate rolled out of the bus door and Conor helped her to her feet. She was banged up, but she had a weapon and was ready to run it.

“What can I do?” Kate asked.

“You and Barb cover this side so the others can get out. I’ll take the other side.”

“Shit! I need NODS,” Barb growled. “I can’t see what I’m shooting at.”

“There were some in the gear from Big Sloppy’s,” Conor said. “But shit is scattered everywhere now.”

Kate ducked and yelled into the bus. “We need night vision now!”

“I’ll look!” Shani called back.

“The fight isn’t going to wait for us to find our gear,” Conor barked. “Shoot everything you see.”

He skirted around the front of the bus, leaving Barb cursing, complaining, and doing her best to pick out targets in the low light. Conor ran into the same thing when he reached the driver’s side of the bus. There were targets everywhere, and they were little more than shadows. A flicker here and there; a silhouette; a disembodied voice in the darkness; the scuff of a boot when someone stumbled.

He caught sight of a flashlight in the woods across the road. Three men emerged and cut across the westbound lane, heading right for him. They were clustered up—a bad tactical decision on their part—and still running a light. Conor lit them up, sending as many rounds as he could before one of them turned off the light. Two of them were crying for help while the third cursed his predicament. Conor hit them with burst after burst until they went silent.

He switched in a fresh mag and called inside the bus, “Any luck with those NODS?

“Still looking!” Shani said.

Conor had some in his pack, though had no idea where it had ended up. They were paralyzed without them, and he hated that feeling.

Barb let out another torrent of cursing as she and Kate fired blindly into the night. With no other option, Conor did the same, firing at shadows and targeting muzzle flashes. He heard banging and scraping as the people remaining in the bus fought to get out. It worried him that it was taking so long. If someone was injured, they were a long way from a doctor, and they’d just lost their ride.

On top of that, the tempo of the battle was increasing. They were taking fire from more directions now and their position was unsustainable. They needed real cover and not some wrecked heap of sheet metal. If they could find a place to hole up for the night, they might be able to salvage some gear in the morning and set out on foot.

Conor reached for his radio, then realized no one else had them. They hadn’t needed them in the bus. He shouted, hoping his teammates could hear him over the gunfire. “We need to get the hell out of here. We’re too exposed. If we stay here, we’re going to die quickly. You all need to get the hell out of there now so we can run for it.”

Speaking calmly, Ricardo replied, “It’s just me, Shani, and Ella left inside now. Sean is out and in the fight. Ella is pinned behind a seat. She has Buford with her and neither of them appear to be hurt. They are stuck there. I’m trying to find something I can use to pry the seat up with now. If we can get a little clearance, Shani can pull her free.”

“Put a rush on it,” Conor said. “We could be overrun at any moment.”

“You might have to leave us behind,” Ricardo suggested.

“And you might have to shut your fucking mouth and work faster!” Conor yelled.

Hardly any of his rounds were hitting anything now. He was mostly spraying rounds as a deterrent and he hated being in this position. It was more of that helplessness that he was not a fan of. He started shouting orders over the top of the bus.

“Barb, increase your rate of fire. Kate, you and Sean gather all the gear you can find. If we’re going to hoof it out of here, we’ll need supplies. Food and ammo.”

Just when he thought things couldn’t get any worse, there was a pop in the distance, and Conor got a sinking feeling in his gut. He searched the sky and saw a glowing arc above him.

“Oh no,” he muttered.

The glow intensified as an illumination flare deployed and floated to Earth above them. They were about to be royally screwed. Conor crouched and continued firing at anything that presented itself. Their escape window had just slammed shut.

“We have to go now!”

No one acknowledged him; there was no response. They knew better than that. Then he noticed that his was the only rifle still in the fight. He paused for a second, trying to make sense of it, then his heart sank.
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Conor tore around the front of the bus, feeling fully exposed because of the bright flare glowing overhead. He feared the worst. Were his people dead? Injured? Rifles didn’t go silent in the middle of a fight for no reason.

The terrifying scene he ran into was every bit as bad as he expected. Two strange men stood with his people, both of them wearing glowing red headlamps. One of them had a rifle aimed at Kate and Barb. The second held a knife to Sean’s throat. Barb stood there with her hands in the air, seething with an unsatisfied rage. She blamed herself for letting the enemy get that close. Conor knew the look.

“Drop your weapons,” the rifleman ordered. A name tape sewn to his jacket indicated that his name was Chumley, if it was really his jacket.

Conor’s mind raced through his options at a frantic pace, searching for something that would allow him to turn the tables on the situation. He kept coming up empty. Then, to his horror, the man with the knife slit Sean’s throat with no warning.

Kate screamed when the man released Sean’s body and it slid to the ground. Sean sputtered and choked, his hands wrapped around his throat in an attempt to stem the blood loss. It was a futile effort. Sean’s arms sagged and his hands drooped from the wound. He fell forward, landing on his face as he lost consciousness and died.

Knife Guy gripped Barb by the hair and yanked her into the position that Sean had previously held. Conor hesitated for a moment, waiting to see how Barb was going to react. She could subdue Knife Guy from this position—he’d seen her do it before—but what happened to Kate if she did? What if her effort failed?

All Conor could see in his head was Barb suffering the same fate as Sean. Barb dying at his feet on a dirty highway. He couldn’t allow that to happen. He gave Barb the slightest shake of his head. He couldn’t risk it.

“I don’t repeat myself,” Chumley said.

Conor unfastened his rifle from the sling and carefully lowered it to the ground.

“Sidearm too.”

Conor drew his handgun, pinched it between two fingers, and placed it alongside his rifle. Part of Conor felt that being disarmed was a death sentence, yet he was afraid that any failure to comply on his part might get Kate and Barb killed. The strangers had already displayed their willingness to commit violence. Conor couldn’t survive seeing Barb die in the way that Sean just had. It would be the end of him. His last strand of humanity would be stripped from him like an old shoelace being yanked from a boot.

Chumley reached forward and grabbed Kate by the hair. He yanked her in front of him, using her as a shield. He transitioned to a handgun and pressed the weapon against Kate’s head. “Tell your friends to get out of that bus now.”

“One of our people is stuck,” Conor said. “They’re trying to free her.”

“You have one minute,” Chumley said. “Anyone still inside in sixty-one seconds dies, along with these two.”

With his hands still in the air, Conor leaned over and shouted through the open bus door. “We’ve been overrun. You have less than a minute to get out. Do it now, whatever it takes!”

Shani and Ricardo didn’t question Conor. Both knew him well enough to understand that he would not have said that if he had a choice. The banging inside got louder as Shani and Ricardo frantically worked to free Ella.

Conor looked at Chumley. “Can I get in there and help them?”

The man shook his head. “The world doesn’t work that way. People succeed or fail of their own merit. Let’s see what they’re made of.”

Conor wanted to slice Chumley’s head off. He met Barb’s eyes and saw disappointment there. Disappointment in herself. She felt as if she’d failed and the blame for everything that happened would rest on her shoulders. Conor knew that feeling. He’d been there. Still, sometimes capture was unavoidable.

When the odds were totally stacked against them, there was a decision to be made. Did they survive to fight another day or did they go out with a bang? Conor had taught Barb that she should always choose survival when certain death was the only other option. Alive, she might find an opportunity to turn the tables on her attackers. Alive, he’d come for her and she’d be rescued. Dead, all options were off the table. Game over.

The minute they’d been given passed in silence. Conor had gone from offering Barb encouraging looks to assessing their attackers. At some point soon the illumination flare would burn out or drop out of sight. If there was a moment of darkness, perhaps he’d have a chance. Then again, maybe he’d get someone else killed.

After an excruciating length of time, Conor heard scrambling within the wreckage of the bus. It was like the scratching of mice within a wall, on a larger scale. Fortunately it was getting closer. They’d freed Ella.

“Can I at least help them out the door?” Conor asked.

“Go for it,” Chumley said. “Try anything stupid and these ladies die first.”

Conor was keeping count of those threats. Every time Chumley mentioned killing Barb was a strike against him. He crouched by the bus door and helped Ella out. He held her for a moment to make sure she was steady on her feet. She was harried and disheveled, but otherwise okay. Buford was tucked inside her jacket, nonplussed as always. Had they not been at gunpoint, Conor would have sat Ella down for a cursory examination to make sure she was okay. They didn’t have that luxury right now.

“Can you stand?” he asked.

“I think so.” Her voice was strong with no indication that she was afraid. Then she noticed Sean’s body face down in a pool of blood. “Oh my God!”

“I guess I should have warned you not to look that way,” he mumbled.

As soon as Shani was out, she put an arm around Ella and pulled her face into her shoulder. “Don’t spend too much time looking at the dead,” she whispered. “Some things you see will come back on you when you least expect it. The less detail you store, the less vivid your nightmares.”

Conor helped Ricardo to his feet. “Not sure it works that way, Shani. You okay, Ricardo?”

“We’ll all feel this tomorrow,” said Ricardo.

Chumley grinned and nodded to Sean’s dead body. “Not that one.”

“Bastard,” Conor mumbled.

Chumley frowned. “What did you say?”

“I said ‘mastered’. As in your mom has mastered the pole after all those years at the club.”

“A little help!” Chumley called.

Four more men emerged from the darkness, dressed like Chumley and the man who’d killed Sean. They wore tactical clothing and quality gear. It wasn’t just the gear they carried, either, but how they carried it. Everything was modded or customized in a way that only came from experience. From using a piece of kit for years and learning how it worked best. Between that and their demeanor, Conor began to understand that these people were military contractors. If they weren’t now, they had been at one time.

Chumley pointed at one of the new arrivals. “Get over here a second.” He handed Barb over to one of the men, then strode directly over to Conor. “My mom, huh?”

Conor shrugged. “Everyone should be good at something.”

Chumley threw a hard right and it wasn’t impressive. He telegraphed it well in advance, plus it was so slow Conor could have brewed a cup of tea while he waited on it. He didn’t bother to block it. He was outnumbered, and fighting back would only make it worse. He’d earned this punch and he’d have to take it.

The punch connected with a loud pop and Conor pretended to stagger under the force of it. He put a hand to his cheek and pretended he’d been thoroughly chastised.

Pleased with himself, Chumley said, “Search them.”

While being searched, Conor and his team were relieved of all the obvious gear. Their plate carriers, backup weapons, knives, and the like were taken. Conor was relieved the search wasn’t thorough enough to pick up the deep cover, last resort gear. While it wasn’t equipment they could fight off an army with, it could be helpful in a pinch.

“We’re missing one man,” Ricardo said when the search was complete. “He might be stuck in the wreckage somewhere, injured or dead. Will you allow us to look for him?”

Chumley shook his head. “No, he’s not trapped in there. We saw him already.”

“Is he alive?” Conor asked. He had to ask. He couldn’t imagine someone being thrown from this accident and surviving, but stranger things had happened.

“You can ask him yourself in a minute,” Chumley replied. “He’s hanging around at the overpass.”

Conor didn’t like the way Chumley said that. He used dark humor often enough himself to recognize it in another person. That meant Huddie was likely dead. “What’s this all about? Who are you people and why did you attack us?”

More men arrived just as the flare faded out. All the contractors wore glowing red LED headlamps to prevent night blindness. Some of them searched the wreckage of the bus, double-checking whether they had everyone in custody or not. Another contractor produced flex-cuffs and cuffed them one at a time. Conor noted these were actual flex-cuffs and not just heavy zip ties like he’d been using lately. That added another checkmark to the likelihood that these people were either military contractors or had been at one time.

He decided to come out and ask. “Who are you people? Contractors? Were you working with the Lightspeed government or the one he replaced?”

Chumley sneered at Conor. The glow of his red LED headlamp gave everything a hellish cast, making the scene distorted and surreal. He could have been a demon from some medieval painting. “You ask a lot of questions.”

Conor tipped his head toward the wreckage of their bus. “Questions are merited. You attacked us and I’d like to know why.”

Chumley approached Conor until their faces were only inches apart. Conor could smell the man’s fetid breath and the odor of a body not washed frequently enough. He’d faced down hundreds of men like this in his life. He knew them to the point he could read their minds and anticipate their moves. He knew exactly what was about to happen. Just like with the punch earlier, Chumley was telegraphing his moves loud and clear. He was preparing to headbutt Conor.

Seeing no choice in the matter, Conor struck first. He whipped his head forward, the upper part of his forehead making contact with Chumley’s nose. Conor felt it yield to the force of his blow, like he’d crushed a bony strawberry with his forehead. He grinned, knowing he’d broken Chumley’s nose.

Conor’s satisfaction was short-lived. Chumley was a hard ass and didn’t step away to whine and cradle his face. He threw an elbow and caught Conor in the temple. It wasn’t the kind of blow one could power through. It was like taking a baseball bat to the head. The world spun and Conor fell on his face.

Conor was still stunned, head reeling, when Chumley knelt over him and rolled Conor onto his back. He straddled Conor’s chest and pressed the barrel of his handgun into Conor’s forehead. Despite the blow Conor had just taken, having a gun put to his head had an immediate sobering effect. Conor experienced a moment of clarity where he understood that he might be about to die. He’d always known it would end sometime and somehow. Was this it?

“Shoot me at this range…you’ll…be wearing my blood…for the rest of the night,” he mumbled.

“Then I’ll enjoy tasting it,” Chumley growled.

“Hold up!” a voice boomed.

Chumley was already taking up pressure on the trigger of his handgun, preparing to send Conor to the metal shop in the sky. He wasn’t happy about the moment being stolen from him. He snarled, “What?”

In a bubble of red light, one of Chumley’s teammates crawled out of the remains of the bus. In his hands, he held the grenade launcher that Conor had confiscated from Big Sloppy’s gun vault. He raised it up for everyone to see.

“We need to ask more questions before we go killing anyone,” the man said. “I saw more gear like this in the RV and we need to know where it came from.”

Chumley understood the man was right, though he wasn’t happy about it. He got to his feet, then leaned over and snarled, “You’re mine, asshole. When we’re done with you, I’ll be the one to pull the plug on what’s left.” He lashed out with a boot and kicked Conor hard in the ribs.

Conor grunted and curled into a fetal position, his face contorted in pain. He would have wrapped his arms around himself to protect his organs, but they were bound behind him. Fortunately, the one kick satisfied the man’s bloodlust for now.

“You better get up,” Chumley told Conor. “You can walk or be dragged.”

Conor stood, wavering unsteadily for a moment, his head spinning and ribs aching.

Chumley waved over a member of his team and pointed to Conor. “Escort this one so he doesn’t go down. We’ve wasted enough time on these people already. This was supposed to be routine.”

As Conor’s people walked from the site of the crash, they were aghast at the carnage they saw. There was wreckage scattered everywhere. It was a miracle any of them had survived. They were escorted toward the overpass and as they neared it, Chumley directed his headlamp off toward the median.

“Didn’t want you to miss this,” he said.

At first Conor couldn’t make out what he was looking at in the pale glow of Chumley’s light. Then Kate gasped and Barb cursed.

“Jesus,” Ricardo breathed.

Ella sucked in a breath, then Conor saw it too.

Chumley smiled. “That your missing buddy? I don’t think he’s going to be able to walk that off.”

In the collective glow of several headlamps, Conor now understood what had happened to them. The unknown objects he’d seen arcing through the air beneath the bridge had been boat anchors. They were like grappling hooks or large versions of treble fishhooks secured to a steel cable. The cable must have been anchored to the bridge itself and their attackers had hooked them like a fisherman hooked a catfish.

Conor had been fortunate enough to duck below the anchor that hit his side of the windshield. Huddie had not been so lucky. Two tines of the anchor had snagged beneath his rib cage and jerked him out of his seat. It looked like he’d been pulled back through the bus before his body was ripped out of the sheet-metal at the back. The injuries were so devastating that the poor man was likely dead within seconds. His head lolled to the side, loose and unsupported. His flesh hung off his deformed body in chunks where the sheet metal had flayed him. Conor now had a new item to add to the list of ways he did not want to die.
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Conor and his people were directed toward an offramp. While this exit might have only taken seconds to negotiate in a vehicle traveling at highway speeds, it was a surprisingly long walk on foot. Once they reached the top, more people fell in alongside them. The show of force seemed like overkill to Conor. With all his people cuffed, it wasn’t like they could do much. Certainly, given privacy he’d be out of those zip ties in less than a minute, but he couldn’t do it with an audience. That would only succeed in getting him or one of his people shot.

They turned right onto a smaller road that went north. Ahead and to the left, large floodlights popped on one at a time, illuminating an enormous metal building. While they walked, Conor tried to get an assessment of his team’s condition. He had trouble keeping his thoughts straight. He brain was still a little scrambled from Chumley’s elbow strike. Ella was limping, or at least favoring one leg. Shani was holding herself funny and sweat coated her face, which was unusual for this cool night. Conor wondered if she might have injured her back or shoulder in the attack.

As they got closer to the metal building, the contractor’s headlamps exposed a sign that identified the facility as a trucking terminal. It had once belonged to some national company whose name Conor recognized from seeing their trucks along the highway over the years. It was easy to see why this group, whoever they were, had chosen this building as their base. The property was surrounded by an eight-foot-high chain-link fence with razor wire at the top.

The bulk of the facility was a sprawling, paved parking lot, built to accommodate a fleet of semi-trucks. At its center was the metal building that housed the offices and terminal of the freight company. The huge, featureless parking lot offered some tactical advantages. If someone managed to get across the razor wire, there was nowhere to hide in the parking lot. They’d be totally exposed.

Although the terminal wasn’t as brightly lit as it would have been during its operational days, there was enough light that Conor could get an overview of the facility. It looked like the people occupying the place had surrounded it with a wall constructed of shipping containers and overturned semi-trailers. They had circled the wagons and built a fort of what they had available.

Entering the terminal from the road, they went through several manned gates before they reached the parking lot. Here, Conor noticed something he hadn’t seen earlier. In the shadows beyond the parking lot were rows of wrecked vehicles parked near the fence. There were campers, semi-trucks, military vehicles, cars, and trucks. All displayed damage consistent with being snagged by a grappling hook. The people who attacked Conor’s team appeared to have been fishing off that bridge for some time. They must also have a rollback or wrecker that allowed them to drag their spoils back here for processing.

Conor wondered what had happened to the drivers and passengers of those vehicles. Were they all dead or had they been turned out to continue their journey on foot? Were they still prisoners at this facility, held for some nefarious and predatory purpose by the occupants? Judging by the condition of those vehicles there might not be many survivors to be concerned about. A lot of them had probably ended up like Huddie.

Their captors led them to a break in the wall of containers, a heavy steel gate sitting at the end of a funnel of razor wire. Spikes of sharpened rebar had been welded to the gate to discourage anyone from attempting to climb over. If one was looking to be impaled, this was the perfect place. It looked like the kind of thing people used to deter zombies in a science fiction movie. Then Conor remembered that their lives had become something out of a science fiction movie.

They were herded through the gate and across more open parking lot until they reached the loading dock area of the freight terminal. A set of welded stairs led to a rusty metal door that read “Employees Only.” One of the contractors at the front of the line held the door open while the prisoners were ushered into the immense warehouse space. This one room appeared to be the living, eating, and sleeping quarters for most of the group.

Low voltage lights were strung from the ceiling and provided some dim lighting in the dingy space. Since Conor hadn’t heard a generator, he assumed they were running off battery power from some sort of solar arrangement. The room held perhaps a dozen homemade wood stoves fabricated from semi-truck fuel tanks. Doors had been added to each tank for feeding the fire. Lengths of large diameter exhaust pipe had been fastened together to create chimneys. The primitive system did a decent job of heating the insulated loading dock space. While it was warm, it was far from welcoming. The stares of the men and women gathered together in this space were hard, accusing, and predatory. It felt like a veritable den of vipers.

Conor and his people were ushered close to one of the wood stoves, then their captors backed away. When they’d first entered this room, the occupants were engaged in other tasks. Cleaning weapons, repairing gear, or mending clothes. Now, every task had been set aside to study the prisoners. As much as Conor had been unhappy about the situation outside, he was even less happy about this one. Not only had they been bound and stripped of their weapons, they were surrounded and significantly outnumbered. Conor felt trapped in the truest sense of the word.

In this better lighting he could see that most of these people in this room wore some variation of black tactical clothing. Whether they were wearing 5.11, Blackhawk, LA Police Gear, or TruSpec, they had on black cargo pants and a black shirt. The only variation from person to person was in their outerwear and gear. This cemented the notion for Conor that these men were security contractors and it reminded him of all the unpleasant interactions he’d had with them.

“Who are you?” a man asked, stepping forward from the group. He had the bearing of a leader and the name tape above his pocket told them his name was Clanton.

Conor and Ricardo exchanged a glance and by unspoken agreement Ricardo fielded the question. He was the more civil of the two, and the least likely to be headbutted for being a smartass.

“We’re contractors,” said Ricardo. “We were on a job and our helicopter got shot down south of Nashville. We managed to procure this bus in order to complete our operation and we were on track to do so until we had the misfortune of driving into your trap.”

Conor knew what Ricardo was up to. By describing their team as contractors, he was hoping this might buy them some goodwill with their captors: See? We’re just like you. We’re on the same team.

“What company are you with?” Clanton demanded.

Ricardo didn’t hesitate. “We were not employed as a company. This is a team hand-selected for a specific job.”

Clanton smirked sarcastically and waved his hands around in the air, pretending he was impressed. “Ooooooh, handpicked are we? Who picked you?”

“I’m not at liberty to say,” Ricardo said.

Clanton’s mouth twitched at Ricardo’s smug answer. “Handpicked and top-secret. Is that supposed to make you some kind of elite team?”

“We are good at what we do,” Ricardo said.

“Not good enough to avoid our trap,” Clanton fired back.

Ricardo shrugged. “We were operating under the hope that Lightspeed’s people or the military had been through here and cleared the highways. Even beyond the trash and debris, we were hoping it had also been cleared of bandits. Street thugs aren’t as much of a concern when you’re traveling by helicopter, though they can present an inconvenience during ground travel.”

“I resent the characterization of us as street thugs,” Clanton said. “I run a well-trained force and we’re thriving in very difficult conditions.”

“Regardless of what you once were, you’re little more than predators now,” said Ricardo. “Bottom feeders. I’m sure your mothers would be proud.”

People around the room were bristling at Ricardo’s words. Conor wasn’t so happy about them either. He’d let Ricardo speak because he was supposed to be better at keeping the peace. Instead, he was making the same kind of inflammatory comments that Conor was prone to making.

Clanton, too, was clearly getting miffed. He wanted information and he wasn’t going to let Ricardo get under his skin though. “Let’s agree to disagree on your assessment of us. So, since you say you arrived by helicopter, I’m assuming that whoever handpicked you has access to top-level resources?”

“That would be a correct assumption,” Ricardo agreed.

“So who sent you?” Clanton asked again. “I need a name.”

Ricardo remained silent.

When Ricardo didn’t answer, Clanton laughed. “Well, I’m pretty sure it’s not Walter Lightspeed. I hear he’s toast. Burnt toast to be exact.”

This comment didn’t surprise Conor. They all knew the rumor was rampant. Anyone with access to radio equipment had picked up on it. As far as Conor or Ricardo knew, there had been no verifications. The body remained buried and hopefully always would. Only a few people knew the truth and most of them were among Conor and Ricardo’s team.

“No comment?” Clanton asked, looking from Ricardo to Conor and back. “Then let me ask you another question, what role does Granny back there play in your elite contracting unit?” He pointed at Ella.

While Conor wasn’t sure how Ricardo would play this, he trusted his instincts most of the time. He’d seen Ricardo negotiate under pressure hundreds of times and the man could be cool as arctic ice.

“This lady is our guest. Retrieving her was the goal of our operation. Her presence has been requested by top officials in the government.”

Clanton studied Ella closer, squinting in the low light to better make her out. His eyes flickered when he seemed to recognize her. “Is that Ella Ford?”

Ella limped forward. “Yes, it is.” Buford peered from her unzipped jacket.

Clanton shrugged. “I’m not exactly a fan of country music—I’m more of a classic rock guy—but I know who you are and I respect what you’ve accomplished. What I don’t understand is what any of this could have to do with the government. Does someone care to enlighten me on that? Cause right now this is just sounding like a load of horse shit.”

Ricardo pointed to Clanton’s uniform, then swept his hand toward the other people gathered in the space. “I take it you folks are also contractors. At least you may have been at one time. You should understand that contractors are only given the information required to do their job. We aren’t allowed to see the big picture. We’re not engineers, we’re technicians. We’re not architects, we’re carpenters.”

Conor knew what Ricardo was doing here. He was laying out his lie so Ella would understand the boundaries of their interaction with the contractors. If the contractors spoke with her one on one, neither Conor nor Ricardo wanted her to reveal the entire scope of their mission. It was especially important that they didn’t reveal that Demo Dick was alive. That information might put him and everyone else at the Banks compound at risk. There were plenty of people around the globe who would pay well to know Dick’s whereabouts. He was one of the few people Conor knew with more enemies than he himself had.

Clanton addressed Ella directly. “What about you, Ms. Ford? Do you have any idea why these folks came for you?”

Ella cleared her throat. “I have a lot of friends. If you know anything about me, you know I’ve been to Washington many, many times. I’m acquainted with several presidents and other world leaders. People appreciate my advice because I shoot from the hip. I don’t sugarcoat things and that’s rare in Washington. People up there tend to use an awful lot of words to say nothing at all, so maybe someone up there needs my advice. They need someone who’s plainspoken and has basic common sense.”

“That still doesn’t tell me who requested your presence,” Clanton said. “Is it the old president or is it a later iteration of the president? Has someone already stepped forward to take Lightspeed’s place?”

Ella shrugged. “These nice folks told me I would find out when I got there. I guess the only question in my head right now is whether I get there or not.” She put a hand on her hip and glared at Clanton. It was a posture that demanded answers without being rude, the kind of thing that only old ladies managed to pull off.

Conor was amused by Ella’s actions. He was concerned about how she was managing all the unexpected hardship they’d encountered on their return trip, but she was in good spirits. She wasn’t intimidated by these people. It would not have surprised him at all for her to grab Clanton by the ear and pull him around the room until he promised to let them go. If only it was as easy as that.

Clanton gestured at Ricardo. “You’re correct in assuming that we’re contractors. At least we were. Before Lightspeed came along and screwed things up, this facility here was a training center for regional sheriffs. Most of the folks you’re looking at were either being trained to be sheriffs or were employees of the facility.”

“I’ve heard a little bit about the regional sheriffs program,” Ricardo said. “I’m not sure I understand it entirely. What was it that you did?”

“I guess you could compare it to the U.S. Marshal service,” Clanton explained. “Since there was a lack of local law enforcement across much of the country, we were put in place to facilitate regional law enforcement. We were trained on what crimes to deal with and what crimes to overlook. We had the authority to dispense justice as we saw fit. We traveled through local communities and did what we could to keep the peace. It wasn’t a popular program, but it had potential.”

“Did you folks happen to work for Catalyst Security?” Conor said, unable to keep his mouth shut any longer.

“Why yes. You’ve heard of us?” Clanton asked.

Conor did not want to admit how he’d heard of them. Catalyst had been run by his old nemesis Browning. It was Browning and his employees who had attacked Conor’s compound on Jewell Ridge, intent on killing him and destroying his facility. Instead, Conor killed Browning and when Lightspeed took over the presidency, Catalyst Security was essentially marginalized. They lost their contracts and the Regional Sheriff’s program was dismantled.

“Aye, I’ve heard of you,” Conor said, leaving it at that. He was speaking a little lower and slower than normal. After the blow to his head, collecting his thoughts took a little more effort.

“I have heard of you as well,” said Ricardo, leaving out that he had hated Browning just as much as Conor had.

“Obviously, Lightspeed’s rise to power didn’t work out well for us,” Clanton said. “The entire company took the blame for our owner being an asshole and we were essentially hung out to dry. Had the people at this facility been closer to Washington, we might’ve died like so many of our coworkers. Instead, we were left to wither on the vine. The helicopters stopped delivering supplies. The military convoys stopped delivering recruits and gear. We went from being as active as any military base to being orphaned out here in the wild.”

“I understand your predicament,” Ricardo said. “Supporting an operation this size is a huge responsibility and it becomes very difficult when resources are no longer coming in. While I can sympathize with your desperation, I find it difficult to support highway robbery. In this case it’s especially unfortunate. Our employers think they have the capability of restoring government. For whatever reason, Ms. Ford was a component of that plan. Your actions have delayed our return and hence delayed the restoration of public services, such as electricity. The best thing you can do, both for yourself and for the nation, is to let us go on our way. If you have another vehicle that we might borrow, that would be especially appreciated since you destroyed ours.”

Conor tried hard not to let his emotions show, but he was cracking up at the balls on Ricardo. Not only was he asking that they be set free, he was demanding that they be provided transportation. Conor was interested to see how this was going to play out.

Clanton laughed, apparently just as amused as Conor. “Would you like me to provide a driver to deliver you to your destination also?”

Ricardo paused as if seriously considering the offer before replying. “No, I don’t think so. Secrecy was supposed to be a part of this mission. Returning with an unauthorized guest would compromise that.”

Clanton was irritated by Ricardo’s smug reply. “You’re not going anywhere and I’m damn sure not giving you a vehicle.”

“Then what, sir, is your intention?”

Clanton smirked. “You hear that, people? He called me sir.”

Ricardo’s patience was growing thin as well. “That was more out of habit than respect.”

Clanton stalked forward until he was in Ricardo’s face. Maybe it was his turn for a headbutt.

“You might’ve noticed that I said most helicopters quit delivering supplies. Not all of them. We still have some connections that provide aid when they can. Now that Lightspeed is dead, there might be new opportunities out there. Maybe Catalyst can rise from the ashes to dominate the security sector again.”

“Who is this connection of yours?” Conor asked.

Clanton was still glaring at Ricardo, angered by what he saw as Ricardo’s arrogance. He reluctantly broke his stare and turned his attention to Conor’s question. “I’ll let my connection introduce himself. I’ll contact him shortly and tell him exactly what you told me. My guess is he’s going to want to come here and speak with you in person. Maybe he’ll believe you and let you go on your way. Hell, maybe he’ll even load you up in a vehicle and drive you. More likely he’ll side with me, decide you’re full of shit, and we’ll execute you. Until then, you’ll be our guests.”

“While I understand that our comfort is not your priority,” Ricardo said. “I would ask for some consideration for Ms. Ford. She’s certainly not a frail woman, but she is a little older and more susceptible to illness. It would be cruel to house her in conditions that might make her ill.”

“I’ll consider your recommendation,” Clanton said. “No promises.”

“Not to be pushy,” Conor said, “but we are kind of on a schedule. Any idea when this bloke of yours is going to show up?”

Clanton folded his arms across his chest. “He’ll get here when he gets here. It could be tomorrow or it could be next week.” He grinned with satisfaction.

Conor’s mind begin to whir to life. He had no intention of spending a week as someone’s prisoner. While he’d devoted much of his career to being a killing machine, he was equally adept at escape. He never wanted to be trapped in a foreign jail and at the mercy of his captors, so he never traveled without an ace up his sleeve. Maybe it was time to deal out some of those aces.
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Colonel Gerard had never liked working with Lightspeed or Demo Dick. He’d gone along with it because those were the orders and that was what soldiers did. As he’d often done in his career, however, he found backchannel opportunities to personally profit from his situation. He’d been frustrated for much of his career, feeling like he’d never gotten what he deserved. His entire career could be summarized as twenty-percent success and eighty-percent frustration and failure. Sure, he was a colonel, but why wasn’t he a general? Yes, he had a base and a command, but why wasn’t it one of the high-profile, more prestigious ones?

Years ago, he tried to play the game the way his colleagues suggested. He kissed ass and volunteered for all the crap duties no one else wanted. He made himself indispensable to the higher echelon brass. He did all this because he was angling for a Pentagon post. Despite all his boot-licking and extra effort, the post was given to someone else. That was the final straw for him. After that, he decided he was done taking the scraps that were tossed to him. The driving force behind his career became what was in it for him.

That was the main reason Colonel Gerard had been so agreeable to working with Chinese officials after the collapse. Before Lightspeed came along, Gerard had helped with the Comfort Camp program. Although that initiative might have been the brainchild of the United Nations, it was the Chinese government that funded it. Had it worked, Americans could have stayed in aid camps in exchange for turning in all their weapons.

That program had failed due to insurgents destroying many of the camps before they could even open. Colonel Gerard made valuable contacts within the Chinese intelligence apparatus during that time. Through routine communications, he kept Chinese officials abreast on which military bases were still active and which had fallen. He told them which parts of the American mainland were safe and which were in chaos. He also recruited others to work as assets for the Chinese.

Then Lightspeed came along and changed everything. For one, he killed a lot of the people who were part of the old government. It hadn’t escaped Gerard’s notice that many of those being killed were people cooperating with China. Gerard kept his head low during this time, not wanting to show up on Lightspeed’s radar.

As he could, Gerard provided the Chinese government with intelligence about Lightspeed’s activities. He kept them updated on where Lightspeed was at any given time. He shared vulnerabilities in Lightspeed’s security that might allow China to better target him and his organization. It had also been Gerard who provided vital information to the Chinese so they could launch a missile attack on Norfolk Naval Station and take out Demo Dick. That had been an especially satisfying accomplishment for Gerard since he’d always found the man to be arrogant.

Gerard provided confirmation to the Chinese that Lightspeed and his key people were at Camp David when they launched their attack. Those missile attacks had been an overwhelming success as far as Colonel Gerard was concerned. He knew that the collapse of the Lightspeed organization would throw America deeper into chaos. Those who’d already received electricity would lose it, along with any infrastructure Lightspeed had built. They would also lose the supply networks Lightspeed had established.

China felt that losing power a second time would make the American people more willing to accept their annexation efforts. It was a strategy that had worked since the beginning of warfare. There was a point when the vanquished had no fight left in them. When all hope was gone. That was when the conquered accepted their fate and surrendered.

Colonel Gerard lost no sleep over what he’d done to his fellow countrymen. He had better options with people who appreciated his contributions. After the missile attack on Camp David, he reached out to his Chinese handler and they’d ferried him away to a cargo ship anchored off the coast of Virginia.

Since he’d proved to be a valuable asset, Gerard was treated well by the Chinese. They showed him the respect that the American military establishment never had. They thoroughly debriefed him every day, wanting to pluck his brain for any bits of useful intelligence he might have. He met with a variety of interviewers. Some introduced themselves and explained their roles, while others were more tight-lipped about where they came from and who they worked for.

Many of the questions were ones Gerard had been asked before. Others were new. He continued to answer them to the best of his ability, holding very little back. Who were the people carrying out the resistance against Chinese annexation? Who were the masterminds of that effort? Who needed to be killed or subdued for the Chinese to carry out their plans? If China could find a puppet to install as the new president, who should it be? Who would the American people listen to?

Colonel Gerard wanted to offer himself up for that role—to suggest that he should be the new president. However, he held his tongue. He didn’t have the respect or name recognition that China was looking for. Maybe it was best in the end that he stayed out of the limelight anyway. Behind the scenes, he could profit as much as he wanted. There would be fewer eyes on him, and fewer people paying attention to what he was doing.

In exchange for answering their questions, his handlers saw to all his needs on the ship. They fed him well, provided him with female company, and made sure that he had plenty of alcohol to drink. To make sure Gerard didn’t get bored with his newfound life of leisure, they also gave him a project of his own to work on. He’d made his Chinese handlers aware that there were military men, contractors, and hardcore groups of survivors stranded across the country who could possibly be weaponized if they were given the right incentives.

Gerard was given access to a helicopter and assigned a security team. His mission was to locate and make contact with these isolated pockets of survivors. He’d give them aid in an attempt to build goodwill. As he earned their trust, he would eventually ask them to become part of the new army he was building. That would be further down the road. They weren’t ready for that yet.

The story Gerard spread among these groups was that the nation was falling and the military had failed. He had taken it upon himself to build a network of people capable of providing mutual assistance to each other if it was needed. He spun a doom and gloom scenario, which didn’t require much exaggeration. He didn’t say that Lightspeed had been killed; he told people that he’d given up, abandoned the country, and retreated to a tropical island. Gerard further explained that he was personally trying to find a safe base of operations that all these groups could retreat to, and that he hadn’t found it yet. He promised that when he did, he would deliver fuel so everyone could drive there and start a new life.

While Gerard may have been a rat bastard and a traitor, he wasn’t dumb. He eventually won over each enclave the same way that one might befriend an abandoned dog. He started with small military posts that had lost their leadership and been orphaned. It was amazing how easily people could be won over with a delivery of supplies. The people at these bases were hungry for leadership and willingly embraced Gerard. He promised regular food deliveries, and upon his departure, he left each group with a satellite phone so they could stay in touch.

Beyond military bases, Gerard also targeted isolated pockets of contractors who had been stranded around the country. Before Lightspeed came along and changed everything, companies like Catalyst Security had government contracts to implement a regional sheriff program. When Lightspeed did away with those contracts, thousands of contractors were left scattered around the country. Gerard had no way of tracking down all those contractors, but he did have a list of their training facilities and he reasoned that there might still be people living at some of them.

He developed a strategy in which he overflew each facility and dropped a message that he would be returning with food and supplies if they didn’t shoot at him. Most people were so desperate for supplies that they held their fire to see if Gerard was telling the truth. Just as he knew it would, his deliveries of food, water, ammunition, batteries, medicine, and a case of liquor bought the allegiance of these remote encampments.

Colonel Gerard was aboard the Chinese ship, preparing to sit down to dinner with a female companion when his satellite phone rang. He studied the screen and saw that the call came from one of the orphaned contractor facilities he’d recently recruited into his network. As much as Colonel Gerard hated his dinner being interrupted, he couldn’t pass up the call. They might be calling to request supplies; they could also be calling to offer him intelligence. He couldn’t chance missing something critical.

He answered, “Gerard.”

“Colonel Gerard, this is Clanton with Catalyst Security. I run the old regional sheriff’s training center between Knoxville and Cookeville.”

“I remember you, Clanton. How are things?”

“You told me to let you know if anything out of the ordinary happened, right?”

“Indeed I did. Something going on?”

“We run a little operation out here we call Trolling For Travelers. We tax the public for using the local highways. It’s nothing major, but it keeps the men occupied. The pickings are slim but sometimes we come up with food or spare ammo.”

“So, you’re highwaymen.”

“I guess you could say that.”

“What can I do for you, Clanton?”

“A little less than an hour ago we snagged this fancy bus that was passing through.”

“A bus?”

“Yeah, and it had some interesting folks on board.”

“How’s that?”

“For one thing, do you know who Ella Ford is?”

Gerard replied, “Yeah, I’d say everyone knows who she is. Isn’t she that country singer who went on to become a little bit of everything?”

“That’s her. She was on this bus and she was being escorted by a tactical team.”

“Maybe they’re her security team,” said Gerard. “A lot of wealthy people employed military contractors for security during the collapse.”

“I’m aware of that. This was a bunch of switched-on folks with top shelf gear and a crazy ass story.”

Gerard furrowed his brow. “What’s their story?”

“They say they’re on a mission to deliver Ella Ford to an undisclosed location. They won’t give me any details. They say their mission is authorized at the top levels of government, and they’re demanding to be released.”

That didn’t make any sense to Colonel Gerard. Ella Ford was primarily known for her accomplishments in the entertainment industry. Did this have something to do with the real president? Gerard had heard some crazy stories about the president even before the collapse, but why would the president request a singer be brought to his bunker at the Greenbrier Resort? Did they want her to perform?

“I’m not buying it,” Gerard said. “If this was a top-level mission, they would’ve been flying and not driving through dangerous territory. People operating at that level still have access to helicopters.”

“Yeah, that’s the thing,” Clanton said. “They claimed they were in a helicopter and got shot down, so they commandeered the bus. Not only did they demand we set them free, but they asked that we provide them with transportation so they could continue their journey.”

Gerard laughed. “That’s some balls.”

“Tell me about it. I put them on ice until I could talk to you.”

“Use your phone and send me pictures of them,” Gerard said. “If they have any actual affiliation with the government, I might recognize them.”

“So I should continue to hold them?”

“For now,” Gerard said. “At least until we figure out if they’re full of shit or not.”
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Tao Fang was exhausted when the helicopter finally reached the Chinese freighter. He had found it impossible to sleep on the flight. He wasn’t sure if it was the noise, the uncomfortable seat, or the situation as a whole. The other men aboard the flight had no trouble dozing off. They might be used to these conditions. He wasn’t. He hoped he would have the opportunity to sleep in an actual bed before he had to leave the ship again.

As soon as the helicopter set down on the landing pad, the pilot killed the engines and Fang’s companions piled out. Once they were gone, Fang retrieved his luggage and climbed out, standing awkwardly on the deck of the ship while he waited for someone to show him where to go or what to do. After several minutes, a man in street clothes showed up to greet him. He was almost a clone of the man who’d greeted Fang in Mexico and put him on the helicopter. If Fang’s instincts were correct, that meant he was also Chinese intelligence.

“Mr. Fang, I am Po. How was your journey?”

“Exhausting. It’s been a long day and I’m in need of a shower, some food, and a stiff drink. Some sleep is also an order.”

“All that will be seen to,” Po replied. “Your journey ends here for tonight, so I’ll escort you to your quarters. I’ll have food and a bottle of whiskey sent to your room. Though you may leave your room if you need to, I ask that you don’t wander the deck of the ship at night. There’s a lot going on and it can be a dangerous place.”

“I can assure you that I have no interest in wandering around tonight. Once I get food and drink, I expect I will be asleep shortly.”

“Excellent,” Po replied. “Tomorrow will be another long day.”

“Will I be returning to the ship? Will it serve as my base of operations while I’m here?”

Po walked away and gestured for him to follow. “We will discuss all that in the morning. For now, please follow me.”

Fang picked up his bags and hurried to keep up with the fast-moving man. They wove their way down a narrow alley between shipping containers, then stepped through a heavy steel door into a hallway. Fang was not used to having to carry such heavy luggage himself and particularly at such a quick pace. He was already panting when they reached the first set of steps. Several hallways and several sets of steps later, Po stopped before a numbered door and opened it with a key. He stepped inside, then waited for Fang to follow.

Po handed the key to Tao Fang. “I suggest you lock your room if you leave it. There are a lot of people on the ship, and I cannot attest to the integrity of each of them. It would be wise to play it safe.” Po tipped his head in a slight bow. “I shall leave you. Your food and drink should arrive shortly.”

Po stepped into the hall and closed the door behind him. Fang placed the key on a cheap looking dresser, then took a seat on the bed. It was overly soft and he suspected he would wake up with a sore back tomorrow. The room smelled of mildew mixed with the strong bleach they washed their sheets in. His eyes were already burning from the fumes.

He reminded himself that this was a short-term thing. It was like his relationship-building trips to Africa. Of course, he’d made those jaunts in a helicopter and returned to plush African resorts every evening. His meetings with local officials might take place outside in the hot sun, in a crude hut, or in some type of mudbrick shelter. They might be in a concrete building or a local hotel. He never knew what he’d find until he got there. He didn’t dare drink or eat the things that were offered to him. He understood it was rude, but he had a personal chef at home and had developed a sensitivity to cuisine he was not accustomed to.

Those trips had been challenging, but this current one had all the makings of a more difficult journey than any of those had ever been. For one, he was not in charge of his own travel arrangements. For another, he was not in charge of his own schedule. Due to his success, Fang was at a point in his life where he had almost total control of what he did each day. He understood now better than ever that he’d surrendered some of that total control when he partnered with the government. The situation he found himself in now was the price he paid for that decision.

Fang wanted to get in the shower, but he didn’t want to miss his meal when it was delivered to his room. In the meantime, he put one of his suitcases on the bed and unzipped it. He removed a snack bar from a plastic bag, then dug into another for a single serving bottle of scotch. This would tide him over until the meal arrived.

He had to smile at his predicament. Here he was, nearly a billionaire, and roughing it in a shabby room on an equally shabby freighter. He was sipping scotch from a plastic single-serve bottle and eating a snack bar that tasted like sugar and cardboard. If nothing else, perhaps he would come out of this situation with a good story to tell his friends on the golf course…if he survived.

At that thought, the smile faded from his lips.
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The contractors at the freight terminal agreed to keep Ella, along with Buford, in the heated warehouse building for the night. While Conor was glad they had granted her that accommodation, he wished he was at her side once he saw what was to be his quarters for the night. They were escorted to a semi-trailer the group used as a containment cell. There was no heat and no lights. Before the door was locked behind them, their hands were freed, and their captors used a flashlight to point out a camping toilet that had been affixed to the floor in the corner.

“Beats a rusty bucket,” Conor grumbled.

“Or a hole in the floor,” said Shani.

Shortly after they were sealed inside, a couple of men returned with some military surplus sleeping bags. They were heavy-duty mummy bags designed for subzero temperatures. While they smelled a little stale, no one would be turning them down on this cold night. Still, it remained to be seen if any of them would be able to sleep on the hard wooden floor of the trailer.

Conor understood that in situations like this it was important to save your energy. When a body was cold, it burned calories just trying to keep warm. One of the simplest ways for them to conserve energy at this point was to climb into their sleeping bags and get comfortable. That was where they were when Clanton returned an hour later.

While a contingent of his men stood at the trailer door ready to quell any uprising, Clanton and Chumley climbed into the trailer. They went to each member of Conor’s team, one at a time, and stood in front of them. Chumley held a flashlight on their face while Clanton used a satellite phone to take their picture.

“What’s that all about?” Conor asked. “You miss my smiling face already?”

Focused on what he was doing, Clanton replied flatly. “Not really. Let’s just say I’m checking out your story.”

“While I have no objection to you checking out our story,” said Ricardo, “I’m not sure how much you’ll discover. Our operation was sensitive and compartmentalized. Very few people were read-in on what we’re doing. I don’t know what your connections are, but the odds of you finding someone aware of our operation are very slim.”

“This is just step one in identifying you,” Clanton said.

“What’s step two?” Conor asked.

Clanton looked up his from his phone and grinned at Conor. “Step two is we decide you’re not worth the trouble and we simply kill all of you. Maybe that’ll give you something warm and fuzzy to think about until we speak again.” Clanton climbed out of the trailer, then the guards slammed the door shut and secured the heavy latch.

Before they’d been shoved into their containment cell, the entire team had been thoroughly searched. All their weapons had been taken and their packs had been confiscated, but a few things had slipped through the search. Conor still had a small LED flashlight the size of a quarter and a couple of hidden goodies that only the most intimate of friends might ever run across.

Once Clanton was gone and they were locked up again, Conor dug out his tiny flashlight and played it around the interior of the semi-trailer. He’d been in quite a few of these trailers over the years. This wasn’t even the first time he had been held prisoner in one. There were thousands of variations of them, depending on their intended use, and some of them had alternative means of escape. They might have roof hatches or inspection ports of various sizes. No such luck here. This particular trailer was completely lined with plywood and appeared to have no other means of egress beyond the one that was currently locked and guarded.

When Conor was done with his inspection, he sighed and looked around at his team. Everyone was seated and leaned back against the sides. They were all wrapped in their sleeping bags, trying to stay warm. No one was happy about this turn of events, least of all Kate. She was still blaming herself for their predicament.

She jammed the heel of her palm into her forehead. “This is my fault. I should have been higher. I should have paid more attention. I got all starstruck and let my guard down. First we got shot down, and now Sean is dead.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Kate,” Conor said. “You didn’t do anything different than any of the rest of us would’ve done in your shoes. It’s not like you were being reckless. Had that been the case, one of us would’ve said something at the time. Sean’s death isn’t on you either. You weren’t the one behind the knife.”

Kate looked away. “I appreciate you saying that, Conor, but I’m not ready to believe it yet.”

“You know, it might be helpful if you and Shani could talk about repairing the helicopter.”

Kate looked at Conor with confusion. In the glow of his small flashlight, he used hand signals to mimic the two of them talking to each other. Then he pointed at himself and Ricardo and made a whispering gesture. Kate got where he was going with this and spoke to Shani in a loud voice. Conor gave her a thumbs up to indicate she was on the right track.

“So, Shani, have you spent much time around helicopters?”

“Some,” Shani replied, playing along.

“You ever replaced the tail rotor?”

“Can’t say as I have. Is it complicated?”

“It takes some time but it’s not difficult. Would you like to hear about the process? I can explain it in detail.”

“I’d love to.”

The two of them got into the spirit of things and Kate spun out the process of removing the tail rotor in tedious detail.

Hoping their loud conversation would drown out anything he might say, Conor pulled his sleeping bag over beside Ricardo, sat down, and pulled it overtop him. “Any thoughts?”

“If we have to break out, I’d do it at night. Most of the people here will be asleep, but there are obvious complications with that idea.”

Conor nodded. “We’d be vastly outnumbered. They also have our gear, which we’ll need if we’re going to hoof it back home. Then there’s the fact that Ella is still inside the terminal with them. We should have thought that out better. Despite the cold, splitting the team up was a bad idea.”

“We were concerned about her health, and we didn’t know they’d be providing us with these fine sleeping bags. Remember, this entire mission is a waste if she gets pneumonia and dies.”

“The entire mission is a waste if we all die, so let’s avoid any more casualties,” Conor whispered. “We have a couple of hidden weapons between us that the search missed. We might be able to lure the guards in, kill them, and escape. There’s no way we can slip into that crowded loading dock and bustle Ella out the door without being seen though. These aren’t amateurs. These are trained professionals, and we need to be extra careful.”

Barb moved like an inchworm to scoot her sleeping bag closer. “Not that you asked me, but this situation might be one that requires restraint. If we try to fight our way out of here, I’m not sure we can do it without losing more people. Maybe we should give it a day and see if we can talk our way out of here. We only resort to shooting it out if nothing else works.”

Conor pulled a hand from beneath his sleeping bag and stuck it to Barb’s forehead. “Are you okay? Did you hit your head? Are you running a fever?”

Barb frowned at her father.

Ricardo said, “You’re probably right, Barb. Maybe the best approach is to sleep on it and see what tomorrow brings.”

“As much as it goes against my grain, I agree with you this time.” Conor gave Barb one last look before turning his flashlight off. “I don’t know what you’ve done with my daughter. She never says things like that.”
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The next morning Colonel Gerard, Tao Fang, and Po met over breakfast. Colonel Gerard had spoken to Tao Fang by satellite phone before, but the two had never met face-to-face. After introductions were made, Po got straight to business.

“Tao Fang needs to meet with the American president. Forcing annexation using our current strategy is not working. We need his blessing. His public endorsement.”

Tao Fang blinked, keeping his feelings in check. His disagreed with that assessment of the American campaign. Clearly this man was parroting General Li’s position.

Po paused to take a sip of his tea. “The longer we are on American soil without some sort of agreement, the more scrutiny we draw from the international community. That attention could eventually result in sanctions that would prove quite painful to China. None of us wants to see that happen.”

“What do you need from me?” Colonel Gerard asked.

“It would be helpful if you could use military channels to inform the staff at the Greenbrier that you will be visiting with a diplomatic party.” Po gestured at Tao Fang. “This is your diplomatic party. Once you get him through the door, Tao Fang can take care of the rest. There’s an American expression which refers to persuasive people as being silver-tongued devils. That description well suits Tao Fang.”

Colonel Gerard smiled at Tao Fang. “I would politely agree with that assessment. You are indeed most persuasive, Mister Fang.”

Tao Fang didn’t acknowledge the comment as he felt there was an insult underlying it, especially on Po’s part. “I still don’t understand why the American president insists on staying at the Greenbrier. Aren’t there newer and better facilities designed to keep him safe during an event such as this?”

Colonel Gerard and Po shared a glance. Colonel Gerard deferred to the intelligence official to answer the question.

“The so-called legitimate American president is an odd bird,” said Po. “He’s an old man and his mind has turned to pudding. He insisted on going to the Greenbrier because he and his wife enjoy the ballroom there. Apparently, they have fond memories of visiting the place over the years. He also demanded that his favorite oldies band shelter there with them for the duration of this event. People on the inside report that they have dance parties there every night. They eat ice cream and dance to Beach Boys and Beatles music until they get tired, then the staff roll them back to their rooms in wheelchairs. It’s both amusing and sad.”

Tao Fang shook his head. “I’ve heard rumors to this effect, but I admit it’s shocking to have them confirmed. How does one negotiate with anyone so debilitated?”

“We’re not quite sure,” Po said. “We know his staff help him make decisions. They dress him, wipe his face, and change his diaper, but for some odd reason they all defer to him, even with his diminished mental capacity. They continue to prop him up as the legitimate leader of this nation even when it’s a monumental embarrassment.”

Tao Fang looked concerned. “I’ll have to work on my strategy. Usually I appeal to logic or greed when meeting with local leaders. That might not work with someone so…basic. I’ll just have to test the waters and see where it leads us.”

Po tipped his head toward Gerard. “Colonel Gerard found out through the military staff at the Greenbrier that they ran out of the president’s favorite ice cream and have been unable to resupply. We managed to track some down in Mexico, so you’ll be delivering him fifty gallons of strawberry ice cream packed in dry ice.”

“Anything else you can tell me?” Tao Fang asked. “Does the man have any other vulnerabilities, whims, or eccentricities I should know about?”

Colonel Gerard said, “He likes chocolate pudding, reruns of Gunsmoke and The Andy Griffith Show, and card games.”

“I can play several types of poker,” Tao Fang said. “I’m not very good, but I’m passable. Maybe we could bond over a few hands.”

Colonel Gerard shook his head. “Too complicated. He prefers games like Go Fish or Crazy Eights. Also, he might ask if you want to play Fifty-Two Card Pickup. I suggest you say no.”

“I’ve never heard of that one,” Tao Fang said. “How do you play?”

Po shook his head. “Don’t ask.”

Tao Fang absorbed every bit of information they offered. When they were done, he said, “Well, I have a little time to arrive at a strategy. I can adjust on the fly if I need to. When do we leave?”

“After breakfast,” said Colonel Gerard. “We have to make a slight detour first.”

“Detour?” Tao Fang asked. “You have something more urgent to attend to this morning?” His question was partly in jest, but also serious. He couldn’t imagine there was anything more pressing than his business with the president of the United States.

“It could be something useful,” Gerard replied. “You may remember when I was at Camp David with Lightspeed, he had his own personal security detail. One of them was a man named Ricardo. Ricardo’s people were contractors, but I’m not talking about the kind of contracts where you run a cafeteria at a forward operating base. I’m talking about the kind of contracts nobody talks about publicly. The kind where you kill people the United States wants dead.”

Po furrowed his brow. “I remember you mentioning this name before. Does he have a last name? What was the name of his company?”

Colonel Gerard shrugged. “I never heard a company name and I only heard Ricardo addressed by his first name. Apparently, it’s a running joke that no one knows his last name.”

“I remember you mentioning Ricardo when I asked you about security contractors who might be a problem,” said Tao Fang. “What does this have to do with our visit to the Greenbrier?”

“Ricardo and his people disappeared after the attack on Camp David. They were presumed dead, then they turned up in Chantilly, which is where their company was headquartered.” Colonel Gerard pointed at Tao Fang. “I know this because they had skirmishes with some of your people.”

Tao Fang nodded. “We were eliminating security contractors who were presenting resistance. I had hunter-killer teams tracking them down and taking them off the board. I thought that technique was working, but apparently not fast enough for some of the officials in our government.”

“You might’ve hunted them,” Colonel Gerard shot back. “You didn’t kill them. I saw the pictures myself.”

Tao Fang looked nonplussed by this. “I wasn’t certain about the outcome of that mission. My team disappeared and no one’s heard from them.”

“Well, Ricardo and some of his people turned up last night at an outpost I support outside of Knoxville, Tennessee,” Colonel Gerard said.

“When were you going to mention this to me?” Po asked.

“The intel wasn’t confirmed until late last night so I’m telling you now. The people at this outpost shake down travelers to supplement the supplies I send them. They intercepted a bus yesterday. One passenger was killed, and the rest were captured. The outpost personnel noticed the people on the bus had high-end gear, so they asked them about it. They claimed to be on a government mission.”

“What kind of mission?” Tao Fang asked.

“That part doesn’t make sense, which is why I want to talk to these people personally,” Colonel Gerard said with a shake of his head. “They retrieved a famous singer from Nashville. A woman named Ella Ford. Supposedly, their helicopter got shot down on their way back. I had the commander of the outpost send me pictures of the people he captured just in case I might recognize them. Turns out I did.”

Colonel Gerard reached into his pocket and retrieved his satellite phone. He opened a folder of photographs, then held the phone up and flipped through the images. “This is Ricardo. This one is called the Mad Mick. His real name is Conor Maguire and I’m not quite sure how to describe him. Maybe the friendliest, most affable cutthroat I’ve ever met. He’ll tell you a joke, slap you on the back, then take you behind the building and kill you without a second thought.”

Tao Fang’s eyebrows lifted at that. He was aware that things in America were ugly, but he tried to filter out some of the details. He didn’t involve himself in the nuts and bolts, or the blood and guts rather, of the operation. Somehow, he hadn’t realized that it was so brutal. “The Mad Mick sounds interesting. Everyone in a position of power should have someone like that in their pocket.” There had been many occasions where he’d wished the same thing. If he had his own Mad Mick, General Li would no longer be an issue. His head and body would be residing in two different places.

“So why do you need to personally see to this matter, Colonel Gerard? Is this some kind of vendetta?” Po asked. “Why the urgency?”

Colonel Gerard tapped a finger on the table as he spoke. “The last time I saw this team, they were with Lightspeed and by all rights they should be dead. We’re acting on the assumption that Lightspeed is dead, but we never found the body. Maybe if these people survived, Lightspeed also survived. We need to know.”

Tao Fang nodded, now understanding the importance of Colonel Gerard’s side quest. “If Lightspeed is alive it could impact our activities on several fronts. It could mean Lightspeed is still working behind the scenes to reemerge and resume his role as president. If that was to happen, my meeting with the legitimate president would be pointless. You are correct, Colonel Gerard. We need answers before we make another move.”
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“I don’t know who needs to hear this, but a night spent on the floor of a semi-trailer is never a good night,” Conor announced.

The first light of morning was shining through the cracks and holes in the enclosed trailer. The only responses to Conor’s statement came in the form of miserable groans. The sleeping bags had made conditions tolerable, but with no insulated mat between their bodies and the floor, the cold eventually seeped in. By morning everyone was tired, grumpy, and chilled.

Their bones ached and their muscles were sore from the traumatic experiences of the previous day. They’d survived a helicopter crash and a devastating bus accident. It was going to be a long day if they lived to see the end of it. While life at the Banks compound may have been a step down from living with Lightspeed aboard his luxury yacht, it was certainly a step above where the team found themselves this morning. Uncertainty hung over them like the odor of decay.

Shortly past daybreak they heard voices outside the trailer door. Initially, they thought it was the guards changing shifts, then the padlock was removed from the latch and the door swung open. Jagged beams of bright morning light stabbed the prisoners in their brains, blinding them even as they shielded their eyes.

“You look like a bunch of cave people,” Clanton said, chuckling at their discomfort. “I brought you some food, water, and company.”

“You wouldn’t have a cup of strong coffee in there, would you?” Conor asked. “And me snooty friend here enjoys a shot of espresso to start his day. Don’t know how he stomachs the stuff. To each his own.”

Clanton frowned. “Keep it up with the smart remarks and I’ll take my gifts back with me. I’m under no obligation to feed you or even be nice for that matter. No one here cares if you live or die. Remember that.”

A second man entered the trailer with a plastic five-gallon bucket and set it down on the floor a safe distance away from them. Another escorted a tired-looking Ella into the back of the trailer and released her. She didn’t look so hot. The strain of the last twenty-four hours seemed to have aged her a decade. Even Conor was a little frayed around the edges after the day they’d had. Ella probably had twenty-five years on him, and it was an unavoidable fact that she would be physically less resilient than the rest of them.

Shani waved to Ella with both hands. “Come over here. Let’s get you in a sleeping bag before you catch a chill.”

Clanton pointed to the plastic bucket. “There’s water in there and some MRE packets. We have a box inside the warehouse where we store the parts of the meals that no one likes. That’s where I shopped for your breakfast, so don’t be surprised that there are no breakfast burritos or huevos rancheros. You’re getting the cast-offs and scraps.”

Conor wanted to fire back with another smart remark, but he didn’t want the team to lose their meal on his account. If it were just him alone, he’d risk it. With so many others involved, that would be selfish.

With their task done, Clanton and the other man backed out of the trailer. Ricardo raised a hand and caught Clanton’s attention.

“Should I take this visit to mean that you’re not letting us go this morning?”

Clanton gave him a fake smile. “No, you’re going to be our guests for a little while longer.”

Without any further explanation, Clanton was out the door, and it slammed closed behind him. They heard the rattle of the latch being fastened and then the padlock slipping into place. Darkness had returned to their cell. The light that seeped through cracks wasn’t much, but it was enough for them to make out their companions and move around once their eyes adjusted.

Conor carefully made his way across the trailer, trying not to step on anyone. He sat down beside Shani, leaned back against the plywood wall, and gently slid to the floor. He leaned forward and spoke across Shani. “Are you okay, Ella?”

“I guess so. I’m feeling my age, though. When I was touring the country back in my twenties, I could sleep in a car seat while we were traveling from show to show. When we got to the next town, I’d jump out like a spring chicken, all rested and ready to take on the world. These days my body is a little more finicky. The warehouse was warm enough, but I had to sleep on the floor, and it was a long night.”

Conor said, “I’m sorry about that. I feel bad that we took you from your house just to put you through this. You might’ve been better off staying there with your son.”

Ella made a dismissive sound. “I’m chalking this up as an adventure. Maybe the last good one I’ll ever have at my age.”

“Nonsense,” Shani said. “The rest of your life will be an adventure. You could have retired ages ago, and you didn’t. You don’t seem the type to sit back and watch the world go by without you.”

Ella chuckled. “I hope the rest of my life isn’t this kind of adventure, because that would be exhausting. Buford and I need a soft bed and a good night’s sleep.”

Shani patted Ella on the leg.

“Did you overhear anything?” Conor asked Ella in a low voice.

Ella thought a moment before replying. “Well, they took my picture, then they came out here and took all your pictures. They texted those pictures to some guy. I never heard how it went until I got up this morning. Then I overheard that boss man, Clanton, telling his people they had a guest flying in later.”

Conor mulled this over. “What kind of guest? Did you hear a name?”

“I did hear a name, but it wasn’t one I recognized. I’m afraid it passed in one ear and out the other.”

“Sometimes those things come back to us quicker when we’re not trying too hard,” Shani said. “Don’t worry about it. Just let us know if you remember.”

“I will,” Ella agreed.

“You hear anything else?” Conor asked.

“It sounded like some of those people worked all night salvaging the stuff we had on the bus. They hauled everything they found up to the warehouse and I saw them going through it this morning. They had guns and backpacks, even my suitcase with my clothes. I fussed at them for going through an old lady’s luggage, and they only laughed at me. They sure were impressed with your weapons and gadgets. They couldn’t shut up about them.”

“Really?” Conor asked.

“I can shoot, but I don’t know anything about all those fancy guns you guys carry. Those people knew what they were looking at, and they were impressed. Even if they let us go, I’m betting they won’t part with the stuff they took from you. They were downright giddy.”

Conor smiled, imagining the scene she described.

“Did anyone try to interrogate you?” Ricardo asked.

“They did ask me some questions. What could I tell them? I just met you people yesterday and only knew you for a couple hours before we got waylaid. That’s what I told them.” Ella lowered her voice. “I left out everything I saw and heard along the way. I didn’t mention Dickie or the president or any of that stuff, either.”

“A wise choice,” Conor agreed, turning his attention to Ricardo. “Now that we have Ella back, should we consider trying to make a break for it?”

“It’s too risky, Conor. With all this open parking lot around us, we’d be exposed if we tried to escape. There’s no way we wouldn’t lose people.”

“You’re concerned about me slowing you down, aren’t you?” asked Ella.

“I’m concerned about getting out of this predicament without losing anyone,” Ricardo said. “If we don’t get you back to Demo Dick safely, all this has been for nothing. We need to sit tight a little longer and see if we can talk our way out of this. If we’re cornered, we’ll fight back. I don’t think we’re there yet.”

Ella leaned her head back against the plywood. “I guess I should’ve taken more Geritol. Those commercials used to say it gave you all kinds of energy.”

“What’s that?” Barb asked.

“They’ve sold it for decades,” Ella said. “It’s a vitamin supplement for old people. The ‘geri’ is for geriatric.”

“Sounds like something you should be taking, Dad,” Barb taunted.

“I was waiting for that,” Conor said. “Good thing I braced myself against that sharp wit of yours, otherwise I might have fallen over.”

Suddenly, Ella snapped her fingers. “That’s it!”

“What?” Conor asked.

“His name!” Ella said. “Geritol!”

“Geritol? Must be the codename for some really old bloke,” said Conor.

“Shame that’s been taken,” Barb piped in. “Sounds like it would have been perfect for you.”

“Not Geritol,” Ella said. “It rhymes with Geritol. Gerard. I remember now. That’s the guy they said is coming to visit. Someone named Gerard.”

Conor didn’t have to see the faces of his friends to know what everyone was thinking. This had to be the Colonel Gerard they knew and his arrival here could change everything.
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It was midday when Colonel Gerard and Tao Fang departed the ship on their helicopter. Po remained behind, dispatching a two-man security detail to accompany them. Tao Fang took his luggage because he didn’t know how long the trip would last or where he might end up. He could be with the American president for two hours, two days, or two weeks for all he knew. However long it took, he would stay until the job was done because this now seemed to be the only way to salvage his operation.

Once they lifted off, it was a short flight across water until they were over the mainland and soaring across the state of Virginia. Tao Fang had visited the state several times prior to the collapse. It seemed to be the home base for many of the American security contractors. When he’d been launching his own security company in China, he’d come here for consultation and to build relationships.

A little more than four hours later, the pilot slowed the airspeed. Colonel Gerard had already called Clanton and informed him they were inbound. The vast and mostly empty parking lot made for an ideal landing zone so, in short order, they were on the ground and standing alongside the helicopter.

Clanton drove out to meet them in a propane-powered golf cart. He hopped out and approached the group. “Colonel Gerard, it’s good to see you again.”

Gerard nodded and shook hands with Clanton. “I wasn’t planning on returning here until next week, but I wanted to check out these guests of yours. I assume they’re still here and alive, as I requested?”

Clanton nodded. “I kept them in cold storage last night. I checked on them this morning and they’re all still alive. Maybe not happy, but alive.”

Gerard grinned. “I don’t care if they’re happy or not. I’d like to see them immediately.” He gestured at Tao Fang. “My associate and I have a long day ahead of us.”

“Certainly, Colonel. If you hop in the cart, I can drive you to our containment cell.”

Colonel Gerard didn’t move yet. “Did these men have gear? Have you recovered it?”

“Yeah, they had gear, and it was good shit. We confiscated it.”

Gerard stiffened his spine. “I hate to do this to you, but I’ll be needing their gear. All of it.”

Clanton frowned and blew out a breath. “The men are not going to like that, sir. It’s all stuff we need. Food, fuel, gear, and ammo. We’re chronically low on ammunition.”

Colonel Gerard wanted cooperation but he wasn’t above a little compromise. “Okay, your men can have the food and ammunition. I need the weapons, electronics, and any other gear you found. I want it loaded on this bird while I’m speaking with the prisoners.”

“Can I ask why, sir? We worked hard to recover that gear and the men aren’t going to be happy about giving it up. Some of it has already been distributed.”

“Not my problem, Clanton. This is a matter of national security. These men might have information about Walter Lightspeed. We could gain valuable intel from that gear once it’s analyzed. I can’t pass up this opportunity just because some looters don’t want to surrender the spoils of war.”

Clanton bristled at the characterization of his men as looters. “I will speak to the men about it, sir.”

Colonel Gerard stared at him. “Do your men respect your leadership or do they not? You make it sound like you’re asking. You need to be telling.”

“They’re not my men, sir. This isn’t the military. Our command structure is different. We have designated team leaders because it streamlines decision-making during operations. On a day-to-day basis, most of these men make their own calls. There’s no one standing over them and telling them what to do. When decisions get shoved down their throats, it doesn’t go well.”

“Then let me put it in terms they’ll understand,” Colonel Gerard said firmly. “They can comply with my wishes and deliver the prisoners’ gear to my helicopter, or I leave now and never come back. You all can fend for yourselves. No more supply drops. No more satellite phones. No more support.”

Clanton’s jaw tightened. Gerard knew Clanton didn’t like being put in this position, but what was he going to do about it? He had few options. When Gerard first visited this outpost, these men were thin and haggard. They needed his supplies more than they needed those guns. He had them over a barrel.

“I’ll need to talk to my men,” Clanton said. “I’ll take you to the prisoners, then I’ll personally go retrieve the gear and bring it back here. The men will be more understanding if I explain the importance to them.”

“Will the news go down easier with a gift?” Gerard asked.

“That usually helps,” Clanton admitted.

“There are a dozen cases of tequila on that helicopter. You can offload it when you deliver that gear.”

Clanton nodded. “Thank you, sir. That’ll help.”

“Good, then that’s settled.” Gerard pointed at Tao Fang. “You’re coming with me. The pilots remain with the aircraft.”

“What about us?” one of the security detail asked.

Colonel Gerard glanced at the helicopter. “One with the helicopter, one with me.”

Gerard took a seat in the front of the golf cart and Clanton got behind the wheel. Tao Fang settled into the back seat with one half of their security detail. Clanton started the cart, hit the throttle, and the golf cart accelerated across the parking lot. Gerard looked bored, having seen all this before. Tao Fang took it in with fresh eyes. He’d heard stories about the various ways in which America was adapting to the collapse, yet he’d never seen it with his own eyes. The whole experience was intense and tribal. There was an electricity in the air, the feeling that violence could erupt at any moment. He kind of liked it.

One semi-trailer sat off from the rest and a single guard sat on a stack of pallets. He was reading a magazine and looked in their direction with disinterest. Gerard frowned at the lack of discipline. He was used to men snapping to attention and saluting. The guard might be doing his job, but he was doing it at a bare minimum level. Gerard kept his mouth shut. It wasn’t his place to say anything about it. Though there might be a day when these men were under his command, that day was not here yet.

Clanton stopped the golf cart alongside the semi-trailer. He called to the guard. “Our friend here will be speaking with the prisoners. This will be his show. You stick around to make sure the prisoners behave themselves.”

“Copy that,” the guard replied with a sloppy three-finger gesture that lay somewhere between a salute and a wave.

As soon as Gerard, Tao Fang, and their security man were out of the golf cart, Clanton sped off without a word. Gerard could tell that Clanton was still fuming over him laying claim to the prisoners’ gear. Hopefully the tequila would smooth things over.

The guard hopped off the pallets and fished a key out of his pocket. He was heading for the trailer door when Gerard held up a hand to stop him.

“No, let me,” he whispered, holding out his hand for the key. “I want to see the looks on their faces when they see who’s come to visit them.”
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Once Conor and Ricardo understood that Colonel Gerard was paying a visit to the freight terminal, a plan began to form. Back at Camp David, they had always held a neutral opinion of Gerard. He seemed sincere in trying to help protect Lightspeed. Then, when Conor and his team arrived at the Banks compound, Demo Dick dropped a truth bomb on them.

Through whatever intel he had access to, Demo Dick knew with all certainty that it was Colonel Gerard who had betrayed them all by providing information to the Chinese. That information led directly to the missile strikes on Camp David and to the attack on Norfolk Naval Station that had supposedly killed Demo Dick. For these reasons, Demo Dick had a personal hatred of Colonel Gerard and he intended on taking revenge if Gerard ever showed his face again.

Without the information Demo Dick provided, Conor and Ricardo might have assumed that Colonel Gerard was a friendly face coming to rescue them. They would have been elated at his appearance, thinking that salvation had arrived. They knew better. If Gerard had a relationship with the contractors at this outpost and he was making a trip all the way out here to see them, that could only mean one thing. Gerard wanted to press them for information, and they knew exactly what piece of information that was. He wanted to know if Walter Lightspeed was dead or alive.

If Colonel Gerard had wanted them dead, he wouldn’t have needed to come out here to make that happen. He could have asked these contractors to kill them, and Conor had no doubt that they would have carried out the assignment. Although he didn’t know what the relationship was between these men and Gerard, there was something there. If this facility was receiving fresh MREs, they were coming from somewhere, and likely that source was Gerard.

While Conor’s team had no idea when Gerard was coming, everyone agreed this might be their best opportunity for escape. Gerard would be in a helicopter, and they desperately needed a helicopter. Plus, if Gerard spoke to them and didn’t get the information he wanted, neither Gerard nor the contractors living at this outpost would have any need for Conor and his people anymore. They’d be useless, and that was a death sentence.

Because Conor understood that was always a risk in his line of work, he was obsessed with concealed weaponry and tools. He had passed that obsession onto Barb, and to a lesser extent to Ricardo and Shani. Both Conor and Barb carried weapons in their boots. It would have been an insult to bladesmiths everywhere to have called them knives. More accurately, they were stabby things fashioned from the metal strapping that held cargo on the pallets. The strapping was flexible enough that these crude weapons didn’t impede the flexing of their feet when concealed beneath the insoles of their boots. The thin metal barely took an edge, but Conor had been able to grind sharp points on them.

They were so flexible that they needed to hold them near the tip to make them rigid enough for stabbing, but they worked. Conor had tested them on goat carcasses as he was preparing to butcher them. He could get about two inches of penetration from the crude weapons, which meant targeting his strike was critical. They were only effective if they penetrated the flesh at a person’s most vulnerable points.

Besides his crude blade, Conor also kept a length of Kevlar cord threaded through the collar of his shirt. It was attached to a dummy button that he never fastened. Kevlar cord was capable of sawing through zip ties and flex cuffs. If he needed it, all he had to do was grab the button and pull it free. He also kept three zip ties inside the lining of his belt that were nearly three feet long. Besides using them to restrain a prisoner, they could also be used as weapons.

Once Conor and his people had prepared themselves both physically and mentally to carry out their plan, it was only a matter of waiting. There was little conversation as each of them ran through their role in the plan. Nervousness ebbed and flowed. When doubts rose and were given voice, the team talked through it until each of them was confident that they could do what was required.

All questioning was pushed to the side when the sound of an approaching helicopter reached their ears. Conor was in attack mode, a berserker locked and loaded. Even though he didn’t know exactly what he would find outside those trailer doors, his training allowed him to prepare a range of actions. He felt ready.

Shani and Barb were equally prepared. The two of them had fallen quiet, settling into that pre-mission state where they were hyperaware and attempting to weaponize that remaining undercurrent of nervousness. No one had needed to discuss the stakes of what they were about to do. They all understood.

Ricardo was ready, though this was not his specialty. He’d killed many men and had no problem doing so, but he preferred to do so with a gun or knife. He had neither of those things. Hand-to-hand combat was a last resort for him. He didn’t have the muscle memory garnered through thousands of hours of training that some of the others had. He had, however, learned a few things over the years. He’d faced down many deadly men in places like Tangiers, Berlin, Belgrade, and Lagos. Each time he’d walked away with something that made him that much tougher—that much harder to kill.

Kate had been assigned to guard Ella. As Conor and Ricardo had said many times, all of this was for nothing if they couldn’t deliver Ella. As soon as they heard the helicopter land, Ella moved to the front of the trailer, farthest from the doors. She sat down on the floor in the middle of the front wall with Buford tucked inside her coat. Kate stood in front of her, feet apart, and ready to throw hands.

No one made a sound after the helicopter killed its engines. There was nothing left to say. Everyone was listening intently for anyone approaching the trailer. Within minutes of the helicopter landing, Barb picked up the sound of a golf cart heading in their direction. The engine was so quiet it was only the sound of its tires on the asphalt that gave it away.

When the golf cart stopped outside their trailer, the team knew the time was upon them. With the exception of Kate, everyone on Conor’s team was stacked into a line with Conor at the front. Their hearts sped up as they listened to the discussion taking place outside. They couldn’t make out what was being said, but there were several voices, then the golf cart sped away. The padlock rattled as it was unlocked and removed from the door latch.

Conor had the most experience with opening semi-trailers and it was he who made the call. A split second before the latch was unfastened and the doors thrown open, he hissed, “Go!”

On Conor’s word, his team exploded like a defensive line when the football was snapped. They charged the trailer doors like a battering ram. When they hit them, the impact sent the doors flying open, completely catching the men outside off guard.

One of the doors struck Colonel Gerard in the face, sending him staggering backwards, stunned and bleeding from his nose. The other door struck the guard who’d been watching them all morning. Conor flew several feet through the air before dropping to the ground. He had so much momentum from rushing the doors that he couldn’t stop himself. He fell into a roll then sprang to his feet.

Conor knew what to watch for. He was going for the first person bringing a rifle to bear and Colonel Gerard’s bodyguard was that guy. He too had been caught off guard by the onrush of bodies charging from the semi-trailer, but he’d recovered. He had both hands on his slung rifle and was raising it when Conor intercepted him. Conor grabbed the rifle barrel with his left hand and shoved it upward. The bodyguard attempted to counter this move by tightening his grip on the weapon and trying to wrench it loose from Conor.

Focused on retaining his weapon, the bodyguard left his neck open and that was the opportunity Conor was looking for. He brought his right hand around and jammed the shiv into the man’s neck. Though the crude blade wasn’t a slashing weapon, Conor made up for it by rapidly stabbing the sharp metal into the bodyguard’s neck a half-dozen times.

The bodyguard felt the stinging pain of the blade, then his warm blood running down his chest. He relinquished his grip on his rifle, now more concerned with the more immediate need of plugging all the leaks in his neck. As soon as he released his rifle, Conor took control of it. He got a second hand on it, then whipped the buttstock around, connecting with the bodyguard’s head. The man hit the ground facedown and didn’t get up.

When the trailer doors flew open, Clanton’s guard had already resumed his seat on the stack of pallets. Barb landed directly in front of him with a look of murderous rage in her eyes. The guard was so shocked he recoiled in fear and the stack of pallets tipped over backward. His head hit the pavement, stunning him for a split-second, then he was back in the fight, trying to wrestle his way out from beneath the pallets that had landed on him.

Barb dove across the pallets at her feet and landed on the one still resting across the guard’s body. He let out an oof as the impact knocked the breath out of him. He didn’t stop fighting. He had both hands beneath the pallet and grunted, pushing up.

Barb had no interest in being bench pressed by a man she was intent on killing. She reached overtop the pallet with her right hand and grabbed a handful of the guard’s long hair. He cursed and quit pushing. He was trying to work his hands out from under the pallet when Barb’s right came around with the thin metal shiv. Just as Conor had done, she shanked the guy in the neck a half-dozen times, prison-style.

She continued to hang onto his hair, using the pallet as a shield to keep his arms trapped against his body. She heard blood bubbling as his breath escaped from unintended places. Then his eyes fixed and the fight was gone from him.

Shani and Ricardo were both tasked with going after Colonel Gerard. The hope was that sending two people after him would increase the chance they could take him alive. Fortunately, taking a trailer door to the head had left him stunned. Gerard was staggering around addled, cupping his bleeding nose.

Shani ran in front of Gerard, gripping his hand and pulling it clear of his face. He looked up, confusion in his eyes. For a moment, he apparently thought that she was there to help him. That notion disappeared when Ricardo looped one of Conor’s long zip-ties around his neck. Ricardo yanked hard and there was a zipping sound as the band tightened around Gerard’s neck. Suddenly, Colonel Gerard was no longer concerned about his injured nose. He had no interest in fighting back. All he cared about was breathing again.

Ricardo tripped Gerard, taking him to the ground and relieving him of his handgun. He immediately started his countdown. He was to leave the zip-tie tight for thirty seconds, then Barb would use the tip of her improvised knife to release the lock and allow him to loosen it. Colonel Gerard should be much more compliant by then. If he wasn’t, they’d do it again until they achieved compliance.

The wild card in the mix was Tao Fang. Conor’s team hadn’t known how many people they would face when they charged out the trailer, but they hadn’t expected him. He wore a business suit, however, that didn’t mean he wasn’t deadly. Once Ricardo had control of Gerard, Shani went for Tao Fang, but there was no resistance. He immediately dropped to his knees and threw his hands in the air.

“No, no, no!” he screamed. “I surrender!”

Shani grabbed a handful of his hair and put him face down on the pavement. She dropped a knee on the back of his neck, wrenched his arms around, and secured his hands with one of the zip-ties. By the time she had him wrapped up, Ricardo’s thirty seconds had passed.

“Time!” Ricardo announced.

Barb was immediately at his side. Despite Gerard’s kicking and bucking, she and Ricardo pinned him on his stomach so Barb could access the zip-tie’s latch. Gerard was desperate for air and close to blacking out.

“Sit still!” Barb hissed through gritted teeth.

When Gerard failed to comply, she threw a short punch to the back of his head that stunned him for a moment. That gave her just enough time to work her knife into the tiny plastic latch that allowed the zip-tie to be loosened. When she had it freed, she looped a finger beneath it and pulled some slack into it. Gerard immediately sucked in a gasp of life-saving air. Barb kept him pinned to the ground while he coughed, choked, and tried to regain control of his breathing. When his panic subsided, Conor was standing over him with the guard’s rifle.

“So you came to pay us a visit, mate? Miss us, did you?”

“Clanton sent me those pictures and I recognized you guys,” Gerard choked out. “I was concerned for your safety since we used to work together. We were on the same team, for God’s sake. Why did you attack me?” That was all he managed to get out before another bout of coughing.

Conor grinned. “Aye, we’ve got history all right. A history of you being a traitorous bastard. A history of you selling us out to the Chinese. Then there’s the matter of you conspiring to get Lightspeed and Demo Dick killed.”

“No, I’ve been looking for Lightspeed,” Gerard said. “That’s why I’m here. I wanted to find out if you knew anything. I wanted to help him get the power back up again.”

Conor smirked. “I’m sure that’s exactly what you wanted. We can talk about that later—after we’ve escaped in your helicopter.”
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Using the zip-tie around Gerard’s neck as a handle Conor hauled him up. Gerard sputtered and choked. Conor handed his stolen rifle to Barb and instructed his team to search the dead and injured for more weapons.

“Kate, bring Ella out!” Conor called into the trailer.

Once Ella was on the ground, Conor’s group hurried off across the parking lot, taking a bound Tao Fang and Gerard with them. It had sounded as if the helicopter had landed close by, so they were hoping it was just around back of the building.

“You think Gerard will make a suitable shield?” Ricardo asked. “How much does he mean to these people?”

“We’ll find out,” Conor said. “He’s all we’ve got.”

They moved as quickly as they could, which was little more than a fast walk. They let Ella set the pace, Kate glued to her side. Shani had injured her ankle in the bus crash, but she loped along as best she could, fueled by anger and hate. As soon as they reached the end of the warehouse, a right turn would take them around back.

Barb was on point and the first to get there. She glanced around the corner. “I see it.”

“Any contractors wandering around?” Conor asked.

“All clear.”

Conor gave Gerard a good shake to get his attention. “Who’s in the bloody helicopter?”

When Gerard hesitated, Tao Fang spoke up and answered for him. “Two pilots and one more member of the security team.”

Conor faced his people. “Hold your weapons alongside your body so it’ll be hard for anyone to tell who’s armed. Stay bunched up so they’ll hesitate to shoot for fear of hitting one of their own people. Let’s make them think this was the plan all along. Cool and casual.”

Kate grinned at the sight of the distant helicopter. “Bell 412. Better than the helicopter we crashed yesterday.”

“A stroke of good fortune,” Conor agreed. “Ask and ye shall receive.”

“I’ll try to treat this one better,” Kate said.

The sight of the helicopter invigorated them, and they increased their pace, rushing along as quickly as they could. They hoped to board and get out of there before they were discovered, but fate was not on their side. They were less than a hundred feet from the helicopter when Barb spotted trouble.

“Company incoming,” she muttered.

All eyes flashed toward the warehouse where two golf carts were now headed in their direction.

“Keep going,” Conor ordered. “Don’t break pace.”

There was no way they were beating the golf carts to the helicopter. It looked like they’d all arrive there around the same time unless his people did something.

“Barb, haul ass to that helicopter. Take out the guard before he figures out what’s going on!”

Barb was off in a flash, the stolen rifle slung over her back and out of sight. One hand steadied the rifle to keep it from bouncing.

“We’ve got to slow those carts down!” Conor said. He raised one of the stolen pistols and fired in the direction of their pursuers. Colonel Gerard began twisting, not so much to escape Conor as to get away from the pistol being discharged alongside his ear. Unable to take careful aim with Gerard jerking around like a leashed puppy, Conor pistol-whipped him. Gerard reeled and dropped to his knees.

Shani was escorting Tao Fang and Kate had Ella. Ricardo brought up the rear, carrying one of the confiscated rifles. On Conor’s command, Ricardo took aim at the men driving the golf carts and began sending rounds.

Conor slapped Shani on the back. “Go! Let’s move!”

Shani tore off toward the helicopter, loping as fast as she could on her injured ankle. She had one arm looped through Tao Fang’s, tugging him along. Kate ran beside her, holding Ella’s hand. Ella held Buford tight to her chest, afraid of him falling.

The golf carts offered no ballistic protection against high-powered rifle rounds. They immediately decelerated when their drivers were hit. The passengers bailed from the carts, scrambling for cover. The only thing available in the expanse of parking lot was the plastic carts they’d been riding in. The men tucked in behind them as Ricardo and Conor’s rounds punched holes, shredded seats, and ripped through body panels.

The eruption of gunfire brought Gerard’s other bodyguard to the open helicopter door, trying to figure out what was going on. He leapt to the ground and scanned the parking lot. He saw the one group coming toward him and the second group in golf carts. He couldn’t immediately tell who was firing on whom.

In all the confusion, the bodyguard nearly missed Barb charging at him from the side. The second he noticed her, it was too late. She had her rifle up and fired two quick shots. Both found their mark. The first hit center-mass and was absorbed by the guard’s chest plate. The second was higher and punched through his neck, spurting a geyser of blood.

The soldier made a choking cry, then fell onto his back. He pressed a gloved hand to the wound, blood oozing between his fingers. His death wasn’t far away, but Barb didn’t have time to let him expire at his own pace. She put a round in his face and called it a day.

Behind her, Barb heard more guns entering the fight. Although a part of her wanted to lend assistance to her friends, she couldn’t worry about that yet. Her objective was to secure their ride home. She lunged into the helicopter through the open cabin door.

“Get out!” she screamed. “Now!”

The two confused pilots were Chinese and looked like civilians, wearing baseball caps, jeans, and leather jackets. One ignored her order and bent over, shoving his hand into a backpack sitting between the pilot seats.

Barb knew he was going for a gun. She aimed and fired. Her round ripped through his seat and caught him in the back. He screamed and slumped into the gap between the two seats. He was still alive—writhing and raising hell. Barb was afraid to shoot again unless it was absolutely necessary. She’d never hear the end of it if she destroyed the helicopter that had so miraculously been delivered to them. She lashed out with a hard kick, catching the wounded man in the head with her boot and knocking him out.

She trained her rifle on the second pilot, who already had both hands in the air. He was speaking rapidly in Chinese. Barb didn’t understand the words, but she got the meaning. He was begging for his life.

She gestured with her rifle. “Out now!”

The pilot opened his door and jumped out, tearing across the asphalt with no sense of where he was going. Barb leaned into the cockpit, opened the injured pilot’s door, and shoved him out.

Then Kate was there, helping Ella into the helicopter. Barb took over and Kate climbed into the cockpit. She buckled into the seat, urgently working on her preflight checks.

Once Ella and Buford were buckled into a seat, Shani arrived with Tao Fang. Barb grabbed him by the collar of his expensive suit and dragged him deep into the cabin. Conor was on Shani’s heels, and he picked up Colonel Gerard, tossing him into the cabin like a duffel bag of dirty laundry.

“Inside!” Conor shouted, tapping Shani on the back.

While she climbed in, Conor turned back toward the freight terminal and laid down more suppressive fire. At this distance, perhaps seventy meters, his pistol rounds weren’t carefully aimed, but almost dropped in like mortar rounds. When the handgun locked open, he ejected the mag and plucked his only spare from his back pocket. He inserted it into the grip, smacked it home, then dropped the slide and continued firing.

“Where are we, Kate?” Conor yelled.

“Before engine start check!”

“Please expedite!”

Kate started the two Pratt & Whitney Twin Pac engines and the rotors started to spin up. Outside, the contractors hidden behind the golf carts continued firing in the direction of the helicopter with rushed, poorly aimed shots. More men were streaming from the warehouse now and Conor assumed they brought greater firepower. If they had scoped rifles, they’d have no trouble hitting his team or their new helicopter.

“I’m empty!” Ricardo said, appearing at Conor’s side.

“Inside now!” Conor dumped the rest of his mag in the direction of their attackers, then scrambled through the cabin door himself. The second he was inside the cabin the helicopter lifted off the ground.

“Close that damn door!” Kate shouted.

Ricardo shut it, then scrambled to buckle into a seat. Kate wasn’t waiting on anyone. She’d already lost one aircraft and she wasn’t losing another. She immediately banked away from the warehouse, pushing the maximum rate of climb as she tried to put distance between them and the men shooting at them.

Those who weren’t buckled in reached for whatever they could find and held on for dear life. The two prisoners, Tao Fang and Colonel Gerard, were still bound and rolled helplessly around the floor. In an effort to assist them, Conor placed a boot on Gerard’s head and pinned him into place.

Kate eased off her evasive maneuvers and everyone began to breathe again. Conor lifted his foot off Colonel Gerard’s head, noting the bloody footprint he left there. The Colonel was now awake and glaring at Conor with a murderous rage.

Conor winked at him. “Not how you expected your day to go, huh mate?”

“I told you I came here to ask for your release,” Gerard spat. “This is how you repay me?”

“You’re a damn liar!” Conor fired back.

“I demand to know where you’re taking me,” Gerard said. “What’s this all about?”

“You’re in no position to make demands,” Conor said. “In fact, your time might be better spent trying to make amends with your maker before you two meet in person.”

“You’re making a huge mistake,” Gerard griped.

Ricardo shifted positions so he could see Gerard’s face. “If that’s the case, we’ll let you go once we’ve cleared matters up. Aside from a few bumps and bruises, you’ll be none the worse.”

“How do you presume to clear this up?”

Ricardo offered an enigmatic smile. “We have someone back at our facility who would like to speak with you. They should be able to get to the bottom of things.”

“Who? Lightspeed?” Gerard asked. “I should have known that bastard was still alive. He’s like a cat with nine lives.”

“We’ll let him make his own introduction,” Ricardo said.

Conor snickered. “I’m sure no introduction will be required.”

Gerard glowered at the two men, trying to figure out what was going on. When he got no more answers to his questions, he laid his head back down on the floor and closed his eyes, muttering to himself.

Tao Fang spoke up, desperate to distance himself from Colonel Gerard. “I just want to be clear that I only met Colonel Gerard yesterday.”

Conor pointed at Tao Fang and snarled. “Shut your pie hole unless you want a boot on your head.”

Fang nodded politely. “Understood, sir.”
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“Conor, we should probably let Earl Banks know we have a new ride,” Kate said. “He won’t recognize this one.”

They were making good time in the new helicopter, cruising high over the hardwood forests, mountain towns, and coal mines of West Virginia. They’d be at their destination soon.

“Good point. He’s been pretty edgy lately. I’d hate to be shot down again.”

Conor’s satellite phone was among the gear Clanton and his people had taken back at the freight terminal. Fortunately, Colonel Gerard and Tao Fang had both been carrying them. Conor opened Gerard’s and punched in Banks’ number. There were only about a dozen satellite numbers he knew from memory. One was Banks, another was Wayne back at the compound on Jewell Ridge, and all the rest belonged to Ricardo.

It took four rings to get an answer. “Banks.”

“What took you so long?” Conor asked. “Were you napping? Did I disturb you?”

“I wasn’t napping,” Banks grumbled. “I don’t know this number and I didn’t know who the hell was calling. How’s the op going?”

“About as expected, which means nothing went as expected. I just wanted to give you a heads-up that we’ll be there shortly, but we’ll be arriving in a different helicopter.”

There was silence on the other end of the line, which often happened when Conor so bluntly dropped information on people. Subtlety wasn’t one of his skills.

“We’ll be waiting,” Banks said. “You need medical on standby?”

“Negative on medical. Injuries are minor. Please let your special guest know that he’ll want to be there.”

Banks chuckled. “Oh, there’s no way I could keep him from it. He won’t admit it, but he’s kind of excited. He must be a fan.”

“Oh, he’s more than a fan, and that’s a story in itself. I guarantee you’ll find it quite entertaining.”

“I’ll let him know you’re close,” Banks said. “What your ETA?”

“ETA?” Conor asked Kate.

“Seventeen minutes,” she replied.

Conor relayed that to Banks.

“We’ll be ready and waiting,” Banks said, ending the call.

A short time later, when the Bell 412 slowed to a hover over the Banks compound, Earl was true to his word. Conor saw two side-by-side ATVs parked at the helicopter landing pad with several men gathered around. Despite Conor’s assurance that everything was okay, Banks still chose to cover all bases. It looked like he had security and a medic waiting, along with several sets of extra hands, just in case they were needed.

When the helicopter began to descend, Gerard spoke up. “Where are we? West Virginia? I heard you say something about West Virginia.”

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it,” said Conor. “You’ll know where we’re at soon enough.”

“You didn’t tell him we lost Sean,” Barb said.

Conor’s expression went sour. “I know. Sean was one of his people and I want to tell him in person. They’ve been insulated and haven’t lost many folks. It’ll hit him hard, but he won’t show it.”

Less than a minute later they touched down and Kate killed the engines. She sat back with a satisfied smile on her face. “Man, this is one sweet ride.”

She turned toward the empty copilot’s seat, then her smile faltered. Tears rolled down her cheeks as the loss settled upon her. There had been no time to grieve during the operation. Now, back at the compound, she felt safe enough to let her guard down. Once she did, the grief welled up inside her until it overflowed.

Ricardo unbuckled from his seat, then leaned forward and patted her on the shoulder. There were no words that would fix this. It was something she needed to come to terms with on her own. Ricardo slid the door open, hopped out, and helped the others down.

Demo Dick climbed out of one of the side-by-sides and strode over to the helicopter. “Did you find her? Is Ella with you?”

Conor dropped to the ground and grinned at Dick. “Oh, we found her and she’s fine as frog hair, but you left out parts of the story…Dickie.”

Demo Dick stopped in his tracks and grimaced at Conor. He was gearing up to launch into a hair-scorching tirade when he was stopped in his tracks by Ella’s appearance in the doorway of the helicopter. Suddenly, he was speechless.

“Is that you, Dickie?” she cooed.

“It’s him,” Conor said helpfully. “It’s Dickie, alright!”

Demo Dick tore his eyes away from Ella long enough to give Conor a look that said this was not over, then he immediately focused on Ella again. His face split into a broad smile. “Ella Ford!” He extended a hand to help her down like she was a princess stepping out of a carriage.

Ella winked at him. “Years ago I would’ve leapt out of here and you would’ve caught me.”

Dick blushed. “You’ll have to excuse me, Ella. I was caught in a missile attack and my innards got scrambled. Fortunately, I’m too mean to die.” It was only as he went to take Ella’s hand that Demo Dick noticed the prisoners on the floor of the helicopter cabin.

“Well, are you going to hug me?” Ella asked.

Dick tore his eyes away from Gerard and wrapped his arms around Ella. The embrace he gave her was so long, so intimate, that after a moment it made all the people standing around them uncomfortable. Barb began talking to Shani about the other things she needed to do today. Ricardo talked to Kate about the weather. Conor opened his mouth to make a smart comment but was silenced by Shani elbowing him in the gut.

“Let them have their reunion.”

Finally, they separated, and Demo Dick held up a finger between him and Ella. “If you don’t mind hanging on for one moment, I need to speak to one of those prisoners.”

Conor cleared his throat. “Dick, if you would prefer to help Ella to her quarters, Earl and I can deliver the prisoners to their cells. They’re not going anywhere. You enjoy your reunion with Ella and you can speak to these two at your leisure.”

“Listen, I don’t have anything to do with any of this,” Tao Fang protested. “I’m in America on business. If someone could simply return me to the Virginia coast, I can get myself home.”

“How about you shut the hell up, Fang,” Colonel Gerard said. “Since all you seem to care about is yourself, I’m going to make sure that these people know exactly who you are by the end of the day.”

Colonel Gerard and Tao Fang were still arguing when everyone else walked away from the helicopter. Earl waved four of his men forward to take charge of the prisoners. Black bags were dropped over their heads and cinched around their necks. They were dragged from the helicopter and marched off toward a part of the compound that few outsiders ever saw. Demo Dick spoke with Earl for a moment, then led Ella down the gravel road toward the living quarters.

“I had suitcases,” Ella was telling Dick as they strolled away. “They got taken and now Buford and I don’t have anything to wear.”

Demo Dick patted her on the back with a reassuring hand. “Don’t you worry about a thing. We can get everything you need. When we get to your quarters, make me a list with all the sizes.”

Ella leaned over and rested her head on Dick’s bicep. “Oh, Dickie, you don’t know how much better I feel now. The last twenty-four hours have been an adventure. Much more adventure than I’m used to. I am plum tuckered.”

Conor watched from the landing pad, an amused smile on his face. “There they go, Beauty and The Beast.”

“Conor?” Now that the prisoners were gone, Earl had looked inside the helicopter and found it was empty. Someone hadn’t come home.

Conor put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Earl. Sean was killed. It’s a long story, but basically, we were hijacked on the road and the people who attacked us killed him.”

Earl nodded somberly. “That stings. He was a good boy.”

“I know your people are close,” Conor said. “We’d have brought him home if we could, but there was no way. We barely got out of there ourselves.”

“I know you would have, Conor. I dread telling the men. They were a tight bunch.”

“He have family?” Shani asked.

Earl shook his head. “Lost them all in the collapse. Bad water got them.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, Earl,” Shani said. She reached out and patted Conor on the shoulder. “I’m going to go find Abela and the rest of the kids.”

“I asked them to hang back in case you all brought any trouble home with you,” Earl said. “They were in the dining hall playing poker for cigarettes last I saw of them.”

Shani frowned. “I hope you’re joking.” She stalked off to find out for herself.

“I was just funning her,” Banks said. “Whatever happened to having a sense of humor?”

Conor shrugged. “Beats me. I’ve got used to people looking at me like I’m one socket short of a set.”

Everyone handed off their weapons to Barb. She’d deliver them to the armory so the compound’s armorer could check them out before storing them. Everyone would get new weapons to replace what they’d lost on the mission, and the stolen weapons would become spares.

Conor and Earl followed the team escorting the prisoners to the blockhouse. There was a conference room nearby with a refrigerator and Conor stopped there for a bottle of water. Tao Fang and Colonel Gerard were locked away in individual cells. They were designed for isolation and there was no way for the two prisoners to communicate with each other while they were kept on ice.

Once each man was in his cell, he was given a more thorough search than Conor had been able to perform on the battlefield. For Colonel Gerard, weapons were more for show than anything else. They were like a ceremonial sword to be carried around as a symbol of command. He had no backup weapons and Conor had already taken his phone. The rest of his personal possessions, including his clothes, were bagged. He was placed in a chair, secured to it with fresh zip-ties, and left sitting there with the black bag over his head.

Tao Fang was appalled at being searched. He’d never undergone such an indignity before. He stated repeatedly that he carried no weapons and nothing of concern, which turned out to be the truth. He was relieved of his expensive clothes, a down jacket, a satellite phone, some keys, and a wallet. He too was left in his underwear, black bagged, and strapped to a chair in the chilly cell.

“You going to speak to them, Conor?” Earl asked.

“No, I’m going let Dick have a run at them first. He might have a strategy in mind. Plus, things between him and Colonel Gerard are personal. I wouldn’t want to get in the way of their reunion.”

Earl pulled a notepad from his pocket and scribbled a hasty note. “Thanks for reminding me. I’ll have two body bags brought down here, just in case.”

Behind them, the door from the outside banged open and Demo Dick charged into the room. “Where the hell is Gerard?”

Earl reached forward and plucked a remote from a nearby table. He held it up in the air, pushed a button, and a large flat screen monitor came to life. He pushed another button and the screen split down the middle, each half revealing a prisoner in his cell. “They’ve been searched, stripped, and separated. Their cells are far enough apart that they can’t collaborate on a story.”

Demo Dick approached the screen and stared at it. “I haven’t had the opportunity to see your holding facility. Looks like a decent setup.”

Earl nodded. “It’s your basic interview room with cameras, microphones, and a two-way mirror.”

“I heard scuttlebutt that the government used to contract with you so special ops could train for missions here,” said Demo Dick.

“We would build mockups of foreign compounds or any other place a special team planned on hitting. That’s why you see so many odd-looking, mismatched buildings here around the compound. We’ve even got a fake city hidden back in the woods.”

Demo Dick stared at Banks. “And these cells? They’re for training purposes too?”

Banks smiled. “This was never a black site, but it was damn sure a gray site several times.”

Demo Dick leaned forward and looked closer at the monitor. He pointed at a shiny silver circle on the floor. “That a floor drain?”

“Yes, and there’s a hose hanging just outside the door.”

Conor nodded. “Sometimes prisoners leak.”

“This one’s about to.” Demo Dick set his jaw and walked off.
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Demo Dick marched into Gerard’s cell and slammed the door behind him. Beneath the black bag, Gerard jumped and whipped his head around, trying to sense who had entered the room with him. His movements were primal and jerky, like a crow taking in his surroundings. Demo Dick walked in a slow circle around Gerard, letting the man hear his footsteps and anticipate what might be about to happen. Was he going to be struck? Was he going to be choked to death? Was he about to be shot in the back of the head?

Demo Dick jerked the sack off Gerard’s head and Gerard cried out in panic, shirking away. His anxiety redlined as he tried to get a sense of what was happening. His eyes gradually adjusted to the light, and he made out Demo Dick standing beneath the harsh fluorescent lights in front of him. Dick removed his coat and tossed it toward the door, then stripped off the tee shirt he was wearing and flung it to the side. His torso was a road map of scars and wounds from the injuries he’d received at Norfolk Naval Station.

Gerard couldn’t help but stare at Dick’s injuries. He knew where those wounds came from. When he was finally able to tear his eyes away, Gerard hung his head and stared at the floor.

“Have you ever been punched in the face?” Dick asked.

“In training.”

“I can’t hear you!”

Gerard replied louder. “In training.”

Dick shrugged. “I mean, have you ever been punched in the face by someone who wanted to hurt you? By someone who wanted to absolutely beat the fuck out of you?”

Gerard wondered if that was what was about to happen to him. “No, I haven’t.”

“Have you ever broken a bone?”

Again, Gerard shook his head. “No.”

“Have you ever been stabbed or shot?”

Gerard’s eyes moved back to Demo Dick’s torso again, trying to imagine how many stitches it took to close him up.

“Answer the question!” Dick roared.

“No. No, I haven’t. I haven’t been stabbed, shot, punched, or broken anything! What do you want from me?”

Dick ignored the question. “Have you ever been blown up with a cruise missile?”

Gerard couldn’t hold back a smile. He looked up at Demo Dick and shook his head, as if it were the stupidest question he’d ever been asked in his life. When he saw the grim look on Dick’s face, the reality of his circumstance returned to him, and his smiled faded. “No, I’ve never been blown up with a missile.”

Dick gestured at his damaged body. “This is what it can do to you if you survive. You lie there in the debris, holding your guts in with both hands, wondering why God wasn’t merciful enough to just kill you.”

“I’m sorry you were injured,” Gerard said. “I still don’t understand what’s going on here. I told Conor and Ricardo that I went to the outpost in Tennessee to secure their release once I realized who they were. They think I’m a Chinese agent or something. I don’t know where they got that ridiculous idea.”

“They got that idea from me, Gerard. I may not be the Secretary of Defense any longer, but I still have resources. I tap into those connections when something is important to me. As I spent the last couple of months sitting there with tubes coming out of my body, nothing was more important to me than finding out who was responsible for the missile attack at Norfolk Naval Station.”

“I’m not responsible for that,” Gerard repeated.

“This is about more than my injuries. It’s about all the people who died in that attack. The stray limbs with no body. The red paste that used to be a person with a name and family. The people who had to be cleaned up with shovels. That’s on you, Gerard.”

Gerard was more than frustrated at these accusations—he was terrified. It was visible on his face and evident in his voice. “How is any of this my fault? I served the same nation you served. I performed my duties to the best of my ability. I am not a traitor.”

Demo Dick leaned over in front of Gerard, his hands on his knees. He stared Gerard in the face. “You might as well start talking, Gerard, because you don’t have the stones to withstand the enhanced interrogation I’m about to put you through. There’s no oversight, no rules of engagement, and no code of justice. There are no observers to report me to command and no reporters to accuse me of mistreating prisoners. I can do whatever I want to you and that’s exactly what’s going to happen. Are you sure that’s the way you want this to go down?”

Gerard met Demo Dick’s eyes and didn’t like what he saw there. He saw a man who knew how to make people hurt. A man who knew how to extract information. He began to understand that Demo Dick was right. He didn’t have the stamina or the stomach for what this man could do to him.

Gerard let out a long breath and stared at the ground. “Ever since we landed and I saw you standing outside the helicopter, I’ve been trying to come up with a story that you might believe. Something I could tell you that would save my life.”

“Give it your best shot, shitbag. I’m waiting. What did you come up with?”

Gerard didn’t look up. “Nothing. There’s no excuse. There’s nothing I can say that will change the truth of what I did.”

Dick pursed his lips and glowered at Gerard. “That’s it, huh? Same old story? Greed and weakness?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

Dick was not sympathetic. “You’re a traitor whose actions resulted in the deaths of your countrymen. Nothing excuses that. You made your bed and you’ll die in it.”

“I don’t think that’s how that expression goes.”

Dick smiled, though there was nothing friendly about it. “We’ll see about that. Now tell me about the Chinese man we captured with you.”

“His name is Tao Fang. He’s an international businessman. My handler asked me to set up the meeting and play chaperone.”

Demo Dick gave a dismissive laugh. “Businessman? The United States is still open for business? What the hell kind of business could Tao Fang have in America?”

A thought hit Dick and he snapped his fingers. “Just after the collapse, some American politicians agreed to trade agricultural and mining lands to China in exchange for aid. When Lightspeed killed that deal, it pissed China off. Was Tao Fang one of those businessmen who got screwed out of a land deal?”

“Maybe,” said Gerard, “but that’s not what this was about. We were going to meet the president.”

“Which one?” Dick asked.

“The one the rest of the world considers to be the legitimate president. The one residing at the Greenbrier Resort.”

Dick looked skeptical. “Okay, you’ve got my attention. You were escorting this supposed businessman to a meeting with the president about what?”

“Tao Fang really is a businessman. If you have access to the internet, you can verify this. He owns the largest of the Chinese military contracting firms and has assets throughout South America, Central America, and Africa. He’s almost single-handedly responsible for China’s growing influence in those areas. That’s why he can show up in the United States and command an audience with the president. He is perhaps one of China’s most powerful private citizens.”

“What was this meeting about?”

“No idea,” Gerard said.

Demo Dick wasn’t convinced. “Don’t give me that shit. Are you going to tell me or am I going to peel it out of you?”

“When the land for aid deal fell through, Tao Fang proposed a soft annexation of America using military contractors. The rest of the world is becoming concerned about this and threatening sanctions. China desperately needs the American president to appear on the world stage and legitimize China’s presence here. China sees his endorsement as their one and only chance to take America.”

“Why their only chance?”

“China’s one child per family policy is coming home to roost. It was in place for decades and now they’re facing a population decline that is going to profoundly impact them on all levels. Not only will they have a smaller army, they’ll have a smaller tax base. The majority of the population will be elderly and they’ll consume the bulk of the government’s resources. So this is a now or never thing for them. If China doesn’t crush America now, they’ll have lost their opportunity.”

“I’ve heard enough.” Dick snatched up the black bag and replaced it on Gerard’s head, then snugged it up around his neck. “We’ll talk again later. Meanwhile, whatever you do, don’t think about your face itching, since you don’t have any way of scratching it. Try not to imagine there are lice crawling around on your head or ticks crawling up your limbs. Thoughts like that could probably drive a man mad.”

Demo Dick stepped out of the room and found Conor and Banks waiting on him, having watched the interrogation on a monitor.

“I’m done with him for now.”

Conor pointed to a laptop computer sitting on a high workstation. “Have you seen this?”

Dick shook his head. “What is it?”

“Banks calls it ‘comfort control’.”

Dick sneered. “I don’t care if he’s comfortable or not.”

Conor crooked a finger and beckoned Demo Dick over. “Take a gander. You’ll appreciate this.”

Dick folded his arms and walked over impatiently. He was ready to get out of there. He wanted to spend some time with Ella and process the information he’d gotten from Gerard.

Conor shook the mouse and a password prompt popped up over the screensaver. Conor entered the password and opened something that looked like a building automation control panel. “This allows us to control lighting, temperature, and humidity in the containment cells.”

Dick spun a finger in the air and muttered a sarcastic, “Woohoo.”

Conor ignored him and continued. “This screen controls the audio-visual component—the microphones and cameras, as well as the speakers.”

Dick brightened, suddenly interested. “Speakers?”

Conor grinned. “Yeah, speakers. There’s an entire catalog of music and sounds.”

“Anything good?"

“The music is the same stuff you’ll find in any interrogation facility, but there are some sound effects that are downright delightful.”

“Such as?” Dick asked.

“My two favorites are pig slaughterhouse and a three-hour symphony of dental drills.”

Dick’s laugh was the low thud of a ladder being dragged down a staircase. A staccato rattle that was felt as much as heard. “Dental drill. I like it.”

“Excellent choice.” Conor clicked a few buttons, then adjusted a slider until the volume inside the room was uncomfortably loud.

“Perfect,” Dick said. “That’ll keep him awake until I get back.”
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An hour later, in the conference room adjacent to the interrogation cells, Demo Dick sat at a plastic folding table with Ricardo, Conor, Earl, Havoc, Barb, and Shani. Demo Dick filled the team in on his “discussion” with Gerard. They agreed that Gerard’s information about Chinese contractors was consistent with what Conor’s team had seen when they were retreating from Manassas, Virginia.

Havoc gave a short presentation into her research on Tao Fang. As Gerard had suggested, she found a wealth of information on projects he’d conducted in poor nations. Newspaper reports from those regions sang his praises, saying he’d managed to convince the Chinese government to fund infrastructure projects that the West turned its nose up at as being too risky.

Conor’s jaw tightened. “I got no admiration for Fang. I say we snuff him. Though I don’t know what role he played in the missile strikes, it sounds like those were his men who killed members of Casper’s family when they raided his airport. It must’ve been his people who kidnapped Abela on the way here. It was them who killed Bubba and countless others along the way. We owe our dead comrades a dripping head.”

Ricardo cleared his throat. “As I often tell you, Conor, you are a hammer, and to you everything is a nail. This could be a situation where tact and manipulation might be more productive.”

“How, Ricardo?” asked Dick. “So far, I’m in Conor’s court on this one. There’s no reason Tao Fang’s head shouldn’t end up as a Sinaloa soccer ball.”

Conor giggled at that one.

Ricardo shrugged. “Lightspeed died and took his magic with him. Thus far, no one seems to know how to revive his wireless power technology without him, which leaves us back at square one. How long can we continue to sit here in the dark and not be taken over by someone like China or Russia? Eventually it’s going to happen and we’re going to be powerless to stop it, no pun intended. Once a foreign nation has a foothold, we might as well pack up and go home because there’ll be no getting rid of them.”

Conor snapped a salute at Ricardo. “Thank you, Captain Obvious.”

Ricardo glowered at Conor. “Need I remind you this is the grown-up table?”

“Gentlemen!” Dick barked. “Back on topic.”

Ricardo leaned forward in his seat and rested his elbows on the table. “May I ask you folks something? What would be the most expeditious route to national recovery from where we are right this minute?”

“A fairy,” Conor said. “Or maybe a wizard.”

Dick swiveled in Conor’s direction and looked at him like he was the kid in school who ate paste.

Conor shrugged. “I didn’t hear any rules. A magic president might be nice.”

“What if he casts a spell to rid the country of killers, and accidentally mops up all the assassins in the same spell,” Shani suggested.

Conor’s face clouded. “Hadn’t thought of that.”

“What we need is a new Lightspeed,” Ricardo said before the group could go down another preposterous trail. “That would be simplest. That’s why I put Havoc on this project of developing a Lightspeed avatar. He had charisma, momentum, and populist support. That’s a tough combination to find.”

“That wasn’t all that set Lightspeed apart,” Dick countered. “He had deep pockets and an incredible network of resources. He was willing to take on difficult projects and put himself in personal danger to see them through to the end.”

Ricardo leaned back in his chair and met Dick’s eye. “Sounds like you just described Tao Fang to me.”

There was utter silence around the room for several moments. Everyone stared at Ricardo like he’d lost his mind. He folded his arms across his chest and stared back with total confidence. The room exploded when everyone began speaking loudly at once, attempting to express all the reasons they thought this was a ridiculous idea.

“Okay, everyone!” Dick boomed. “One at a time.”

Conor went first, inserting himself into Demo Dick’s slipstream before anyone else could overtake him. “We just went through Lightspeed’s Punch List campaign, eradicating officials we learned were pawns of the Chinese. There are probably thousands more out there just like Gerard, who’ve been compromised by the Chinese. The former president might even be one of them. Now you’re actually suggesting we align ourselves with someone we know is an agent of the Chinese government?”

“We could never trust this guy!” Banks piped in.

“It sounds like he has his own private army,” Shani said. “According to Havoc, he has teams of contractors working all over the world. Who knows how many he already has on American soil?”

“I’m with them,” said Dick. “Since the attack on Camp David, we’re a much smaller organization than we were. If Tao Fang learns too much about us and who we work with, he’d have enough information to wipe out any American resistance. That would be the end of America as we know it.”

Ricardo wore a faint smile as he listened to their arguments. “Are you done?”

“Are you?” Conor asked.

“Not even close,” Ricardo fired back. “Tao Fang has money, resources, and connections. I’m sure China will seize all his domestic assets if they suspect he’s changed teams, but a man like that will have squirreled away money in other places. Even beyond that, I bet Tao Fang probably resents the Chinese government for sticking their hand in his pocket at every opportunity. All he needs is an incentive to work with us.”

“How are you going to incentivize him?” Banks asked.

Dick grinned. “I can guess that one. We’re going to burn him with the Chinese, right?”

Ricardo nodded. “We compromise his relationship with China, then we convince him that a disaster of this scale is an unprecedented opportunity for a man like himself to build extraordinary wealth. We show him that he won’t be impeded and restricted in the way he would be in China. America is the Wild West right now. We just have to convince him to put on a cowboy hat and take up the reins.”

“You think he’ll go for that?” Conor asked.

“I firmly believe he will,” Ricardo replied.

“Then how do we burn him?” Shani asked.

Demo Dick smiled. “I can manage that part. I have a few tricks I’ve used successfully in the past.”

“I can hardly wait,” Conor said. “I love to see tricks I might be able to add to me own arsenal.”

Demo Dick stood from the table. “Let’s go outside. I’ll have Tao Fang brought around.”

Minutes later everyone was standing in front of the camouflaged Quonset hut. Tao Fang had been freed from his restraints and his hood removed. He’d been allowed to dress, wash his face, and straighten his hair so he didn’t look so disheveled.

Demo Dick stood in front of the building and waved a hand at Tao Fang. “Get over here, buddy. We need a few pictures.”

Tao Fang looked suspicious. “Why?”

“Because I’ll break you’re feckin’ foot if you don’t get your ass over there now,” Conor growled. “That reason enough for you?”

Tao Fang might not understand the purpose of the pictures, but he understood pain. He reluctantly joined Demo Dick on the front steps of the building and stood awkwardly alongside him. He flinched when Dick threw an arm over his shoulder and plastered a wide grin on his face.

Dick was aware that these pictures would disprove the rumor that he was dead. China may have assumed they killed him in the attack on Norfolk Naval Station, but that assumption would be blown out of the water when they received these pictures. Dick decided he was okay with that. It was going to be worth it to piss off the Chinese government.

“Now you’re going to smile and shake my hand,” Dick said.

“I might be too scared to smile,” Tao Fang said, not even joking.

Conor grinned. “It’s even tougher to smile with a freshly broken foot.”

With that hanging over him, Tao Fang suddenly rediscovered how to manipulate his facial muscles into a smile. He warmly shook hands with Demo Dick, even managing to pull off a hearty laugh at one point. Demo Dick was getting great enjoyment out of the photo session, while Tao Fang merely looked confused.

When they were done, Tao Fang asked, “May I ask the point of this?”

The guard secured Tao Fang’s hands again, leaving the hood off. They went back inside and Havoc sat down at the conference table.

Still smiling, Dick gestured at Havoc, diligently uploading the photographs to her computer. “We’re sending those to China. They’re going to the president’s email and to the heads of all the intelligence agencies. We’re also sending them to the state newspapers.”

Tao Fang’s eyes went wide, which only made Dick smile broader.

“My young friend there is going to make up a nice juicy quote about how you’ve grown tired of trying to do business in China because they’re ingrates. Their greedy bastard of a president has no appreciation for your vision and just how hard you worked to make it happen. You’ve decided to join forces with America where you’ll play a significant role in our recovery from this devastating disaster. We might even mention that we’ve offered you citizenship in exchange for your efforts.”

Tao Fang went pale. “You cannot do that. If you do such a thing, my life becomes meaningless. I’ll never be able to return to China. I’ll lose all the assets that the government has access to.”

“I know.” Dick grinned. “Isn’t it beautiful? Here we call that motivation.”

“Nothing was really yours in China anyway,” Ricardo said. “The government was riding on your coattails.”

Tao Fang’s face sagged. “You might as well kill me. I’m as good as dead now.”

“Not true,” Ricardo said. “You’ve been cooperative up to this point. I sense that you’re a man brave enough to take on massive projects. You like a challenge, and we have one for you.”

Dick wagged a finger. “Not so fast, Ricardo. Let’s go speak with Gerard first. I’m sure he’s absolutely dying to know what we’ve been up to. I want Tao Fang to sit in on our meeting. I feel it’s important he understand our level of commitment.”

Dick’s careful choice of words made Conor laugh, which only served to make Tao Fang more nervous. Leaving Havoc to her work in the conference room, the rest of the group headed for Gerard’s holding cell. Demo Dick personally escorted Tao Fang. Once they were all inside the interrogation cell and the door was closed behind them, Dick snatched the black bag off Gerard’s head.

Gerard and Tao Fang exchanged a look, not having seen each other since they first landed at the compound. Each wondered what the other had gone through since that time. Had they been interrogated? If so, what had they revealed? More importantly, each was pondering his fate. Who would live and who would die?

Dick remained exuberant, still excited from the photo session he’d just had with Tao Fang. Apparently sticking it to the commies gave him a serious rush. It reminded Conor of the excitement he’d seen in Dick’s eyes when they were driving the former occupants out of Camp David and Dick had the opportunity to stick it to the FBI leadership hiding out there.

Dick squared off with Colonel Gerard. “Consider this your final opportunity to save your sorry hide. Is there anyone else in your network of turncoats? Are you aware of anyone else in the American military who has been compromised? Are you aware of any surviving government officials who, like you, decided to make a deal with the devil?”

All the fight had gone out of Gerard. His voice was low and tired. “No. All my contacts within the military and the government are connections I made during my military career. Those people don’t know anything about my relationship with the Chinese.”

“What about your handler?” Ricardo asked. “Do you have a Chinese contact on American soil?”

Gerard shook his head. “No. Everything was done through the phone in the beginning, some of with Tao Fang. I stayed at Norfolk Naval Station until it became unsafe, then the Chinese sent a boat for me. Since then I’ve been living on a cargo ship offshore. My handler, if you want to call him that, is an intelligence official residing on that cargo ship. He’s my interface to the Chinese government.”

“Has he asked you to recruit other Americans?” Dick asked.

“I haven’t recruited anyone. Most people are starving and desperate at this point, even within what’s left of the military. If I needed anything, all it took was the promise of some creature comfort to make it happen. Usually food, cigarettes, booze, or ammo. If my handler needed me to do something, I established the price, and he provided me with the bribe. It’s as simple as that.”

Dick’s jaw tightened. “As simple as that? As simple as that? I’m glad it wasn’t too difficult for you to sabotage your own nation’s recovery. To take actions that killed thousands of Americans and have now condemned many more to a much slower death. Are you aware that there are mass suicides around the country because people don’t want to face another winter with no power? You are responsible for that.”

Gerard shook his head. “I refuse to accept that. I’m a small part in a very big machine. China could have saved the nation if people weren’t so stubborn. Ideals are useless when people are dying. Freedom doesn’t help the starving, liberty doesn’t fill the belly, and you sure as hell can’t eat a second amendment. The American people did this to themselves. I’m not to blame.”

Dick may have had gray hair and injuries that affected his mobility, but he’d also had decades of the daily training that made American Navy SEALs highly efficient killing machines. Even in an older body, the muscle memory and the instinct of a killer lay just beneath the surface. Demo Dick launched himself forward and put a hand on each side of Gerard’s head. He twisted it like it was the cap on a large bottle. Like he was a psychopathic chiropractor making a neck adjustment. There was a muffled pop as Gerard’s neck was pushed beyond its natural range of movement and snapped.

Everyone in the room knew what that sound meant. In fact, everyone in the room but Tao Fang had broken a neck with their bare hands before. Demo Dick released Gerard and he dropped to the floor like a wet towel. This was too much for Tao Fang. He doubled over and vomited onto the floor, splattering his $3,000 shoes with stomach bile.

Banks gestured at the retching man. “This is the reason we have floor drains in these rooms.”

“I’m sorry,” Tao Fang said between heaving contractions.

Banks shrugged. “Eh, I’ve hosed out worse.”

Demo Dick turned away from his handiwork to regard Tao Fang. He didn’t want to get any closer since the man was still spewing like a puke fountain. “I’m done with you for now. There are several things you might want to think about on this long, sleepless night. Think about what you just saw happen to Colonel Gerard. Think about how the pictures we took of you are going to play out in China. My guess is that your president is staring at them right about now, wondering what the hell went wrong with your operation. Tomorrow, we’ll talk again. If I’m not convinced that you can be useful and loyal, you’ll go in the same hole as Gerard. Imagine spending eternity spooning that scumbag in the dirt.”

Conor’s team filed out of the room. Banks and Conor remained behind with Demo Dick.

“You want we should drag him out of here?” Conor asked, gesturing to Gerard’s body.

“No,” Demo Dick snapped. “Gerard and Tao Fang are having a sleepover tonight.”
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General Li had not seen the pictures of Tao Fang and Demo Dick until President Xi slid them across his desk. The general flipped through each picture without comment, then placed them back on the president’s desk.

“Do you know who the man with Tao Fang is?” the president asked.

“He’s the former Secretary of Defense under Walter Lightspeed. We believed him to be dead. The bombing of Lightspeed’s yacht at the American naval base was specifically planned to lure him there so we could finish him off with the missile attack.”

The president’s mouth was stretched taut, a giveaway of his displeasure. “Obviously those efforts failed. My primary concern, however, is why he appears to have such a congenial relationship with Tao Fang.”

“Are the pictures even real?” General Li asked. “It’s sad to say, yet one can’t even believe their own eyes these days.”

The president leaned forward to pick up the stack again, flipping through the laser-printed full-page images. “My experts say they are authentic. We pulled footage from the surveillance cameras on the freighter anchored off the coast of Virginia. The clothes in these photographs match what Tao Fang was wearing when he left the ship.”

“Any idea where they were taken?”

“No,” the president said. “Those same experts informed me that all the geotags and metadata has been scrubbed from the images.”

“How does this impact our operation in America?”

The president stared at the images, shaking his head with disgust. “What does your gut say? What do you think these images tell us?”

“I’m not a complicated man, Mr. President. I don’t look for nuance and complex explanations. These photographs confirm the impression I’ve always had of Tao Fang. He’s a capitalist whose only allegiance is to his net worth. He doesn’t care about the future of China or the legacy of the empire.”

“Then what would you recommend we do about this?”

General Li sighed. “We know what has to be done. The same thing we’ve discussed on previous occasions. You seize Tao Fang’s companies and all his assets. You revoke his travel documents.”

“What do we do about the traitor himself?”

“I would suggest termination. We need to set an example that will resonate with other businessmen who become so wealthy they assume they are untouchable. If you are in agreement with this strategy, I will personally see to it.”

“You have my permission to deal with Tao Fang as you see fit. What resources will you require?”

“I need direct access to intelligence resources. I need your authorization to assume command of Tao Fang’s contractors, plus any other field assets we have deployed in the American theater.”

“Done,” the president agreed.

“You have any special requests for how we handle Tao Fang?”

The president considered this for a moment, then replied, “No.”

General Li nodded in understanding. “Then, with your permission, we shall leave his corpse behind to rot on American soil.”
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Shortly after breakfast the next day, everyone at the Banks compound reconvened in the conference room. The interior of the room was dark except for a dramatic bubble of illumination over the conference table. Havoc was seated there, working off two laptops and a satellite internet connection. Barb and Shani sat alongside each other, sipping mugs of tea. Earl Banks was present, along with Demo Dick, Conor, and Ricardo.

Ella had been spared from yesterday’s meeting with Gerard and Tao Fang because everyone suspected it would turn ugly. Indeed it had. Interrogations conducted in Conor’s world often ended in gruesome brutality and she didn’t need to see that. It wasn’t her world. Having lost all her luggage to the contractors at the freight terminal, she arrived at the Banks compound with nothing more than the clothes on her back. She now wore a green tracksuit she’d gotten from Valeria, who was roughly her same size.

At the head of the table, Tao Fang sat in a metal folding chair, looking more unkempt than he’d ever appeared in a meeting before. In his old life, he’d insisted that his grooming be immaculate, even when he was traveling in some of the world’s most inhospitable territories. Regardless of whether he was meeting with African warlords or Central American rebel groups, he wanted to look his best. He normally showered and shaved twice a day, and used the most expensive toiletries and skin treatments available. He changed clothing throughout the day, anytime his suits became wrinkled, soiled, or inappropriate to the conditions.

He had not been able to do any of that today. He appeared before this group in need of a shave, a shower, and some quality time with an iron. Although he hadn’t seen himself in a mirror today, he assumed he must look like one of those celebrity mug shots. The kind where an actor spends the night in jail for drunk driving or punching a photographer. Tao Fang had been the last to be seated at the conference table, escorted into the room by a guard. His hands were free now and he no longer wore a black hood.

“Please wait outside,” Banks instructed the guard.

Tao Fang smiled, which caught Dick’s attention.

“Something funny?” Dick asked.

“You overestimate the risk I present. I have no weapons and no skills in martial arts. I have no idea where I am, nor do I have the ability to survive out there in the forest even if I did escape. I might be your prisoner, but I’m logical enough to understand that my survival entirely depends on you.”

“You are correct,” Dick said with a grin. “I’m glad to see that you’re a practical man.”

“Have you disseminated the pictures you took of me yesterday?” Tao Fang asked.

Dick nodded, pleased with himself. “Indeed we have. While there’s been no mention of it in Chinese media, there are indications that the Chinese government has taken action based on those images.”

Fang’s jaw tightened. He tried his best to show no other reaction. “Such as?”

Dick nodded at Havoc. With a few mouse clicks, she displayed an image on a wall-mounted monitor.

Dick pointed at the monitor. “You’re looking at satellite footage of an estate in China. Does it look familiar to you?”

Tao Fang studied the image. “It could be my home. I’ve never seen it from this perspective before.”

“Can we zoom in a little, please?” Dick asked.

With a few mouse clicks, Havoc did as he asked.

Dick said, “Maybe you can see it better now. I bet the last time you were there you didn’t have all those vehicles parked in your driveway, did you? You may not recognize them, but we’ve confirmed they are government-owned vehicles. Agents of the state are thoroughly searching your home. We know that because we were able to access your security system and I watched it myself. They’ve been carting out a lot of art and I’m curious as to where it will end up. It could go to public museums or perhaps one of the president’s private homes. I’m sure that has to sting a little. It probably took years to curate that collection and it will be gone within a few hours.”

It did sting, though Fang did his best to conceal his feelings. “That’s most unfortunate.”

“I’m certain the government’s theft hasn’t been limited to ransacking your art collection,” Dick said. “I bet they’ve already seized the rest of your assets there in China. Hopefully, a smart man like yourself has distributed your wealth across the world. Would I be correct in assuming that some of your money is beyond the reach of China?”

“That would be a fair assumption,” Fang replied. “I’m not interested in sharing the details with you since everything we’re seeing on that screen is the result of your handiwork.”

Dick shook his head. “That’s not necessary. Our relationship hasn’t reached the point yet of sharing a checkbook. I just want to make sure you have all the information that we have so you can make sound decisions. Speaking of relationships, how was your night?”

Tao Fang’s fingers were laced together in front of him. He sat rigid and formal, not wanting to do anything that might provoke the kind of violence he’d witnessed with Colonel Gerard last night. “I’m not exactly sure how to answer that. Last night was the first night I’ve ever spent with a corpse. I don’t think it’s an experience I would care to repeat.”

“You’re in better shape than the corpse. You’re still on the right side of the dirt,” Conor said. “In my world, that’s a win.”

Although unfamiliar with the expression, Tao Fang nodded politely. “While things have taken a turn for the unexpected, I’m not the type to linger in a state of self-pity. I prefer to focus my attention on solving problems rather than lamenting them. That’s how I got where I am today.”

“Where you are today? A prisoner in America?” Conor quipped.

Tao Fang stiffened. “I meant a highly successful international businessman.”

Earl Banks cackled. “I’m sorry if our accommodations weren’t up to your usual standards, Mr. Fang. I’m not used to accommodating highly successful international businessmen.”

Tao fang ignored the sarcasm “If you care to leave a customer satisfaction survey, I’ll complete it upon checkout. Don’t be surprised, however, if my Google review mentions the dead body in my room with the head facing the wrong direction.”

Conor guffawed at the comment. He appreciated people who could find grim humor in a miserable predicament. He was beginning to get a sense of who this man was beneath the placid exterior.

Demo Dick cast a sideways glance at Ella, uncertain how she might react to hearing about such brutality, but she appeared unfazed. Dick found that encouraging. Maybe she understood that this was not a time for timidity.

Emboldened by Conor’s amusement, Tao Fang straightened up in his seat. “You gentlemen have kidnapped me and murdered an associate in front of me. Admittedly, he was not a good person and I understand there were personal reasons for the actions you took. However, you also went to the effort of destroying my relationship with my home country. Perhaps it’s time you tell me what this is all about. I might come from a country where negotiations are conducted according to tradition and nuance, but that is not the way I do business. I think you’ll find me a plainspoken man. I would ask that you be the same with me.”

All eyes turned to Ricardo since the idea of working with Tao Fang was his brainchild.

Taking this as his cue, Ricardo began. “My name is Ricardo and I have a proposal for you.”

Ricardo had no idea what Fang knew or didn’t know about recent events in America. Fang might also have inaccurate information, so Ricardo assumed he knew nothing and spun out the entire tale of their involvement with Lightspeed. Tao Fang asked some questions as they went along, but it was nearly an hour later when Ricardo finished summarizing the events that brought them to where they were at that moment.

“That’s a fascinating story,” Tao Fang said. “Although I’m not sure what it has to do with me.”

“In short, we need a new Lightspeed,” said Ricardo. “Someone with the money and resources to lead a national recovery. Lightspeed proved it could be done.”

“I’m no Lightspeed. From what little I know of the man, he was a genius. I know nothing about technology, nor do I have global resources in that field. There is absolutely zero chance that I could figure out Lightspeed’s wireless electrical grid and continue his project.”

Ricardo shook his head. “It doesn’t need to be the same technology. For several months now I’ve had Havoc working on a project to make connections with some of the world’s foremost energy researchers. We can take this an entirely different direction. Rather than a single national grid, the researchers I’ve spoken to have suggested micro grids. Energy production at the home or community level. All we need are financial resources and someone to lead the project.”

To his credit, Tao Fang did not dismiss it offhand. He was seriously contemplating what Ricardo had suggested. “Not to sound callous, but how would I be compensated for my expenses? A project of this scale would deplete my resources. Before I would consider a proposition such as this, there would need to be a plan for restoring the wealth that I expended.”

“That is indeed a consideration, and we have a plan for that,” said Ricardo. “The details aren’t finalized, but they should be shortly.”

Tao Fang opened his arms in a gesture that said, “That’s it?”

Demo Dick intervened at this point, going into detail where Ricardo had left off. “We’re going to arrange a meeting with the former American president. We’re hoping he will lend his support to the project and that the United States government will guarantee your compensation. We have no issue with you making money if we can get the country back on its feet.”

Tao Fang sat still for a moment, staring off into space. Then he said, “Perhaps the appropriate question here is do I even have a choice?”

It just so happened that this was the type of question that Conor answered best. “I guess it depends on which direction you want the bill of your hat facing.”

Ricardo and Shani rolled their eyes at Conor’s colorful comment.

Fortunately, Tao Fang still had a clear image of Gerard’s body lying in his cell with his head wrenched around to where he was looking down at his own ass. “Then I am at your service.”

“That easy, huh?” Demo Dick was always suspicious of people who agreed too quickly. Then again, perhaps he was just always suspicious.

“You will find that I am both a pragmatist and a realist,” Tao Fang said. “On the simplest level, I truly enjoy life. I enjoy finding solutions to problems. I enjoy fixing things. I’m not interested in leaving this world yet if I have other options.”

Ricardo cleared his throat. “Then let’s hear from you, Tao Fang. So far, I’ve done most of the talking. I’m sure you have a perspective on our situation that is different from our own. Let’s hear it.”

“What would you like to know?”

“I’d like to know where the bloody help is,” Conor asked. “The US is always handing out aid to foreign countries. Where have those countries been during our collapse?”

“You may know that there was initially a United Nations response. They pulled out after encountering hostility from locals. People were convinced they were here to take over and a lot of UN forces were killed.”

Conor shrugged as if the answer was obvious. “That’s because the United Nations was in league with crooked American politicians who wanted to tie international aid to people turning in their guns. Americans wouldn’t go for that.”

“Be that as it may,” said Tao Fang, “that is why the United Nations and all of its member nations stepped back. They felt the average American had this paranoid obsession with the United Nations being part of a global conspiracy. I’m not sure if you know this, but Mexico was the one country most interested in continuing to provide aid, and China pressured them to stop.”

“That makes sense. It’s also consistent with reports we’ve heard from intelligence sources,” Ricardo said. “While I can understand countries not wanting to put their troops in harm’s way, why is the international community not doing anything to stop China’s aggressive attempts to overthrow America? Why are they just standing back and watching it happen?”

“It’s a diplomatic game,” said Tao Fang. “Publicly, China is telling the world that they are the one nation not afraid to lend aid to America despite the violence and hostility that exists here. China made it clear to the rest of the world that the aid is being administered and protected by my private contractors. None of the world’s powerful nations can protest that because they’ve all done the same thing. Contractors are not soldiers. The presence of private military contractors in a foreign nation is a sticky subject and no one wants to take a stance against it. Then there’s the matter of the president.”

“What about the president?” Dick’s tone was cautious, as if asking what a problem child had done to get in trouble this time.

“He was vocal in the beginning of the disaster, just as you would expect,” Tao Fang said. “Then as American politicians and bureaucrats begin to disappear, he withdrew from the world stage. If he’d have come out and endorsed Lightspeed, other nations might’ve pressured China to back off. He didn’t, so China continued their efforts to subvert him. For better or worse, the man your people last elected president is still seen as the legitimate leader of your nation. Until he endorses someone, the rest of the world will continue to stand back and watch.”

Everyone at the table except for Tao Fang turned their eyes toward Ella.

Tao Fang noticed this. “Apparently, I’m missing some information here. There must be some reason that everyone is staring at this lovely lady.”

Ella offered a friendly smile. “Mr. Fang, my name is Ella Ford. I’m a businesswoman, singer, and author. The folks around this table seem to think I might be someone who could help unite this country again. That’s why I’m here and that’s why they’re all looking at me like I have three heads.”

Tao Fang nodded with recognition. “Ah, I thought you looked familiar. Forgive me for not recognizing you under these circumstances.”

“You’re forgiven,” she said. “With no makeup, no stylist, and no fancy outfit, I look like a different person.”

Tao Fang looked around the table. “You folks think Ms. Ford’s celebrity will allow her to succeed where Lightspeed failed?” There was no judgment in his voice. He was simply trying to understand the plan.

“It’s not entirely a matter of celebrity, Mr. Fang,” Ella said. “The president and I are personally acquainted. In fact, I would go as far as to say he’s a big fan. I performed at his inauguration, and I’ve attended several dinners at the White House. I believe I can garner his full support if I can speak to him.”

“We don’t expect him to simply hand over the presidency,” Ricardo said. “However, he could endorse Ms. Ford as the face of the national recovery effort. That will give her a legitimacy that Lightspeed never had.”

“When were you going to present this idea to the president?” Tao Fang asked.

“We haven’t set up the meeting yet,” Ella said. “We’re still working on making that happen.”

Tao Fang leaned back in his chair. “It just so happens that I had a meeting set up for yesterday.”

Everyone around the table looked at him with surprise.

“How were you able to secure that meeting?” Ricardo asked. “It’s incredibly difficult to get a response out of the president’s team. No one is answering their phones.”

Tao Fang shrugged as if the answer was obvious. “I brought ice cream. If the dry ice is still working and the ice cream hasn’t melted, that will open the door.”
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After the president and General Li met to discuss Tao Fang’s future, things became busy for the general. The president retained control of seizing Tao fang’s assets, diverting an entire division of government for this purpose. They were instructed to drop everything, find all of Tao Fang’s assets, and lock them down to where he could not gain access to them.

The general was not naïve enough to think he could instantly assume control of Tao Fang’s legion of contractors. He would have to earn their respect, while still exercising the command authority the president had given him. He began by issuing a statement to all of Tao Fang’s contractors worldwide making them aware that their boss was a traitor. They were instructed to ignore any orders Tao Fang might issue from this point forward. If any of them knew his whereabouts, they were to pass that information up the chain of command immediately.

General Li also set about building an advisory team. Since the president had given him free reign to run Tao Fang’s project, the general wanted to show he was worthy of that trust. Fortunately, the general understood he was too old for the battlefield, so he had no desire to go charging off to America with the intention of taking scalps. There were other men better equipped to do that. His time was better spent in meetings. It was in one of those meetings that an intelligence analyst came forward to say that she thought she had a last known location for Tao Fang.

“How?” General Li asked. “I was told that Fang used a special high-security satellite phone that could not be tracked through conventional methods.”

The analyst bobbed her head eagerly. “That’s true, General, but we know from the surveillance cameras aboard the freighter that Tao Fang left the ship with an American asset named Colonel Gerard. Gerard was using a conventional satellite phone.”

“And?”

“I was able to track Colonel Gerard’s phone from the ship to a freight terminal in Tennessee. The building was used as a training facility for contractors before Lightspeed came along and changed the political landscape. Colonel Gerard had been there several times, according to his handler.”

“So you think Fang is at this facility in Tennessee?”

The analyst shook her head. “No, sir. I tracked Gerard’s phone from Tennessee to a remote area of West Virginia. It was powered down at a facility that serves as a refueling station. Since that time, it was powered back on once to make a call, then turned back off.”

“How confident are you in this information?” General Li asked.

The analyst looked uncomfortable at this question. “It’s worth checking into, sir. The terrain is consistent with the background of the photographs showing Tao Fang with the American.”

“Thank you,” the general said. “Should your information prove correct, I will see that you are rewarded.”

The analyst beamed as the general walked off, extracting his phone from his pocket. He ran his plan by the president and received approval. With this formality out of the way, he called Po, the intelligence official aboard the freighter on the Virginia coast.

“Have the men I sent in the helicopter with Tao fang been keeping themselves occupied?”

“They work out every day,” Po replied. “Still, they are getting restless. I think they’d rather be out in the field doing what they do best.”

“I have a job for them. Do you have a helicopter available?”

“Colonel Gerard took the big one. I have access to a smaller one.” Po knew something was up with Colonel Gerard and Tao Fang since they hadn’t returned on time. He’d also had numerous contacts with both General Li and his intelligence colleagues back home, but he didn’t know the full scope of what was going on.

“How many passengers will it hold?”

“Six.”

“Then have the commander of my team pick his five best men. I’m going to need you to deliver them to West Virginia. Do you know where we can find more men?”

“How many more?”

“Maybe two dozen,” the general replied.

“I have teams running operations on the mainland right now. Tao Fang never knew about them. It was my little secret. My men are at your disposal. You arrange transport and they’ll do anything you ask of them.”
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“All this time we’ve been trying to think of a diplomatic way to reach out to the president and propose a meeting, and this was all it took. Ice cream.” Conor stared at the massive cooler in the back of a helicopter, shaking his head in disbelief.

“We’re just lucky no one ate it,” Ricardo said.

They were airborne and headed for the Greenbrier Resort. Kate was flying their newly obtained Bell 412 with Valeria in the copilot’s seat. Although Valeria was not a trained pilot, she had expressed an interest in learning, so Kate had taken her under her wing. Seated in the cabin were Tao Fang, Ella, Conor, Ricardo, Shani, and Barb.

There had been a lot of discussion at the Banks compound about who should be part of this meeting. Everyone wanted Demo Dick to attend but he was a controversial figure, and his presence sometimes inflamed situations. As a result, he preferred to leave the diplomacy to others. His expertise was in breaking necks and pushing boundaries. Besides, he wasn’t back in top form yet after being blown up with a cruise missile and didn’t consider himself operational.

The same could have been said for Conor. His presence was frequently inflammatory, but it was not just because of his personality. It was the rude and often inappropriate comments he made at the worst possible moments. Then there were the threats of violence that came out when people got on his nerves. All of it made him ill-suited for situations where decorum was required. However, everyone agreed he was a good man to have at their side when the bullets started flying. For that reason alone, no one was interested in leaving him back at the compound.

The Greenbrier Resort was chosen as an emergency shelter long ago because it was a safe distance from Washington, DC, yet within a day’s drive. By coincidence, Earl Banks had chosen the location of his compound in West Virginia for the same reason. He wanted to be close enough to DC that federal employees who required firearms training or other special trainings could drive to his facility to get them. As it ended up, the Banks compound was within one hour’s drive time of the Greenbrier. On a helicopter, it was only a matter of minutes.

“Are you sure we’re not going to get shot out of their airspace?” Kate asked when the sprawling resort came into view.

“We shouldn’t,” Ella said. “It funny how no one would give us the time of day until we mentioned strawberry ice cream. Suddenly, we had priority clearance.”

Havoc had been able to locate several satellite phone numbers that appeared to be tied to the president and his team at the Greenbrier. Since Conor and Ricardo had lost their phones at the freight terminal, Ricardo had brought out new ones back at camp. They tried dialing the numbers Havoc gave them but no one answered.

At Tao fang’s suggestion, they dug out Colonel Gerard’s satellite phone and dialed the last number he’d called. It turned out it belonged to an officer who was the head of security at the resort. The officer demanded to know where they got his number and what happened to Colonel Gerard. Obviously, no one wanted to tell him that. They did manage to keep him on the phone long enough to explain that Ella Ford wanted to visit the president.

“I know the president is a fan, but he’s not taking visitors,” the officer explained.

“Ella played at his inauguration,” Ricardo countered.

“The president is still not taking visitors.”

That was when Ricardo pulled out the heavy artillery. “I guess we need to throw out the drum of strawberry ice cream she was going to bring him then.”

At the mention of strawberry ice cream, the officer’s attitude changed. “Strawberry ice cream? Are you serious?”

“I wouldn’t lie about strawberry ice cream.”

“The president has been out for a little while,” the officer said. “It’s been an issue around here.”

“Then please inform the president that Ella will be delivering him some personally.”

The officer relented, and arrangements were made. Now, as Kate flew toward the landing pad, a group of men streamed from a building and awaited the helicopter.

Conor watched through a window. “Those blokes always make me uncomfortable. I expect them to open fire on me.”

Shani winked. “That’s your guilty conscience speaking, Conor. Your shady past is coming back to haunt you.”

Conor returned the wink. “The only thing shady about my past was ever getting hooked up with the likes of you.”

Barb snorted. “Those blokes on the ground might have to get in line if they want to shoot you. Shani might do it before we even land.”

“Here goes nothing,” Kate said, beginning their descent.

Once they were on the ground, the welcoming party was anything but welcoming. As they waited for the rotors to spin down, the helicopter was surrounded by mixture of military and civilian gunmen. All wore body armor and sunglasses. All pointed weapons at the helicopter.

“Not a fan of the way they greet people,” Conor said, bristling and chambering a round in his own rifle.

“Easy now,” Ricardo said. “There’s no sense in starting trouble. Meeting the president is no different than meeting any other shady figure around the world. Just assume he’s another warlord or cartel boss, and act accordingly.”

“If somebody will open this door, I’m getting out first,” Ella announced. “I’m not as intimidating as the rest of you. Somebody might recognize me even though I look like hot garbage.”

“You look fine,” Shani assured her.

Ricardo did as Ella asked, opening the door once the rotors came to a stop.

Ella stood perched in the doorway as if she didn’t have a care in the world, a broad smile on her face. “Well, is someone going to help a lady down?”

One of the military men slung his rifle and stepped over the helicopter, grinning just as wide as Ella had. “Why, Miss Ford, it really is you. Some of these guys didn’t believe me.”

Ella saw a patch on his body armor that identified him by name. “It’s these clothes, Mr. Rodriguez,” she said. “They’re not my usual attire for an important meeting.”

No sooner was Ella on the ground than a man in a suit stepped forward. He was tall, balding, and all business. “Who else is in the aircraft, Ms. Ford?”

“Maybe you should step over there and let them introduce themselves,” she suggested. “I’m not so good with names.”

The man stepped over to the open door of the helicopter and leaned inside. He didn’t ask anyone’s names, nor did he offer any greeting. With a finger bobbing in the air, he performed a hasty count. He raised a hand and spoke to them in an authoritative voice. He sounded like a cop explaining to someone that they were going to get arrested if they didn’t do exactly what he said.

“We have clearance for Ms. Ford to deliver her ice cream to the president. The rest of you will have to remain here on the aircraft.”

Ella put her hands on her hips and faced off with the man. “Well, I find that downright insulting. These people are my friends and when I spoke to the president, I explained they would be coming with me. He never said anything about that being a problem.”

The balding man shrugged. “To be honest, once you mentioned that you had fifty gallons of the president’s favorite ice cream, he didn’t hear another word you said. Even though he is the president, he doesn’t have the final word on his own personal security. Sometimes we must overrule him in the interest of national security. This is one of those instances. We’ll allow you to meet with him since you went to all the trouble of finding his favorite ice cream, but that’s the extent of it.”

Ella frowned at the balding man, trying to determine how best to counter his argument.

That was when Ricardo spoke up from the helicopter. “It’s okay, Ella. What’s most important is that you speak with the president. You know what to tell him.”

Ella still wasn’t satisfied. She could manage the meeting herself, she just found it difficult to excuse bad manners. She glared at the balding man as if she was ready to turn him over her knee. “Don’t be surprised if I ask the president to invite my friends in once I meet with him. You’re just being rude.”

“You want to go inside or not?” the man asked Ella. “I’m not arguing with you all day.”

“Of course I do! We didn’t bring this ice cream out here just to watch it melt. Since my friends can’t go inside, your folks are going to have to carry it.”

Rodriguez, the man who helped Ella down from the helicopter, waved some men forward. Conor and Ricardo dragged a five-foot-long cooler filled with ice cream and dry ice to the cabin door. They stepped back and allowed Rodriguez and his men to take over. They tugged the cooler out the door and carried it toward the nearest building like they were hauling a stretcher.

The balding man spoke loudly for everyone to hear. “I’ll be escorting Miss Ford inside. The rest of you are to remain inside the helicopter. Please don’t wander around the property.”

While Ella was led off, Ricardo and Conor stood in the door of the helicopter, watching her go.

“I hope that’s not a mistake,” Conor said.

“We have to trust her and hope for the best,” Ricardo said. “It’s never easy to delegate, but at some point you just have to hope you have hired the right people and trust their instincts.”

“If you say so.”

Everyone assumed the security detail surrounding the helicopter would remain with them until Ella returned. Surprisingly, they backed away once Ella and the balding man were inside. The detail never turned their backs on the helicopter, as if they felt that the visitors were an imminent threat. Then they too disappeared into the nearest building and the team was left alone on the landing pad.

Ricardo’s face slipped into a mask of determined concentration. “Interesting.”

“What do you make of it?” Conor asked.

Ricardo shrugged. “Either they presume us to be of little concern⁠—”

“Or they have no intention of returning,” Barb finished.

“What do we do?” Conor asked, taking a seat in the open door of the helicopter.

“We wait,” Ricardo suggested. “No need to go full Mad Mick…yet.”
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Ella was not as concerned about her situation as the people she left behind at the helicopter. In her old life, it was nothing unusual for her to find herself in the company of strangers with no familiar faces in sight. She was constantly making public appearances where she would be escorted by a concert promoter or some assistant. Sometimes she was at a television station where someone was assigned to babysit her until she was scheduled to go before the camera. Her public life had been a constant stream of new faces, new places, and new experiences. To her, the unfamiliarity of her surroundings was oddly comforting. It was a return to her old life, even if she knew it would only last a short time.

“My name is Grady,” the balding man said. “I’m with the Secret Service. The president is waiting on you in his conference room. I’ll drop you off there, then we’ll deliver this ice cream to the freezer.”

“Fine with me, Grady. It’s nice to meet you, even though you need to work on your manners. You can call me Ella.”

“Thank you for saying that. However, protocol requires that I call you Ms. Ford. I hope that’s okay. Please follow me.”

Ella quickly lost track of all the twists and turns they took. They descended in an elevator which required Grady to present his credentials. There were more security doors and several manned checkpoints. At the last one, Ella was given a lanyard and instructed not to remove it.

“The lanyard tracks you in the building,” Grady said. “If for some reason you were to be separated and get lost, the lanyard would help us to find you.”

Ella looked around with a concerned expression. “I’ll certainly remember that. There’s no way I could find my way out of here without help.”

They reached a windowless metal door marked by a plastic sign with the number seven on it. Grady stopped, twisted the doorknob, and stepped inside. Ella followed him and found herself in a room with a long conference table surrounded by thirty padded chairs.

She took in the outdated color scheme of the chairs, the carpet, and the wallcovering. She remembered someone telling her that the president had specifically chosen this location, even though there was a more modern, secure facility available. She felt bad for thinking it, but the president was very old. She couldn’t remember how old, but she knew he was in his mid to late eighties. Perhaps he felt more at home here among these surroundings. The place was a relic of another time, just as the president himself.

A door opened at the other end of the room and the president tottered in. He stopped at the head of the table and threw her an awkward wave. “Ella!”

“Leopold!” Ella cooed. She threw her arms out and started toward the president.

Grady hurried over and inserted himself in between them. “I’m sorry, Ms. Ford, we can’t allow direct contact with the president. I’m afraid the closest you can get will be your seat at the opposite end of the table.”

Ella looked at Grady like he’d lost his mind. “That’s thirty feet away! Honey, I haven’t seen Leopold in several years and that calls for a hug.”

“We can’t take a chance on someone transmitting an illness to the president. I’m afraid you have to remain at your assigned end of the table, or we’ll end this meeting right now.”

Ella put her hands on her hips and looked at the president. “Just who’s in charge here, Leopold? Are you going to let them tell you what to do?”

The president grinned and threw his hands up in the air as if he were helpless to do anything about the situation.

“You always hugged people before,” she said. She left out the part about him being notorious for his awkward hugs that often went on too long or involved wandering hands, even when the cameras were rolling. She didn’t even care if she hugged him really, but she’d thought it might be a good icebreaker that would make him more receptive to her proposal.

“Grady is the boss.”

From the robotic way in which the president said that line, Ella wondered if someone had fed it to him before their meeting. She frowned at him. “Fine.” She headed for the seat that Grady had pointed out to her.

Grady held the seat for her, then helped her scoot closer to the table. “I’ll let you two catch up while we deal with the ice cream.”

“Ice cream!” the president said. “I love ice cream.”

Ella frowned at him. “When we spoke on the phone, I said I’d be bringing you some strawberry ice cream.”

“Strawberry?! That’s my absolute favorite! How did you know?”

Ella rolled her eyes. “Oh, just a guess.”

It wasn’t a guess. Everyone in the country knew the president’s favorite ice cream. Nearly every photo of him in public showed him with an ice cream cone in his hand. He’d sounded fine when she spoke with him on the phone, but in person he was showing signs of serious cognitive decline. This was concerning. If she discussed anything of importance with him, would he even remember in a few hours?

The president clapped like an excited three-year-old. “Do I get some now?”

“Absolutely, Mr. President. I’ll have someone deliver it to you shortly.”

Grady excused himself from the room and the president looked at Ella expectantly, waiting for her to initiate the conversation.

“Well, how have you been?” she asked.

The president threw his hands up in the air, a gesture he was apparently fond of. “I’ve been fine. They take good care of me here. We have a dance party every night and there’s ice cream, though they ran out of my favorite flavor recently. We get to do crafts and play lots of games.”

“What’s your favorite game?” Ella asked. She knew the president used to be fond of playing poker with a group of other congressmen.

“Hi ho! Cherry-O,” he announced proudly.

Ella was appalled. While there were some board games that people never grew out of, that one was for preschool children. “Do you get many visitors?”

“No. People come and go from here, but I usually don’t have any contact with them. The people in charge like me to keep my distance.” He smiled as if he found the whole thing amusing.

The entire interaction felt off to Ella. The president she remembered would have brushed Grady off and hugged her anyway. He was notorious for not taking the advice of his handlers. This guy was more like an obedient child. Then there was the nature of the conversation. There was none of the warmth that the man usually displayed. A weird theory began to develop in her mind and she wanted to test it.

“Out of all the songs you saw me perform over the years, Leopold, which was your favorite?”

For a moment, the president looked like a deer caught in the headlights, then he gave her that same hollow smile he’d displayed only moments earlier. “Why, Ella, I don’t know if I could pick a favorite song of yours. I enjoy them all. You’re a very talented recording artist.”

Though she didn’t let her face show her reaction, Ella knew this was not true. At least it hadn’t been at any other time she’d been in his company. The president had always had a particular favorite and he requested it every time he saw her perform. It had been one of her earliest hits, released in 1971. She didn’t think the president was lying though. She also didn’t think his brain had turned into a marshmallow. She thought this man was an imposter doing his best to act like the president.

Ella threw a sneaky look back over her shoulder, then turned around to face the president. She grinned at him. “Maybe now that that mean old Grady is gone, I can get that hug after all.” She got to her feet and headed in the president’s direction.

He didn’t get up to receive her hug. In fact he was nearly paralyzed with indecision, uncertain of how to handle her breach of protocol. He became extremely nervous after she released him, then scooted his chair back from the table and stood.

“I need to be excused for a moment. I need to use the potty. I’ll be right back.”

Only when he was gone did Ella think to look around the room and see if there were cameras in place. If there were, her indiscretion had probably been witnessed. Even if it had not, maybe the president was outside right now telling Grady she had broken the rules. Only he wasn’t the president. Once she was close enough to hug him, she was certain of it. Despite the layers of makeup, he didn’t look like the same man once she was close to him.

This only confused her further. If he was not the president, what had been the point of allowing her to visit? Why take a chance on her figuring out that he was an imposter? None of this made any sense. She returned to her seat and waited for someone to return. She assumed it would be Grady and that he would angrily escort her from the facility.

Ten minutes passed before she heard the door open behind her. She turned in her seat to see Grady escorting the president back. The president returned to his seat at the head of the table, offering her that same blank smile. When he left the room a few minutes ago, he was on the verge of panic. Now he was utterly calm and composed. A part of her wondered if ten minutes was a long enough time that he’d entirely forgotten their earlier interaction.

Grady placed a bowl of ice cream in front of the president, then delivered one to Ella, along with a bottle of water. If Grady was aware she had hugged the president earlier, he hid it well. She had braced herself to be thrown out, yet Grady seemed none the wiser.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Grady said. “I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes. I hate to cut your visit short, but the president has another commitment.”

Once Grady left, the president tucked the napkin into the front of his shirt and began eating his ice cream. Between each bite, he smiled at Ella in a way that was almost disturbing. His eyes didn’t reflect any recognition at all.

“What other commitment do you have today?” she asked, curious since he said he didn’t get many visitors.

“No idea,” he said, ice cream smeared on his lips. “I just do what they tell me.” He laughed awkwardly.

“Do you remember when I performed at your inauguration, Leopold?”

The president nodded and smiled, robotically shoveling ice cream into his mouth.

“What was your favorite song of the night?”

He gave a good-natured shrug. “I don’t think I had one. Everything you sing is amazing. I really enjoyed your performance.”

“If you had a favorite, maybe I could sing it for you now? I can serenade you while you eat your ice cream.”

“I’d like that. You pick one. I like all your songs.”

“Maybe later. For now, I’ll just watch you eat. You really enjoy that ice cream.”

“It’s my favorite,” he announced proudly. “Are you going to eat yours?”

She looked down at the bowl of strawberry ice cream in front of her, then shook her head at the president. “No, I don’t think so. Would you like it?”

He nodded sheepishly, so she got up and carried the bowl to him. She placed it on the table and took a moment to study him closely. He ignored her, so elated at the arrival of a second bowl of ice cream. This second examination solidified her opinion. This was not the man she had known for several years. This was not the same man who’d been president when the nation collapsed. Ella returned to her seat and sat down.

The president glanced up from his bowl of ice cream with a startled look on his face. He squinted and cocked his head, then touched his ear. Ella recognized the gesture from having been on live television many times. He was listening to something through an earpiece.

His eyes flickered toward her. “Was there anything you wanted to talk to me about?” he asked, returning to the same insipid smile. “You mentioned having something you wanted to discuss.”

She waved him off. “It was nothing. Not important.”

The president returned to his bowls of ice cream and the rest of their meeting passed with an uncomfortable silence. It was broken only by instances of the president looking up to smile blankly at her. Ella was relieved when Grady returned. She politely waved goodbye to the president and followed Grady out into the hallway. As soon as the door to the conference room was closed, Ella assumed she would be following Grady back through the maze to the surface. Instead, he remained standing there facing her.

“Did the president seem okay to you?” he asked.

Obviously not, because he’s not the president, she thought.

“I guess so,” she replied. “We’re all rusty at interacting with people. Most of us haven’t really socialized for a year and a half now. We’re not as good at small talk as we used to be.”

Grady nodded as she spoke, his eyes direct. They were probing, trying to root the truth out of Ella. Grady reached out and rested a hand on her shoulder. That innocent gesture felt very menacing, however, Ella was quite good at facing fear and pretending as if everything was normal. She had done it thousands of times when walking out on stage. She’d done it when equipment failed or an opening act didn’t arrive on time. She could wing it with the best of them.

“Are you sure he seemed okay?” Grady repeated.

It was in that moment that Ella knew her suspicions were correct. That was not the president inside that room. Worse yet, Grady had somehow figured out she knew the truth.
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Tired of sitting in the helicopter, Conor hopped to the ground and stood there looking around. It wasn’t a look of idle curiosity, but more of a suspicious glare. Nothing about their situation felt right.

“We’re supposed to stay in the helicopter,” Shani said.

Conor cut her sharp look. “What are you gonna do? Tell the bloody teacher? Feckin’ rule follower.”

Shani replied with an upraised middle finger. Ricardo gave into his restlessness, and climbed down to join Conor. Less than a minute later, Barb joined the two of them, leaving Shani in the helicopter with Tao Fang and Valeria.

“What you think of this situation, Conor?” Ricardo asked.

“A little irregular.”

“Like your bowels?” Shani cracked.

Conor ignored her. “It makes no sense that they didn’t leave guards watching us. That would’ve been the normal protocol.”

“Unless they’re not coming back,” Barb said.

Conor met Ricardo’s eyes, then the two of them looked at Barb.

“That’s the second time you’ve suggested that,” Ricardo said. “I hope you’re wrong.”

“You seriously think so?” asked Conor. “Why would they keep Ella? I mean, she’s a nice enough lady but she has no strategic value. What would be the point?”

“I agree,” Ricardo said. “If they didn’t want her to see the president, then why did they agree to the visit? Why didn’t they refuse us or ignore the call altogether?”

“You’re forgetting the ice cream factor,” Barb pointed out.

“There’s more,” Ricardo said. “Something we’re not seeing.”

Conor shot Tao Fang a look. “Any clues?”

Tao Fang shook his head. “No idea.”

“You best be telling the truth,” Conor snapped.

Within seconds of each other, the sound of ringing satellite phones cut through the air. Those with phones looked at each other in confusion as they tried to figure out whose phone was ringing. Then they figured out all their phones were ringing.

“I’ve got Ragus,” Conor said. “Not like him to call during an operation.”

“I’ve got Banks,” said Ricardo. “Shani?”

She was staring at the screen of her own phone. “It’s Tamar. I need to take this and make sure nothing is wrong with Abela.”

While the three of them answered their phones, Barb, Valeria, and Kate shrugged.

“Must be nice to be important,” Kate said. “Maybe I’ll get a phone one day.”

“At least you can fly a helicopter,” Barb said. “That makes you more important than me. I just run a rifle. Plenty of people can do that.”

“I can barely run a gun or fly a helicopter,” Valeria said. “I’m probably never going to get a phone.”

Their lighthearted banter faded as panicked voices erupted around them. Shani was frantically speaking to her sister, and Conor was doing his best to try and calm Ragus so that he could understand what he was saying. Ricardo had stepped away from the group and raised his voice as if Earl was having difficulty hearing him.

Conor covered the mouthpiece of his phone and hissed, “Kate!”

She caught his eye and Conor raised a finger to make a spinning gesture in the air. It was an instruction to begin her pre-flights and get those rotors spinning.

“What is it, Dad?” Barb asked when Conor was off the phone.

Ricardo was still on the phone. Conor patted him on the back, steering him toward the open cabin door. “The compound is under attack. They’re taking heavy fire and there are injuries. It’s chaos. We have to get back there.”

Ricardo ended his call. “What about Ella? We can’t abandon her.”

“She’s not in danger!” Conor shouted. “The compound is overrun, and people are dying.”

“I’ll stay,” Valeria said. “I can wait out here for her. You won’t miss me in a fight.”

“How long until we can fly?” Ricardo asked Kate.

“One minute at the soonest,” Kate called back.

“Valeria, while I appreciate your offer,” said Ricardo, “I’m not comfortable leaving you here by yourself. It’s not about capability, it’s about experience.”

“I’ll stay with her,” Barb said. “Just leave us a phone so we have comms.”

Conor gave Barb a look that said he wasn’t happy about her offer, but at the same time he understood it.

She held out her hand for his phone.

He relented and placed it there. “Get your shit.”

Barb grabbed her pack and helmet. Valeria did the same and they climbed down from the helicopter.

As the rotor blades began spinning, Conor gave Barb a powerful hug. When he pulled away, he grasped her face in both his hands. “You be bloody careful. You girls watch out for each other.”

“I will, Dad. You do the same.”

“We will,” said Valeria.

There was a lot that all of them wanted to say and absolutely zero time to say any of it. Barb threw a hand over Valeria’s shoulder and led her away from the helicopter. They crouched down a short distance away and shielded their faces from the debris stirred up by the rotor wash. Soon, the helicopter was up and banking away. By the time the two of them could hear well enough to speak again, they had their gear on and were squared away. Barb, the more experienced of the two, gave Valeria a once-over to make sure she hadn’t missed anything.

“What now?” Though Valeria had somehow managed to keep the fear out of her voice, it was visible in her eyes.

Barb motioned for Valeria to follow her and stalked off toward the door that Ella and the security staff had disappeared into earlier. Just inside that set of doors was a much heavier door, which was closed and locked. There was a biometric interface connected to the wall, which appeared to require both a handprint and retinal scan.

“I guess we’re not getting in this way,” Barb said.

“Then how?” Valeria asked. “We should just sit down outside and wait. Maybe they’ll come back.”

Barb shook her head. “Waiting puts us at their mercy. I’m not interested in being at anyone’s mercy. If the front door is locked, then we try the back.”

“What if it’s locked too? If the president lives here, surely no one leaves a door open.”

“You’d be surprised.” Barb exited the airlock and paused for a moment to take a look around. She chose a direction and set off.

Valeria hurried to keep up with her. “What am I missing, Barb?”

“You’re not missing anything, Valeria. I just had the benefit of growing up with the Mad Mick as a father, He taught me something that has paid off many times in my life.”

“He taught you to always look for a back door?”

“In a sense. He taught me that there’s a smoker in every building.”

For the next half hour the pair walked along the perimeter of the building. Barb wasn’t concerned about being seen by security cameras. When they were sitting in the helicopter, Conor had passed time searching for them with a pair of binoculars. At first, he was concerned that he didn’t see them, assuming that must mean the facility had newer, smaller cameras in place. Then Ricardo reminded him that the Greenbrier had been decommissioned as a bunker over ten years before. Any cameras they had were probably removed at the time.

Barb didn’t know much about the bunker at the Greenbrier, other than what she overheard in the helicopter. She assumed some of the doors on the property led into the resort areas while others led directly into the bunker. There were likely interconnections between the two spaces so she’d take any entrance she could find. If she could get in the building, she was certain she could eventually find the bunker.

Then, in the distance, she spotted one of the tall metal urns that served as outdoor ashtrays. She turned Valeria and smiled. “I bet there’s an open door there.”

“That’s just sloppy,” Valeria said.

“Dad always told me there was no need to enter a building by brute force when there might be open doors you could waltz through. You’d be surprised how many high-security buildings have been compromised because of smokers.”

The door was on an isolated back portion of the building. Cigarette butts had overflowed from the metal ashtray and smokers were now just tossing them onto the ground. With no one cleaning them up these days, there must have been thousands. Sure enough, the windowless steel door leading into the building was propped open with a brick.

Valeria giggled at the sight of it. “I’ll remember this trick.”

Barb gestured for Valeria to stand off to the side of the door, then she carefully opened it. She moved it a little at a time in case the hinges squeaked. Since this was an expensive building they’d used the best ball bearing hinges, which were completely silent. Once she had the door open, Barb remained in the doorway listening.

Only when she was certain that there was no one in the immediate area, she held a finger to her lips, instructing Valeria to remain silent. The two of them slipped in the door and Barb eased it closed until it was again resting against the brick. They found themselves in a large unfinished space with a high ceiling. It contained a maze of asbestos-wrapped pipes and large red valves. Yellow inspection tags hung off some of them. Barb recognized it as being sprinkler equipment.

There were more cigarette butts flattened on the floor, likely from those cold winter days when no one wanted to go outside. They probably stood in the doorway just enough that they were compliant with the rules. In some ways the situation was totally reflective of how government as a whole functioned. Here they were in a post-apocalyptic environment in which the government had totally collapsed. The nation was in shambles, most of the population was dead, and the majority of those running the country had sold it out to foreign interests to try to better their own positions.

Even there at the Greenbrier, nothing of substance was being done to save the nation. The place existed for no other reason than to support the previous president in some fantasyland where he ate ice cream and danced to oldies every night. In the face of all that, how absurd was it that people still had to go outside to smoke?

The only natural light in the room came from a narrow strip of windows high on the outside wall. They were like something out of an old factory, with metal frames surrounding individual panes of glass. Decades of dust filtered the light to a diffused glow that didn’t reach fully into the room. Barb had to trigger her weapon light and search the far wall to find the door that led further into the building. When she located it, she nodded at Valeria to follow her.

Once she reached it, Barb turned the lever handle and cracked the door open. There was a hallway outside, and it made her think they were in a part of the building that housed the mechanical systems. The hallway had concrete walls with peeling layers of white paint. There was fluorescent tube lighting overhead—industrial fixtures with wire cages to protect the bulbs. Only one tube was burning in each fixture. Barb remembered her father telling her that facilities sometimes did this when they were on restricted power to reduce the electrical draw.

Barb stepped out into the hallway, checking both directions with her rifle before motioning for Valeria to join her. They had the option to go either right or left. There was no signage instructing them on which way to go, which was too much to hope for. A sign pointing them toward the Top-Secret Presidential Bunker would have made things too easy.

Barb directed her weapon light toward the ground. The concrete floor was covered in some type of industrial paint in a battleship gray color. Someone might once have been assigned to sweep and mop this floor, but that responsibility had been neglected for some time. The floor was covered with dust and grime, except for the path worn by foot traffic. The smokers who so frequently used this room came out this door and went right.

Valeria pointed right and cocked a questioning eyebrow. Barb nodded that was the correct direction and they set off that way.
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While the flight between the Greenbrier and the Banks compound lasted only minutes, they were those miserably long minutes only experienced when loved ones were in danger. The team spent that time readying themselves for combat and arriving at the strategy. Normally the helicopter landed at the primary landing zone near the center of the compound, yet that was not the only place to land a helicopter. They kept a field cleared a short distance away from the main camp so that multiple helicopters could land at one time. This had been useful in the days when the military frequently trained there.

When the field was in sight, Conor threw open the cabin door and Kate made a hot landing. He and Shani leapt from the helicopter and scrambled for cover since conditions on the ground were unclear. The helicopter immediately took off again with Ricardo, Kate, and an utterly terrified Tao Fang. They were going to overfly the main camp and report back to Conor and Shani.

They were all close enough now to receive transmissions from the camp’s radio net. What they heard was just as disturbing as the phone calls they had received at the Greenbrier. They were not the confident transmissions of a force easily repelling an enemy. It sounded like chaos.

Once the helicopter was back in the air, Conor and Shani sprinted up the trail toward the concrete building that housed the camp’s armory. They knew from their phone contact with the camp that this was where their people were holed up. The sounds of battle were everywhere. Gunfire came from all directions. When they were nearly to the armory, they took cover and made contact with their people by radio.

“Conor for Ragus, Conor for Ragus.”

It took a moment before he replied. When he did, his voice was taut with stress. “Go for Ragus.”

“I’m here with Shani,” Conor said. “What’s the situation?”

Ragus sounded uncertain when he replied, as if the situation were changing so rapidly that he was uncertain if he even knew what was going on outside. “I’m in the armory with Shannon, Tamar, and Abela. Shannon and I are on the roof with Demo Dick and Earl Banks. They’ve both been hit but they’re still in the fight.”

“What about everyone else?” Conor asked. “The rest of the compound people?”

“They’re all over the place. We don’t know how many enemy there are, but they’re everywhere. We were swarmed.”

“Do you need Shani to join you inside?”

“Negative. It’s too hot here. There’s no way she could make it through the gunfire.”

“Copy that,” Conor replied. “Then we’ll take the fight to them. Advise your team we’re active out here so make sure of their targets. Conor out.”

When he ended the transmission, Conor met Shani’s eye and saw fear there.

“Abela has to be terrified,” Shani said. “Tamar too.”

“You heard Ragus. The fight is out here. This is where we’re needed.”

Although Shani understood, it was a bitter pill to swallow. She wanted to be with her daughter, but the situation appeared so dire that remaining outside might be the only way to save her.

The battle raged on the armory roof. Demo Dick was running a M249 SAW from a nest formed by spent casings, fresh drums, and two spare barrels. His fire was punctuated by the occasional boom of a .50 caliber sniper rifle in Shannon’s capable hands. She was putting her newly acquired skill to work.

Conor and Shani headed toward the fight, trying to find the attackers, but it was not as easy as they expected. This part of West Virginia was heavily forested, and the compound was built in a series of clearings interconnected by roads and paths. While the hardwood trees were bare of foliage at this time of year, Eastern hemlocks were prolific in this area. Their evergreen branches broke up sightlines and created pockets of concealment. The forest helped keep the compound cooler in the summer, yet now it was working against those residents trying to defend it.

The first combatant they came upon was prone behind a downed tree. He steadied his rifle across it and was firing on the armory with short bursts. He wasn’t alone. Somewhere beyond him was a companion who wasn’t visible from Conor’s position.

The minute Conor saw the man’s uniform, he pulled Shani close and whispered in her ear. “Those aren’t the Chinese contractors we’ve been dealing with. Those uniforms are Chinese special forces.”

They split up, with Conor remaining in that position and Shani moving thirty feet to the left, away from the man’s line of sight. The hope was that Conor firing on the Chinese soldier might lure the one they couldn’t see into revealing himself. Once Shani was safely behind cover, Conor opened fire on the exposed soldier.

He hadn’t seen Conor or Shani arrive so the first bullet whistling by his face confused him. He spun toward the incoming fire, bringing his rifle to bear. He didn’t get off a single shot before Conor’s second round punched a hole in his face and flipped his main breaker to the Off position. He slumped into a heap and didn’t move.

Conor heard a voice shouting in Chinese. He couldn’t tell if the man was checking the status of his teammate or broadcasting over the radio that he’d lost a guy. Either way, their attempt to get him to reveal his position worked. Conor never caught sight of him; Shani opened fire and the man cried out. Her second shot silenced him.

The two guns they’d taken out of the fight had little impact on the overall tempo of the battle. Heated gunfire raged from all quarters of the camp.

Conor bellowed into his radio. “Conor for Ricardo. Where is our bloody air support, Ricardo? Have you got anything for us?”

“We overflew the camp,” Ricardo replied. “We couldn’t see anything for the Hemlock trees, and we took heavy fire. I was trying to spare the helicopter since we couldn’t offer support.”

“Then you better ground the chopper and get in the fight. This feels bad—really bad—and we’re going to need every gun we can get.”

“Copy that. We’ll rendezvous with you after we’ve landed.”

As soon as Conor ended his transmission with Ricardo, Shani was on the frequency.

“Can you give me any direction, Ragus? Where is the bulk of the fire coming from? We can’t see shit.”

Even though Conor and Shani had taken out two shooters, the battle was growing even more intense. The response from Ragus was unclear. It wasn’t that the transmission was garbled. It was because he was sobbing and shouting over top of someone else screaming.

When Shani looked at Conor there was terror in her eyes. “We’ve got to get in there, Conor.”

Conor didn’t even manage to get a word out before an explosion rocked the ground beneath them. Shani’s eyes went wide. They both knew where the blast had come from and what it meant. They ran for the armory.
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“This isn’t the way we came in,” said Ella. “We came in from the left.”

Grady offered a hollow smile. “It’s a big facility. There are multiple ways out.”

“What’s the point of going a different way?” Ella wasn’t the type to just go along with whatever she was told. If she had done that, she never would have become a successful businesswoman. She’d have ended up an object that other people profited off and that idea had never appealed to her.

“A short debriefing is customary after meeting with the president. A few questions, that’s all. Then you’ll be on your way.”

I didn’t meet the president, Ella thought. She didn’t know who that man was, but he wasn’t the president. “Okay, let’s get it over with so I can get out of here.”

Following Grady down the hall, Ella slipped her hand into her purse to feel the reassuring presence of her handgun. Ricardo and Conor had tried to talk her out of bringing it, telling her that she would no doubt go through multiple searches before being allowed close to the president. In truth, she hadn’t gone through a single metal detector or even been patted down. Security here was nothing like everyone assumed it would be.

Grady led her into a more industrial part of the building. The floors were of generic vinyl tile like in grocery stores and the walls were painted tan. The conference room where she’d met the president had an acoustical ceiling with tiles hung in a metal grid and designer light fixtures. This portion of the building had a painted drywall ceiling with plain florescent light fixtures affixed to the surface. Apparently, maintenance had been neglected because only one bulb per fixture was burning.

Ella came to believe that the area where she’d met the supposed president was a façade. A stage where drama played out. Now she was backstage. She’d been behind enough stages in her career to recognize the transition from the fake back to reality.

They eventually reached an unmarked door and Grady opened it, gesturing for Ella to enter first. She found three men sitting at the far end of a table. They were clearly waiting on her, and she also got the impression she had interrupted a conversation.

“Gentlemen, this is Ella Ford,” said Grady.

To Ella’s surprise, Grady excused himself and backed out of the room, leaving her with the trio of men.

One of the men gestured to the seat at the end of the table closest to Ella. “Please, have a seat, Miss Ford.”

Ella didn’t move. She stared at the three men, trying to get a feel for what was going on here. One wore a suit, while another wore the white coat of a physician with his name embroidered above the pocket. The third man wore khakis and a polo shirt.

“I’m a southern lady and manners are important to me. I usually don’t sit down with people I haven’t been introduced to. Especially when you know my name and I know none of yours.”

The men exchanged uncomfortable glances, then the man in the suit spoke. “To my left is Doctor Fields. He is the president’s personal physician. To my right is the interim Secretary of State, Harold Salinger. He was appointed after the untimely demise of his predecessor. I’m Tristan Kuralt, the president’s chief of staff.”

Since they complied with Ella’s request for introductions, she reluctantly took a seat. She still had an uneasy feeling about this meeting, and she was the kind of person who had a tremendous respect for her own intuition. It had guided her well throughout her career. In this situation, it told her not to let her guard down with these people.

Ella leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “Well, now that we’re all chummy, what can I do for you gentlemen?”

“Miss Ford, how well do you know the president?” It was Kuralt, the president’s chief of staff. “No one here is quite certain as to the nature of your relationship.”

“I am not certain you’d call it a ‘relationship.’ I performed at the presidential inauguration, and I’ve attended several events at the White House under various administrations. I met the president a few times, both as president and when he was a senator. We usually discuss my music, and that’s the extent of it. I’ve had no contact outside of those meetings.”

“So you would characterize your relationship as casual?” Salinger asked.

Ella frowned at him. “Define casual.”

Salinger cleared his throat. “Not…intimate.”

Ella was taken aback. “I am absolutely appalled at your lack of manners. The answer is none of your damn business.” Ella scowled at them. “Now look at that! You’ve pushed me to the point of cursing.”

Kuralt put on a fake smile and tried to smooth things over. “I know it sounds like an intrusive question, but there really is an important point behind it.”

“Which is?” she demanded.

The men exchanged more serious glances, which only served to rile Ella even further.

“Pardon me, am I missing something?” Ella asked. “You all are bouncing looks around like you’re playing volleyball and I’m beginning to feel like everyone is in on the joke except me.”

It was Salinger who responded to this comment. “Forgive us, Miss Ford. We’re not trying to be rude and there’s certainly no joke. We’re simply concerned about the president’s health. As you can imagine, the stress of this event, combined with the isolation, has been a challenge for him. His advanced age has left him less mentally resilient to the change in circumstances.”

“How could I possibly help you in the limited time that I’ll be here?”

“Did anything seem… off about the president?” Doctor Fields asked.

Even before he was done with this question, Ella felt all three sets of eyes scrutinizing her. They were looking for something and she knew what it was. They were trying to determine if she had figured out that the president was an imposter. Yes, she had. There was no way she was admitting that to these men.

“He seemed fine to me,” she lied.

The men could tell she was lying. She saw that immediately. She’d never considered that these men might be trained to spot lying. Plus, she didn’t lie often so she probably wasn’t as good at it as she thought.

Kuralt cleared his throat. “When you set up your meeting with the president, you implied you had business with him. You specifically said you had something to ask of him. Did you get around to that in your meeting?”

When Kuralt asked his question, Ellen noted that he stared at his fingers instead of looking at her. He wasn’t looking at her to see if she responded honestly, which meant he already knew the answer to his question. It was only then that Ella understood they had been monitoring her entire meeting with the president. They had seen all her reactions. They had probably seen the doubt on her face, heard the questions she asked and the comments she made to him.

They knew that she knew. She wasn’t exactly sure what to do now. If they had truly been monitoring her meeting with the president, she couldn’t openly lie to them without risking some type of confrontation. Something told her she didn’t want to have a confrontation with these men under these circumstances unless she had no other option.

“I did have something in mind,” she said. “I changed my mind, though. After speaking with the president, it no longer seemed appropriate.”

Again, the men all exchanged that look, like three owls silently having a conversation on a branch. Ella felt strongly that this unspoken conversation was about her fate. It was about whether she lived or died, and perhaps they had determined her fate already.

Ella’s purse was in her lap. She carefully slipped her hand inside and wrapped it around the grip of her handgun. Because she carried the weapon with a round in the chamber, just as her instructor had taught her, she kept the gun holstered so nothing would inadvertently press against the trigger. With one finger, she gently pressed the holster so that it broke its grip on the handgun. She kept it in her purse for now, but it was accessible if she needed it. The fact that she was in this situation, the fact that she might need a weapon to get out of it, was surreal to her. Was this what the world had become?

“Do you mind telling us what it was you wanted to discuss with the president?” asked Kuralt.

Ella looked off in space, as if considering the question, then said, “No, I don’t think so. I don’t see how it would be relevant to anything since I didn’t ask him.”

Ella noticed that Kuralt’s neck flushed red above his shirt collar, and it gave her a degree of satisfaction. He was not accustomed to people not cooperating with him. She also got the feeling that it made him especially angry that this refusal came from a woman. She’d been around a lot of sexist pigs in her life and he had that vibe about him.

“I apologize for my colleagues, Ms. Ford,” Dr. Fields jumped in. “We’re just trying to protect the president. I know it seems like we’re being obtuse or rude, however, there’s a reason behind our questions.”

“Which is?” she asked.

“If you know the president well, your observations might give us insight into what you think the president’s capabilities are, or if his judgment is impaired or his mental capacity diminished. You know him in a different way than we do so your feedback is valuable to us.”

Ella shrugged. “I already said I didn’t know him all that well. I didn’t know what he was capable of then and I have no idea what he’s capable of now. Maybe he was always an idiot and he’s still one. I don’t know!” She scooted her chair back from the table. “If someone would be so kind as to escort me outside, I have people waiting on me and I need to be on my way.”

Kuralt leaned back in his seat and steepled his fingers together. All the men were looking at her but not saying anything. She wished she knew what they were thinking. That would make things so much easier. Then she would know if she genuinely needed to be concerned for her life or if she was simply overreacting because the situation was so damn weird.

Salinger finally said, “I’m afraid we can’t let you leave yet.”

Ella had already decided that Salinger was the most dangerous of these men. There was something in his eyes. A psychopathic coldness. He looked like someone who carried a weapon and might use it without a second thought.

Kuralt was to his left and looked like the kind of man used to leaving his dirty work to others. She wasn’t too worried about him. The doctor looked like someone Ella could take with her bare hands. He was a delicate wisp of a man with long, thin fingers she imagined might snap like pretzel sticks at the slightest pressure. Beyond that, he didn’t give off the vibe of a man in the healing profession. He seemed more like the kind of doctor who experimented on people in secret government labs. He gave her the creeps.

“I can’t leave yet or I won’t be leaving at all?” Ella asked.

None of the men responded, nor would they even meet her eyes. This is when she understood that they intended to kill her. Ella recalled her firearms training. That sweet young man, Kyle Lamb, had pointed out that sometimes people encountered situations where they might face multiple attackers. It could be a carjacking or a home invasion where the person defending their life or property might have to engage multiple targets. Mr. Lamb had made her train on this scenario and now she was thankful she had.

Ella drew her handgun from her purse and had her support hand on it when she leveled the barrel on Salinger. She immediately squeezed the trigger without a word of warning or any dramatic pause.

BOOM!

At the sound of the deafening gunshot in the small room, both Kuralt and Fields were paralyzed. The last thing they’d ever expected was that this sweet old lady might draw on them and open fire. Ella swiveled her chair slightly to the right and shot Kuralt in the chest. His chair tipped over completely backwards, that look of astonishment still on his face.

Fields raised both hands as if that might somehow ward off the bullet Ella intended to put in him. He managed to squeak out, “No!”

Ella fired but Fields had twisted his body in such a way that the round caught him in the left tricep. When Ella adjusted her aim back to center mass, the doctor was in motion, flinching away from her, backpedaling in his rolling chair. She fired again and the second round caught him in the mouth and exited directly through his spinal column.

The room fell silent and Ella realized she was breathing hard. They had discussed this very thing in her training. She was experiencing the adrenaline dump that came from combat. Ella hadn’t so much as had a fistfight since she was a child and she had just killed three men. She couldn’t process that now, there was no time. She needed to escape before the sound of the shots brought more men.

With the pistol still in her right hand, she hung her purse over her left forearm and got up from the chair. She whipped open the metal door and found Grady standing in the hallway just outside. She could tell from the look on his face that this was not what he had expected to find. He must have thought that one of the men pulled a gun and killed her.

Grady looked down and the pistol clutched in Ella’s hand confirmed his worst suspicions. Before he could make a grab for the weapon, Ella pulled the trigger and the sound exploded in the stark hallway, echoing off the bare walls. Grady doubled over and clutched his stomach.

Ella looked around, trying to determine which way she should go. Then she spotted an exit sign to her right. It struck her as funny that the government might operate top-secret facilities, but they still had to abide by basic safety laws. She only made it one step before Grady groaned loudly.

“You shot me, bitch!” he choked out. “Your music sucks you fucking hillbilly has-been.”

Ella frowned, then turned around and shot him two more times. “You’re rude!”

Those shots finished the job. If Grady had anything else to say, he’d have to shout it from Hell.

Ella headed toward the exit sign at a speed somewhere between a jog and a shuffle. The door below the exit sign had no window and was fitted with a panic bar. Ella paused there and used her hip to press the bar and unlock the door. She shoved through, ready to keep running, but ran headlong into someone.

She screamed and stumbled backward. Ella tried to bring her gun to bear, but a hand shot out in the low light and latched onto it. The gun was wrenched from her hand before she could fire a shot. The only other weapon she carried was her purse. She drew it back and swung, hitting her attacker in the side of the head.

“Ouch!”

Ella froze, recognizing the voice of the person. “Barb?”
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Shani was twenty feet ahead of Conor when she broke cover and emerged on the road leading toward the armory. She held her rifle at high-ready, running without regard for her own safety. All that mattered to her was getting to her sister, her daughter, and the rest of their team. Conor wanted that too, and he also wanted to keep Shani alive.

The heavy steel door to the armory had been damaged in the blast. It was mangled but remained in the frame. A three-man breaching team was stacked up there and the lead man was prying at the door with a short tactical Halligan. A second man was helping him with a short pry bar. The third man, stationed at the rear of the line, was watching their six. He had a clear view of Shani tearing up the gravel road toward him. The Chinese operator snapped his rifle toward Shani.

She already had him in her sights. She fired a short burst and the man staggered backward, his feet pedaling in that awkward dance of death. Conor struggled to get a bead on the other two breachers, who were working with a renewed fury after losing one of their men. Conor sent a couple of suppressed rounds in their direction, but they’d already managed to pry the door open enough that they could wedge themselves inside.

Shani held her fire. Even though she could still see one of the soldiers she was afraid to shoot into the same building that held her only remaining family. Most terrifying of all, there was now an intense firefight inside the armory. Shani was nearly at the door, desperate to get inside and join the fight. Conor was thirty feet behind her when a Chinese soldier burst from the forest to his right. He was focused on Shani and got off two rounds before Conor clipped his legs out from under him with a burst of fire. The soldier’s rounds missed Shani and she didn’t even break stride.

The soldier was down but not out. He struggled to turn his rifle in Conor’s direction, catching a round in the face for his troubles. At the armory door, Shani did a tactical reload before launching herself through the narrow gap.

As he closed the final feet to the armory door, it occurred to Conor that he was no longer getting any supportive fire from the roof. He hoped it meant that Demo Dick, Earl Banks, Shannon and Ragus had taken the fight to the breachers who were loose in the armory. The other option was that they’d been killed, and he couldn’t allow himself to go there.

When Conor reached the mangled armory door, his first thought was that there was no way he was going to fit through the opening the breachers had created. He was obviously larger than a Chinese soldier or a badass Israeli woman. A bullet ricocheted off the concrete beside his head. Even with a helmet and eye protection, shards of concrete and bullet fragments stung his face.

Conor cursed and launched himself toward the gap between the door and frame. One shoulder banged into the frame while the other snagged on a mangled section of the steel door. Conor yelled, kicked, and shoved forward like a determined bull. He fell inside just as more bullets tore through the opening above them. He rolled to his knees, got his rifle in front of him, and looked out the opening he’d just come through. Four Chinese operators were running in his direction, one of them limping from a leg wound.

Conor heard screams coming from the upper floor of the armory. One woman, maybe two. Someone up there was barking orders while another commenced an unearthly pleading that might have been a prayer or an entreaty for assistance. Those sounds shredded Conor’s soul. He could do nothing to help them until he dealt with the threat closing in on the front door. He aimed out the opening and began squeezing off single shots, dropping the first and second men before those further back in line figured out what was happening.

They reversed course, charging back toward the safety of the forest. One of the Chinese soldiers was zigzagging, making himself a hard target. The limping man could barely run at all so any evasive tactics were out of the question. Conor picked the easy target and fired two quick rounds at the back of his neck, where his body armor met his helmet. At least one of the suppressed rounds found its mark and the man tumbled into a heap.

Conor began searching for the only survivor of that assault, who’d already reached the forest and was firmly entrenched behind cover. The battle above Conor sounded like pure pandemonium now and he couldn’t ignore it any longer. He had to find Shani and Abela, and Shannon and Ragus, the two of them also like children to him.

He performed a tactical reload and had only taken one step when he heard a cry from outside. He carefully peered out the gap in the armory door. As he was trying to determine the source of the sound, there was a thud only feet from his face. Two figures had fallen from the roof, both of them landing headfirst. A Chinese soldier lay dead with a broken neck. Earl Banks was tangled up with him, his head also at an odd angle.

Conor muttered a curse and shoved away from the door. Banks was an old friend, but he couldn’t let that thought enter his head at the moment. There was too much at stake to let emotions cloud his thinking. That was when one made bad decisions. That was when one got himself or someone else killed.

If Conor was counting correctly, that meant there was only one enemy remaining in the building, but that did nothing to reduce the risk. No one knew better than Conor just how much damage one determined man could do. He hurried up the exposed metal staircase toward the second floor. Toward the shouting, gunfire, and ricochets ringing off the concrete walls. He was almost eye level with the second floor when a round slammed into the side of his leg like a molten sledgehammer. Conor lost his footing and went down.

The treads of the metal staircase had a serrated nonskid surface. Sliding down it was like showering with a cheese grater instead of a loofah. Conor barely had any exposed flesh but the sharp metal punched through his clothing and tore at his skin. He arrived at the bottom banged up and leaking from a leg wound. Before he could deal with that, he had to make sure he didn’t end up with a matching head wound. That was when he spotted the Chinese soldier in the armory door, trying to get an angle on him with his rifle.

Conor returned fire, hoping his optic had held zero in the tumble he’d just taken. He compensated for any lack of accuracy by going overboard on the volume of fire. The enemy scrambled for cover under the barrage of rounds, backing out of sight. Conor skittered backward until he was hidden by a steel cabinet. He ripped open his blowout kit and hastily bandaged his leg, cursing every time he put pressure on the wound. When his leak was plugged, he peered out from behind the cabinet in time to catch the soldier’s head in the opening again. Conor dumped more rounds, sending the soldier scurrying away.

While the coast was clear, Conor bolted for the stairs. Unfortunately, “bolting” was now a limping hop due to the gunshot wound in his leg. On the move, he fired sporadically toward the door, hoping to discourage the Chinese soldier from getting too close. This time Conor kept going until he hit the second floor and was out of the sight line for the downstairs shooter.

In his haste to avoid getting shot again, Conor had jumped out of the frying pan into the fire. The Chinese operator on the second floor was backed into the corner and growing desperate. Shani had him pinned down, while he was also taking incoming rounds from someone on the third floor. The only person he had a clear, unencumbered shot at was Conor.

Conor managed to get off two rushed shots before rounds began pinging off the walls around him. He bellowed a curse and dropped out of sight. If there was one thing he’d learned from being shot, it was that he didn’t want to be shot again. He managed to get clear of the second-floor gunman, only to find that the Chinese operator who had been firing on him through the armory door was now inside and closing on him. Conor’s rifle sling had tangled around him when he slid down the steps. He scrambled to get his rifle back into position, but the enemy was ahead of him. He already had his rifle up and shouldered, ready to snuff Conor.

Just as Conor thought he was a dead man, something collided with him from above. It felt like someone had tossed a hay bale out of a loft and onto his head. He had no idea what it was until he caught a flash of Chinese camouflage and understood. The second-floor shooter had given up on standing his ground and chose to make a break for it. He dove for the open stairs, landing on Conor. Despite the pain of the impact, it was all that saved Conor from being shot a second time. The soldier who had come in through the armory door held his fire, not wanting to hit his teammate.

Conor and the shooter tumbled down the steps like a knotted octopus. Despite the situation, Conor had the wherewithal to understand that he was outnumbered and needed to deal with the man wrapped around him first. There was no way he was bringing his rifle to bear on someone in direct contact with him. When they hit the bottom of the stairwell, Conor had his knife out of its sheath and buried in the man’s throat. The Chinese operator was bleeding to death before he even understood what had happened to him.

The downstairs shooter had seen his teammate stabbed, yet apparently thought he could rescue him. He was still coming for Conor, rifle up. Conor left his knife buried in the dead man’s neck and shifted so he could draw his handgun. Aiming single-handed, he fired four rounds in quick succession before the downstairs shooter stumbled and went down. Conor had no idea how many rounds hit flesh and how many were absorbed by body armor, so he didn’t count the man out yet.

Conor holstered his handgun, yanked his knife from the dead man’s throat, and rolled out from under him. On his hands and knees, he crawled toward the man he’d just shot, dragging his wounded leg behind him. The sputtering man was flat on his back, torn between trying to staunch his bleeding or get back in the fight and shoot Conor. Conor solved the problem for him by stabbing over-handed with all his might. The heavy fighting knife penetrated the soldier’s eye socket and cleaved the lobes of his brain. By the time Conor wrestled the blade from the man’s skull, he was dead.

Conor struggled up and reeled, lurching toward the steps. Though the battle raged on beyond the armory’s walls, the situation inside the building had fallen eerily silent. No, not entirely silent. There was sobbing and wailing upstairs that barely penetrated the ringing in Conor’s shot-out ears.

Climbing the steps was pure hell, and not just because of the bullet in his leg. For as much as he needed to reach the top of those steps, Conor also dreaded it with everything he had. For now, he could imagine that the people he cared about were all safe. Once he reached the top of those steps and walked into that inferno of grief and loss, he’d no longer be able to lie to himself.
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“What happened?” Barb asked. “We heard shots. Was that you?” She held up the handgun she’d taken from Ella.

Ella had her hand on her chest, trying to get her panicked breathing under control. “I might need that back. We need to go now. We need to get to the helicopter!”

Barb patted Valeria on the back. “Take her and go. I’ll bring up the rear.”

“Where do we go?”

“Back the way we came,” Barb said. “Once we get outside, we’ll find somewhere safe.”

Valeria looped her left arm beneath Ella’s right and led her off down the hallway. Valeria clutched the grip of a rifle in her right hand, ready to bring it up and fire if she had to.

Ella trotted beside Valeria, moving as fast as she could. “The helicopter! We need to get to the helicopter before they figure out what happened. They won’t let us leave. We have to go!”

Valeria threw a glance back over her shoulder, uncertain of what to tell Ella. She always tried to be gentle with people.

Barb lacked that social skill. It was a trait she no doubt inherited from her father. Barb was hot on their heels, splitting her attention between the hallway ahead of them and the doorway behind them. “There is no helicopter right now, Ella. The Banks compound came under attack and the rest of the team had to leave to assist them.”

“How are we going to get away?” Ella had always been cool and collected up until this point, even in stressful situations. She hadn’t broken down when they crashed the helicopter or when their RV was waylaid by the contractors on Interstate 40. Now she seemed genuinely terrified.

“If we can get out of this building quickly enough, there are plenty of places for us to hide,” Barb said, a not-so-subtle hint that they needed to pick up their pace. “We’ll lay low until they can return for us. If for some reason they can’t, a day or two of walking will get us to the compound.”

Even though the explanation was intended for Ella, it had the most impact on Valeria. She turned her head enough to catch Barb’s eye. “Why would…” She was wondering why the helicopter might not be able to return for them, then she figured out the answer to her own question.

“Up ahead! That door!” Barb said. “It’s the mechanical room we came through.”

With salvation within steps, the metal door behind them exploded open and bounced off the wall.

Barb could tell a running body had hit the panic bar at full speed. She also knew that only gave her a split second to react. Whoever got off the first shots in this narrow tunnel of a hallway would have the advantage and Barb wanted that advantage.

She didn’t even take time to aim, simply pointed and fired. With a concrete floor and walls, shooting in this hallway was like firing down a funnel. Every stray round ricocheted and kept going. With every ricochet, the bullet itself deformed, transforming from a hole punch of death to something flatter but just as dangerous. A spinning razor blade. A ninja throwing star.

The half-dozen or so men who’d burst through the door were caught off guard by Barb’s gunfire. They were in search mode, trying to find who’d killed their men, and not in attack mode. They had not been prepared to come under immediate gunfire as soon as they flew through the door. They had no option but to retreat, and it was a fiasco. The man in the lead applied his brakes only to be run into by the man behind him. As the reality of their situation began to dawn on them, both men backpedaled into the single doorway, still blocked by their own men. It wasn’t until rounds began to shred their flesh that everyone got on the same page and stumbled back through the door.

“In here!” Valeria shouted. She’d retreated into the mechanical room with Ella and was holding the door open for Barb.

Barb ducked into the room, slammed the door closed, and attempted to lock the lever handle. Unfortunately, there was no button on it. It was the type of commercial lock that required a key for both locking and unlocking. Barb searched frantically for anything she might be able to use to hold the door shut. At best it would only serve as a delaying tactic, but seconds counted. She needed to slow them down.

She spotted a mop resting in a yellow mop bucket. It wasn’t ideal, but the mop was thick enough that she thought it might hold momentarily. She put the mop against the door frame at a 45° angle and threaded it beneath the lever handle. Getting the other end of the mop handle to jam against the doorframe required flexing it. Once it was in place, she hastily duct taped it in position so it wouldn’t jostle loose when they pounded on the door.

Barb grabbed Ella by the arm and led her through the maze of sprinkler piping. “We have to go. They have other ways out, so I’m not sure how much time this buys us.”

The door to the outside was still propped open with a brick. Barb yanked it open, prepared to scan the outside for threats before they set out across the grounds. She was not prepared find a woman in her fifties wearing a military uniform, a gun, and calmly smoking a cigarette. She made no effort to go for the weapon. She and Barb stared at each other as if paralyzed until someone pounded on the sprinkler room door.

The sound of banging broke the woman from her trance. She dropped a hand toward her handgun just as Barb swung the butt of her rifle and connected with the woman’s temple. The woman stumbled backward and fell, the back of her head smacking into the concrete wall. Barb was over her in an instant, the barrel of a rifle less than a foot from the woman’s forehead. The woman was out cold and that was all that saved her life.

“Go!” Barb shouted, pointing down a sidewalk that led toward the golf course. As they took off running, Barb snatched the handgun from the woman’s holster and shoved it into the waistband of her battle belt. She looked for a radio but didn’t find one.

Barb was prepared to take off in pursuit of Ella and Valeria when she noticed three golf carts just off to her right. They were parked out in the open, so Barb suspected they were there for the convenience of the president’s team. She changed course, hopped into one, and turned the key. When lights indicated that it was fully charged, Barb did a fist pump, then hopped back out. She drew her knife and flattened the rear tires on the other two carts, then climbed back into hers and punched the accelerator. She quickly caught up with Ella and Valeria.

“Get in!” she barked, skidding to a stop alongside them.

Ella climbed in the passenger seat while Valeria took the rear facing seat. Ella was still buckling her seatbelt when Barb floored it.

“Keep your rifle handy,” Barb called over her shoulder to Valeria. “If you see anyone, kill them.”
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His mind racing, Conor climbed the steps to the roof of the armory. When he reached it, he was overwhelmed. Every sensation was an explosion in his brain. The first thing he saw was Ragus sobbing hysterically. Shannon was in his arms, dead from a traumatic head wound.

Shani couldn’t console him because she was too upset herself. Tamar and Abela were nowhere to be seen and she was frantic. Shani placed a hand on each side of Ragus’s face and spoke firmly, imploring. “Where are they, Ragus? Where is Abela?”

He met her eyes and his mouth was moving but no words came out. He was beyond the realm of speech and Shani was at a loss for what to do.

“There’s a safe room,” Demo Dick mumbled.

Shani had seen Dick slumped against the wall surrounding the flat roof. She hadn’t gone to him, assuming he was unconscious or dead. She ran to him now and put a hand on his shoulder. “Where?”

“First floor. There’s a large heat duct on the wall that swings open. There’s a ladder inside leading to the basement. Abela and Tamar are there. They should be safe.”

Shani bolted for the steps. “There’s a basement safe room!” she shouted as she passed Conor. “Help Dick.”

Conor hadn’t even noticed Demo Dick. He was nearly paralyzed by the sight of Shannon’s dead body. He’d promised Doc Marty he’d keep her safe and he had failed. Now Ragus was experiencing that same level of grief Conor had gone through when his own wife was killed. Although Conor would have done anything to spare the boy this experience, it was not within his power to do so. The young man had lost everything in his life and now he had lost the one thing that had restored his hope.

Conor was torn between helping Dick and consoling Ragus, but he had nothing to give the boy. He staggered to Dick and began searching for a wound. A round had entered his side above his armor and he had a sucking chest wound. Conor exposed the wound and stuck a chest seal on it, which was all he could do.

“It’s not over,” Dick breathed.

It was only then that the sounds of battle returned to Conor’s consciousness. He heard clipped voices pouring over his radio and gunfire originating from several different directions. Dick was right. This wasn’t over yet.

“Shani for Conor. Shani for Conor.”

Conor keyed his mic. “Go for Conor.” The words came out automatically. He wasn’t sure he was prepared to hear anything else.

“They’re safe, Conor. I’m going to stay with them until we’ve secured the compound. I don’t want to leave them alone in case anyone else shows up.”

“Copy that.”

Dick sucked in a breath and pointed at Conor’s leg. “Can you move and fight?”

Conor pointed at Dick’s chest wound. “Can you?”

“Until I die.”

Conor nodded at that response. “Same. Go downstairs and arm up. I have to talk to the lad a moment. Get on the radio and find out where we need to be.”

Conor helped Dick up, then Dick limped off across the roof. He paused to pat Ragus on the shoulder as he passed.

Conor struggled over to Ragus and with great difficulty lowered himself to the ground. He put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. Ragus was hysterical, sobbing and moaning uncontrollably. The inferno of his grief scorched Conor. He wanted nothing more than to back away from it, yet he couldn’t. Conor shook Ragus until he had the boy’s attention.

“The only way you survive this, Ragus, is by turning this grief into something else. I’ve been there and I know. Some may argue that it’s not the right way to handle it, but in my experience it’s the only way you make it right. You have to turn your sadness into hate. Come with me and let’s finish off the men who did this. While it won’t change what happened here, it may change how it affects the rest of your life.”

That was all Conor could do. He couldn’t make the boy come with him. Conor fought his way up and limped off. He knew it was more likely that the boy would eat his own gun than follow Conor into battle. Killing himself was the quickest way out. The most immediate escape from his torment. All Conor had to offer him was an acidic vengeance and a lifetime of questioning what he might have done differently to change the outcome of the day.

Conor kept moving, albeit slowly. He knew from experience that once he stopped the leg would stiffen, and it would become even more difficult to walk. If he wanted to fight, he had to keep moving.

Demo Dick was waiting on Conor with a fresh M249 SAW and had magazines bristling from every pouch and pocket. Multiple soft packs of M249 belts were stacked around his feet. Conor found fresh magazines for his .300 Blackout and added two bandoliers of grenades over his already heavy loadout.

“I just talked to Ricardo,” Dick said. “He has no idea how many enemy are remaining. Says they’re outnumbered and poorly positioned. They’re stuck on one of the training ranges and they’ve taken multiple casualties.”

“Which range?”

“Asymmetric.”

Conor looked down and shook his head. “Fuck me.”

The asymmetrical training range was the newest range on the site and the most expensive. A group from the Pentagon had been interested in funding a facility that could replicate complex operational environments. They didn’t want it on a military base because they were concerned about gossip and oversight, so they went to one of their most highly trusted training partners—Earl Banks.

Now the compound was host to a fake city that was something between a movie set and a shoot house. There were several multistory buildings, streets, and even a fake train station. It was designed to train special teams for complex operations, and fighting there was going to suck for Conor and his people. The place was designed to suck, taking into account lessons learned in Ramadi and Fallujah.

Conor looked Demo Dick up and down, a doubtful expression on his face. “Can you walk that far hauling all that kit? You’re a feckin’ mess.”

“If that ain’t the pot calling the kettle black,” Dick snarled. “You’re bleeding everywhere and walking like a retired professional wrestler. Besides, we’re not walking. One of Earl’s buggies is parked around back. That’s how we all got here.”

It was only then that Conor recalled the sight of Earl’s body sailing off the roof and hitting the ground. They’d been friends for a long time and his loss stung, but now was not the time to grieve. This was the time for taking scalps.

Conor and Dick limped toward the mangled front door and helped each other through. Ragus caught up with them. He had a rifle around his neck and was bristling with magazines. Conor also noted that the boy had tucked a Winkler tomahawk into his belt. When Conor said this was the time for taking scalps, he hadn’t meant it in the literal sense.

Apparently Ragus, however, did.
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Although Barb was not particularly familiar with this part of West Virginia, she had a general idea of where the compound was in relation to the Greenbrier. As best she could, she kept to a bearing that moved them in that general direction. So far, no one had caught up with them, but she was taking no chances. She drove until the golf cart quit.

“What now?” Valeria asked. “Do we walk the rest of the way?”

Barb shook her head. “Only if we have to. It might be a short flight, but the walk would take a day or two. We sit tight until we make contact with our team.”

“I’m sorry if I’m holding you back,” Ella said. “You could go on without me, then come back later with the helicopter.”

“No. We stay together.” Barb got out of the golf cart and took a look around. They were on a remote section of mountain road that was mostly uninhabited. They had passed through several communities while making their escape, but it had been several miles since they had seen a house. “We need to find a place with a landing zone.”

“Good luck,” Valeria said. “This place is nothing but hills.”

Barb dug into her backpack. She removed a bottle of water for herself and passed one to Ella. “Drink while you can. You too, Valeria.”

Valeria couldn’t remember the last time she had anything to drink. It was easy to lose track when things got chaotic. She pulled out her water bottle and took a long pull.

While she was in her pack, Barb came out with a Garmin handheld GPS. She powered it up and waited while it acquired satellites. This particular model was loaded with topographic maps. It would give Barb a picture of the surrounding terrain and allow her to pinpoint a location where Kate could land the helicopter.

Barb removed her gloves and used a bare finger to navigate the touchscreen of her GPS. “So what happened in there, Ella?”

Ella took a sip of water and composed herself. “There was never going to be a meeting with the president. I was allowed in as a test. That’s what I eventually figured out.”

“What kind of test?” Valeria asked.

“They wanted me to meet with someone, and it wasn’t the president. He looked a lot like the president, but not exactly. On television or from a distance he would probably fool most people, but he didn’t remember our previous meetings. He didn’t remember the things we talked about. Once I looked at him for a while, I figured it out.”

“The guy is older than dinosaurs,” Barb said. “I doubt he can even unzip his own pants when he goes to the bathroom. Maybe he just can’t remember.”

“It’s not that. It’s a different man. I don’t know why they have a different man. I don’t know what happened to the real president, I just know the man I met with isn’t him.”

“Did you call them on it?” Valeria asked.

“I was afraid to. Once I figured out it wasn’t him, I began to wonder why they let me in to begin with. Then I started to understand that it must be a test to see if someone who casually knew the president would be fooled by the imposter. When I said I had to go, they took me into some kind of debriefing and started asking me questions. That’s when I knew I wouldn’t be allowed to leave.”

“Is that when you pulled out a gun and started blasting?” Barb asked Ella.

Ella nodded, her expression sober. “I don’t feel like I had a choice. I’ve never killed anyone before. I wasn’t sure I could do it. I didn’t even have to think about it. Once I pulled out my gun, the firearms training took over. Next thing I knew, they were all dead.”

“It’s a good thing you acted first,” said Barb. “Action is faster than reaction. If you hadn’t fired your gun, those men might’ve killed you. Valeria and I certainly couldn’t have found you had it not been for your gunshots.”

“See anything on your GPS?” Ella asked, anxious to change the subject. She had not yet come to terms with the fact she had taken lives.

Barb turned in a circle, her eyes moving from the terrain around her to the topographical map in her hand. “It looks like there’s an abandoned coal mine about two miles west. There’s a lot of open space. Plenty of room to drop a helicopter.”

Ella finished draining her bottle of water, then got out of the golf cart and stretched. “I can’t remember the last time I had a workout like this. It might’ve been that night I hooked up with Joe Namath.” She giggled.

Barb and Valeria looked at each other, then burst into laughter.

Valeria held a hand up in the air. “Part of me wants to ask. Another part of me isn’t sure I want to know.”

Ella winked. “Oh honey, you definitely want to know. I was in Hollywood working on a movie with Burt Reynolds and he had this party at his house. Joe Namath was there.”

“Wait!” Barb said. “Burt Reynolds?”

“That’s a different story entirely,” Ella said. “Let me finish with Joe Namath first.’

Barb hung her GPS around her neck, clipped her rifle to the sling, then pulled on her backpack. Valeria did the same with her gear. With Barb leading the way, they set off walking along the narrow, paved road.

Ella kept them entertained for much of the walk with her story about Joe Namath, another story about Burt Reynolds, and then more tidbits of information about her life as a celebrity.

When they neared the coal mine, Barb pulled out the satellite phone Conor had given her. She punched the contact to dial Ricardo’s number and let it ring ten times before hanging up. It was unusual for Ricardo not to answer his phone. Then again, she had never tried to call him when there might be a battle raging. He could have been busy or in a situation where he had his phone turned off. She tried to put it out of her mind, but she was beginning to wish that she had gone with her father. The idea that they might be in a fight for their lives without her stung. She’d never forgive herself if someone in their group got killed because she wasn’t there to do what she did best.
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While the battle raged at the armory, the bulk of the compound’s forces were engaged in a fast-moving battle on multiple fronts. The force was made up of people who had come to the compound with Conor and Ricardo from Northern Virginia. There were also the compound staff, some of whom had lived and worked there full-time before the collapse. There were others who had been associated with the shooting school but had moved onto the property only after the collapse. The force was rounded out by the assorted strays who had come along over the year and a half since the lights went out. In total, the entirety of the compound’s force was perhaps thirty-two men.

In its first hour of the engagement, the fighting had been intense and chaotic due to the surprise attack. No one had a clear picture of just how many enemy there were. They had materialized from everywhere at once, swarming in from all sides. Somehow, they’d bypassed every security measure the residents of the compound had installed around their perimeter. They’d gotten by every tripwire, every electronic sensor, and every old-school booby-trap. The sentries patrolling the property had been taken out by suppressed headshots before they could sound the alarm. If Banks hadn’t required that every resident carry a rifle at all times, the entire group might have all been wiped out in the first minutes of the skirmish.

Demo Dick, Ragus, and Conor tore across the property in one of “Earl’s buggies.” It was a modified version of the Polaris RZR side-by-side that the military referred to as an ultralight tactical vehicle. The ULTV was one of several on loan to Banks from the military. They were used in a classified training the military performed at the compound. Now the three men riding in the vehicle were intent that this tool for training become a tool for death.

Dick was in the front row passenger seat and had affixed his SAW to a gun mount on that side. Conor was driving and Ragus was in the second-row seat. Though Ragus was no longer sobbing, his damp eyes now had a thousand-yard stare, and his mouth was fixed into a hateful grimace. They all wanted blood, perhaps no one more than Ragus.

While none of them knew what they were driving into, they knew it was where they had to go. At this moment in time, there was nowhere else in the world where they were needed more than right here. If their fate was waiting on them, this was where they’d find it. If they were going to die, this was where it would happen.

When they came within sight of the asymmetrical training range, it wasn’t pretty. They spotted multiple dead bodies on the ground and none of them wore Chinese camouflage. They were likely their brothers and sisters from the compound. They didn’t look for faces. There would be time for that later.

“Where the hell are you?” Dick screamed into his radio.

“By the restaurant!” Ricardo replied. “There are concrete jersey barriers at the end of the street. They have us pinned down behind them and we can’t move.”

“Where are your attackers?”

“Everywhere.”

Dick cursed, then looked at Conor while tapping his own earpiece. “You get that?”

Conor nodded.

“Where you letting us out?” Dick asked.

“I’m not,” Conor fired back.

Dick gave a grim nod. “Then be careful.”

“Copy that.”

The compound forces were concentrated on one of the dead-end streets, crouched behind concrete barricades. They were taking withering fire from their Chinese attackers and were barely able to respond with their rifles. Those who’d dared peer over a barrier to line up a shot had gotten a bullet in the face for their troubles.

Besides the buildings, the streets of the fake city were littered with plenty of items that could be used for cover and the Chinese operators were taking full advantage of it. There were abandoned cars, concrete planters, and stacks of tires. There were chunks of concrete debris and empty public fountains. These Chinese special forces moved from one position to another, gradually advancing on the jersey barriers and gaining ground.

Conor had the throttle floored and hit 60 mph, top speed for the off-road vehicle. Dick was not a fan of Conor’s driving and distracted himself with the M249. He’d long ago accepted that he might die in combat, but he didn’t want it to be in some stupid wreck. Ahead of them, the entrance to the fake city loomed. One minute they were tearing across a meadow. The next, they were threading through the narrow streets of a Middle Eastern city.

Suddenly Conor was dodging all manner of debris, bullet-riddled vehicles, and urban refuse. Around them, they could hear the echo of gunfire. All those hard surfaces would have made it difficult to pinpoint the shooters if not for Ricardo’s information. Seconds later, they were approaching Ricardo’s position at top speed.

“There!” Conor barked.

His warning had not been necessary. Dick had already spotted the two Chinese soldiers on the street. They were using the corners of buildings as cover and firing on Ricardo’s group. Dick opened fire with the M249, practically juicing one of the operators and sending the other scurrying for a new position. Unfortunately for him, he chose a barrel made of stacked tires sitting along the sidewalk.

The operator leveled his rifle over the tires and tried to aim at the fast-moving vehicle. Conor screamed like a banshee, tucked himself behind the wheel, and aimed for the sidewalk. He hit the barrel full speed and it was like an angry bull charging a hidden rodeo clown. The barrel shot into the air and the Chinese soldier flew thirty feet, pinwheeling through the air until he hit a concrete wall like a bird smacking into a window.

Conor whipped the tactical vehicle back onto the street and kept going. Behind them, someone opened fire in their direction. The ULTV was mostly open and had no armor, so Conor began weaving back and forth to make the vehicle a harder target. Just as quickly as they entered the city, they were speeding out the other side and into another grassy field. Conor whipped the wheel to the left and powered into a U-turn that took the vehicle up on two wheels.

As Conor rocketed back toward West Virginia’s smallest Middle Eastern city, he removed one bandolier of grenades from his body and held them out to Ragus. “I know you were a wrestler, lad. Show me what you can do with a baseball.”

They reentered the city and found that some of the Chinese operators were standing in the street, checking on their injured teammates, while others continued the assault on the barriers. At the sound of the approaching tactical vehicle, most of the men scattered, but not quickly enough. Dick was on the SAW, whipping the mounted weapon around like a kid on a video game. Three combatants caught hot lead and went down screaming.

One of the Chinese operators panicked and fled down the roadway directly ahead of them. Conor lay on the throttle, intent on running the man down. Suddenly realizing that he couldn’t outrun them, the Chinese operator chose to stand and fight. He stopped running and spun around with his rifle. He didn’t even get off a single shot before their bumper caught him at waist level. The man flew a short distance, tumbling, before the vehicle ran over him with no more effort than crossing a small log. A thump, a bump, and they were gone.

During that time, Ragus stood in his seat and tossed two grenades. One shattered a concrete planter being used for cover and a second went through the window of a fake restaurant. They were moving too fast to see if anyone was killed or injured by the blasts.

Two seconds after hitting the human speed bump, they were out of the city again. Dick laid a hand on Conor’s arm, getting him to stop long enough for a radio transmission.

“Dick for Ricardo! Dick for Ricardo! Sitrep?” Shouting caused Dick to start coughing and he covered his mouth out of habit.

“You guys created enough of a diversion that we were able to break cover,” Ricardo said. “Some of us are in the tobacco shop. I don’t know where the rest went.”

“Has the enemy changed position?”

“They’re in the bank building or behind those cars parked out front.”

“Copy that.” Dick looked at Conor. “We need a plan. We can’t keep racing up that same street like a drunk teenager. We’re only getting the outliers.”

“You want to park and engage?”

Dick held out the hand he’d been coughing into. It was dripping with bright red blood. “I can’t run and gun, Conor. I can barely fucking breathe.”

Conor offered a grim nod. “Then we’re back to drive-bys.” He punched the throttle and sent a rooster tail of dirt high into the air.

The tempo of the battle had changed. Gunfire was more scattered now that Ricardo’s people had better positions. Instead of heading back down the same street, Conor hung a left, shooting for the southern entrance into the mock city.

“What’s the plan?” Dick asked.

Conor grinned. “You ever see that Clint Eastwood movie, The Gauntlet?”

“Can’t say as I did.”

“Doesn’t matter. Just be aware we’re about to run the gauntlet.”

Concern clouded Dick’s face. “You can’t run that street. The other end is blocked by those Jersey barriers Ricardo was just hiding behind.”

Conor tapped his helmet. “I have a plan.”

Dick looked grim. “That’s what scares me.”

At the entrance to the street, Conor hit the brakes and spun the wheel. They were now facing away from the city. Conor noticed that working the throttle was becoming more difficult. He’d bled through his bandage and his stiff leg was becoming less responsive to his attempts to control it. Between all their wounds, they were a sorry lot indeed.

“You’re going the wrong damn way!” Dick barked.

Conor ignored him. “It’s all part of the plan. Ragus, I need you to face backward and dump rounds like they’re going out of style.”

Ragus changed position without a word.

“Dick, you’re the bloody tail gunner now, mate. Kill everyone.”

Dick sighed, which triggered another fit of coughing up blood. Once he was braced and had his hands on the M249, Conor shifted into reverse and punched the accelerator. Conor didn’t have any idea what the top reverse speed was, but he soon found it and it felt way too fast.

“I ever tell you blokes about all the crap I’ve run into while driving in reverse?” Conor yelled.

Dick gritted his teeth. “Not the time!”

It was for Conor. As they entered a street that felt twice as narrow as the last one, dodging cars and debris, Conor began rattling off the list of all the things he’d backed into over the years. “An old man, an old woman, two cows, nine goats, a fire hydrant, an ATM, several cars, a man on crutches, and a nun. To be fair, I don’t count the nun because those habits of theirs are mostly black and who the hell dresses like that at night if they don’t want run over. Looks like some kind of ninja graduation gown.”

They got too close to a parked car and the ULTV jolted when the two vehicles scrubbed together.

“Shut up and drive!” Dick bellowed.

Ragus followed Conor’s instructions, laying down lead in all directions. He targeted the enemy when they were exposed and focused on suppressive fire when they weren’t. When they passed enemy positions, heads popped out of windows to shoot at them. That was when Dick came in, blasting away at them with the M249. One Chinese operator fell out of a second story window under Dick’s barrage. A second hung limp from another window after Dick aerated his midsection.

Ragus shot Conor a worried look. “You remember there’s barriers back here, right? I can see them and they’re coming up fast.”

Conor nodded. “When I shift into forward, dump everything you got.”

The Chinese operators must have been salivating over what they thought was a mistake on Conor’s part. Didn’t he know he was running down a dead-end street? They figured they’d let the Americans get trapped there, then emerge and finish them off.

That was what Conor was counting on. With hardly three feet to spare between the ULTV and the Jersey barriers, Conor hit the brakes, slamming everyone back into their seats. He immediately shifted to forward and pressed the pedal. His injured leg was so stiff now that he had to use the full weight of his entire body to floor the accelerator. The wheels spun, fighting for traction.

Ragus stood up in the roll cage and lobbed grenades as hard as he could. He aimed for storefront windows, alleys, and second store balconies. Dick was on a fresh belt of ammo and laying down fire on every shred of Chinese camo he saw. The street ahead of them was like a prairie dog colony with heads poking out of windows, up from balconies, and out of every concealed position along the way. Dick unleashed a powerful war cry as he played whack-a-mole with the enemy.

As the tactical vehicle reached maximum speed, Conor steered with one hand and held his rifle with the other. Using the door frame as support, he lit up every window they passed. A short distance ahead of them, another Chinese operator burst from a doorway and leveled a rifle on their approaching vehicle.

“Dick!” Conor shouted.

“Mag out!” Dick fired back, fumbling to load a new belt in the swerving vehicle.

Conor swiveled his .300 Blackout and began firing in that general direction, trying to force the operator to break aim. He didn’t, standing there directly in their path, cool as ice as he fired single rounds at the oncoming ULTV. Two rounds punched through the plastic windshield. Another shattered a body panel.

Conor leaned forward, peering through the steering wheel as he maintained speed. Ragus had ducked back inside the vehicle, but continued firing wildly overtop the roll cage, trying to pressure the Chinese operator into retreating. Only when Conor was feet away did the man leap onto the sidewalk, hoping to sidestep them.

Not so easily dismissed, Conor swung the wheel toward the fleeing man. He didn’t catch him with the bumper but pinned him between the tactical vehicle and the wall. Conor’s foot was wet from his own blood and growing numb. The impact made it slip off the accelerator. The Chinese operator was crushed face-first against the wall, screaming in pain. Ragus drew the Winkler tomahawk from his belt and sank it into the back of the man’s skull. That single blow killed the enemy but did little to sate Ragus’s lust for revenge. He changed the angle of attack and swung twice more, severing the man’s spine.

The vehicle lurched when Conor again found the pedal with his uncooperative foot. The wheels spun and the vehicle began to move. The trapped man, dead and limp, was rolled between the vehicle and the wall like a child rolling a ball of clay between his hands to make a snake. When they got past him, he was spat out the back and collapsed on the sidewalk, bloody and shredded.

Watching from the roll cage, Ragus saw the man’s head separate from his body and tumble down the street. He grinned with satisfaction. “Sinaloa soccer ball,” he whispered to himself.

Conor lowered his empty rifle and slapped a hand on Demo Dick’s shoulder. “Forget how to load that weapon?”

His hand came back wet.

Conor stared at the fresh blood on his hand before daring to look over at his friend. Dick’s eyes were open and glazed, a portion of his skull peeled back from a rifle round. Conor cursed and slammed a gloved fist into the dash. He opened his mouth to say something to Ragus but was interrupted by a woman’s voice in his earpiece.

“Kate for Conor! Kate for Conor!”

When Conor replied, his voice was flat as a windswept plain. “Go.” It was all he could get out.

“They’re on the run, Conor. They’re retreating.”

Conor’s brow furrowed. “Come again?”

“Four up, leaving the town to the southeast. I can’t see where you’re at but watch your back because they might be headed in your direction.”

Conor swiveled in his seat to see if Ragus had caught that bit of information on his own radio, but the back seat was empty. Ragus was gone. Conor craned his neck, trying to spot the boy, then he saw him. Ragus was nearly fifty feet away and running like his ass was on fire—running after four Chinese operators retreating toward the woods.

“Dammit, Ragus!” Conor spat.

He didn’t want to shout at the boy for fear of drawing the attention of the operators, but he had to do something. At some point, one of those men would spot Ragus pursuing them. In the open field, with no cover, he’d be a sitting duck. Conor was going to have to chase him down.

Conor extricated himself from the vehicle, dragging his wounded right leg. He knew it was going to be ugly and it was. He took one step, trying to accelerate into a run, and the leg refused to bend. Pain shot up his spine, hitting his brain so hard it was nearly blinding. There was no way he was running anywhere.

He unleashed another torrent of profanity, cursing everything that had played some role in this horrendous day. He stumbled back into the driver’s seat and started the engine, aware that the sound of it might draw the attention of the operators. If it did, they might well see Ragus, which was exactly the opposite of what Conor wanted to happen.

He used both hands to shove his stiff leg down on the accelerator. He’d lost nearly all mobility there, but he could apply enough pressure with his hips to keep the pedal down. He could forget having any fine motor control of it at this point. It was basically all or nothing. He turned the wheel and spun the vehicle, sod and dirt spraying into a rooster tail behind him. Instead of chasing the four Chinese soldiers, he set a parallel course, hoping to draw their attention away from Ragus.

He barked into his radio. “Ricardo! Clear all those buildings. Make sure there are no wounded or strays left behind.”

“Copy that,” Ricardo replied.

“Conor for Ragus! Conor for Ragus!”

Ragus ignored him, just as Conor expected he would.

“Ricardo for Conor? What’s your situation? Is Ragus in trouble?”

“Affirmative. He’s blood-blind and pursuing the enemy on his own.”

“Copy that. Coming your way,” Ricardo replied. “And Ragus, if you can hear me, stand down. Wait for backup!”

He got no more response than Conor had.

Just as Conor had expected, the tactical vehicle racing across the field had drawn the attention of the Chinese operators and they had to be wondering what Conor was up to. Was he trying to herd them? To cut them off? Maybe he knew something about the layout of this place that their intel had missed.

Not breaking stride, one of the operators fired a short burst in Conor’s direction. It caused Conor to swerve away briefly because he was entirely exposed on the driver’s side. Other than what he wore on his body, he had no ballistic protection at all on his left flank.

Conor swiveled his head and caught sight of Ragus still pursuing the contractors. His training with Barb had paid off. The boy was in incredible shape. He was gaining ground on the contractors and showed no signs of slowing. Too bad for him that those gains would be short-lived. Any time now the contractors would notice him and end the pursuit for good.

When Conor pulled even with the contractors, they were perhaps thirty yards from the woods, and he was about fifty yards to their right. Ragus still trailed them, but he was closing with each passing second. Conor couldn’t chance Ragus pursuing them into the woods. If the fight reached the forest, there was no way Conor could help the boy. He wouldn’t even be able to keep up. He had to act now. He swung the wheel and set a course directly for them.

He wished he’d taken the time to move Dick’s M249 to his side of the vehicle, but he hadn’t. Conor inserted a fresh mag into his weapon, hung his rifle out the window, and aimed the vehicle toward the enemy. He moved the giggle switch to “God Wills It” and dumped his mag on the fleeing contractors.

Conor felt like he was strafing the enemy from an open cockpit airplane. He managed to walk rounds into the group before his mag ran dry, dropping one man to the ground. Conor was in the middle of another mag change when the group of operators stopped running to return fire on him. Incoming rounds chewed up what remained of the plastic cowl on the front of the vehicle. Sections of the dashboard exploded inward as rounds passed through. One hit Conor on his chest plate but had lost enough velocity that it didn’t injure him.

His plan had been to try and mow down the operators with the vehicle, but at this rate he’d be a dead man driving. He attempted to swerve left, his plan to slalom away, then make another pass after he’d completed his mag change. He hadn’t realized he’d just lost his front right tire to gunfire. When he cut the wheel, the vehicle didn’t power through the turn as he’d expected. Instead, the front right wheel dug into the dirt and the tactical vehicle went airborne.

That helpless feeling of freefall reminded Conor of the first time he’d parachuted out of an airplane. There was a significant difference this time—he wouldn’t experience the jubilation and relief of having a chute open. Conor arced through the air nearly thirty feet above the ground. All that hangtime gave him a moment to consider the impact and understand just how much it was going to hurt. People said you were supposed to relax and go limp, but that was bloody stupid. How could you, knowing what lay ahead of you?

When Conor hit the ground, he experienced the hardest full-body impact he’d ever received in his life. That was his last thought before he lost consciousness and tumbled through the high grass like a punted rag doll.
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Ragus was no longer thinking on a human level. He saw nothing but red and felt nothing but pure, animal rage. In that sea of glowing red, the shape of those fleeing Chinese operators drew him like a predator to prey. There was no plan of what he was going to do when he caught them, nor was there any option to sit back and let them go. Pursuing them was as reflexive as a cat pouncing on an escaping mouse. It was instinct. It was the prompting of a buried and reptilian part of the brain that didn’t rely on logic.

Ragus didn’t hear his radio. Didn’t hear Conor calling him off or Ricardo imploring that he stand down and wait for help. That he might die because of his actions was meaningless. Pain fueled his rage. If he died, it meant freedom from the pain, and that wasn’t a bad thing. Maybe in death he’d find Shannon again. Find his mother.

He didn’t feel any satisfaction as he gained on them. If anything, his hunger for their blood only increased. He knew that resolution was at hand, one way or another. He’d reach them. He’d catch them. When he did, he’d take as many as he could into the afterlife with him.

His obsessive focus didn’t waver until the tactical vehicle shot into his line of sight. Conor was charging in from the right and that pissed Ragus off. He didn’t want help. He felt like a coyote being faced with the prospect of trying to protect his kill from a bear. These four men belonged to Ragus and he had no interest in Conor taking them from him.

He heard Conor firing at the men as he charged them. Ahead, one of the Chinese operators stumbled and went down, causing the rest of the men to pause.

Okay, Conor, you’ve done your part, he thought through his rage. Now go away. These men are mine.

The Chinese operators still hadn’t noticed Ragus, but they’d noticed Conor. They opened fire on him simultaneously, trying to divert or disable the charging vehicle. Their gunfire must have had some impact because Conor attempted evasive action, trying to power into a U-turn, then something went wrong. Something caught the dirt and sent the vehicle rolling.

From the corner of his eye, Ragus saw Conor ejected. Saw him hit the ground and tumble. Ragus didn’t watch to see if he got up. His eyes were back on his prey. One of the operators was helping their injured man up and leading him away in a hasty fireman’s carry. The other two were trying to spot Conor’s body but couldn’t see it in the high grass.

All that mattered to Ragus was that they were within reach. He plucked two grenades from the bandolier Conor had given him. He pulled the pin on one and heaved with all his might. Without waiting to see what that one did, he pulled the pin on the second and threw it too.

The Chinese operators didn’t see the grenade land. They heard movement in the high grass, but assumed it was a startled rabbit. Rabbits didn’t explode though, and the first grenade did almost immediately after hitting the ground. The M67 fragmentation grenade sent steel fragments into the already injured Chinese operator and the man assisting him. Both were lifted off their feet before dropping to the ground screaming.

The second grenade exploded off to the side. It caused another contractor to flinch and cry out, but he didn’t drop. Ragus had his rifle up now and he fired on the third contractor, punching over a dozen rounds into the man before he finally dropped. By that time, the fourth operator, apparently uninjured, had spotted Ragus and swung on him.

Ragus hit the ground like a man ducking a flying hockey puck. He had no cover, and only the high grass concealed him for now. Several shots passed over his head before the fire let up. Ragus poked his head up in time to see the one uninjured contractor breaking for the woods.

Ragus pushed up to his knees, took careful aim at the man’s back, and fired as quickly as he could pull the trigger. The fleeing operator stumbled but didn’t fall as the rounds hit the rear plate of his armor. Then, drawing more upon luck than skill, one of Ragus’s rounds slipped beneath the armor and caught the man between hip and spine. His right leg folded beneath him and he disappeared into the high grass.

Ragus sprang up, advancing slower this time. He ejected his mag and slammed in a fresh one. His rifle was up, expecting that one of the contractors might spring from the grass like a jungle cat and pounce on him. He located the pair of men he’d taken out with his first grenade. One of them was dead, having taken shrapnel to the brain via the face. The second was bleeding profusely from his gut. Had he not lost so much blood, he might have been able to operate his weapon. As of this point, he could barely operate his eyes. They were unfocused and determined to roll up into the man’s head.

“I hope you can still see this,” Ragus said in a low voice. He drew the Winkler tomahawk from his belt. He swung it at the operator’s face, disappointed that there was no reaction. The man didn’t even flinch as the tomahawk cleaved through his craniofacial structure like it was nothing more than clay.

Ragus wrenched the tomahawk free and headed after the third operator. He’d hit this one over a dozen times but had no idea how many rounds had found flesh. This one was face down and trying to crawl. His legs were pushing against the dirt, unable to find purchase. His upper body was flat against the ground, as if it were not receiving the same messages that the legs were getting. The operator’s shirt and the top of his pants were soaked in blood.

Ragus grabbed him by the shoulder and rolled him over. The man’s mouth hung open and his eyes were wild. His fingers twitched and spasmed.

“I want you to see it coming. This is for Shannon.”

Ragus laid the cold steel of the tomahawk against the bridge of the man’s nose. He wanted him to feel it. To see it and know what was about to happen. Ragus raised the tomahawk into the air and brought it down as if he were splitting the man’s nose into two halves. The razor-sharp weapon sank deep into the T-box. The operator was instantly paralyzed and what light was left faded from his eyes.

Ragus pulled the tomahawk free and began his search for the fourth and final operator. He had to be at the end of the field, just as it transitioned to woods. Ragus had caught him just in time. A minute more and he might have lost him.

When he found the final Chinese operator, he was face down and unmoving in a crushed section of grass. Ragus frowned when he caught sight of him. There was blood and a ragged wound on the man’s neck.

“The devil wasn’t supposed to get you before I did,” Ragus breathed.

He moved forward and stood over the man. Dead or not, Ragus was ruining his face. If doing that didn’t ease the feeling inside him, he would take scalps. Let the others complain. Let them call him an animal. They didn’t understand and they’d never understand. Shannon had made up for all he’d lost in this world and now she’d been taken from him too. Conor had told him to let the pain fuel his revenge, but Conor had no idea how much pain was inside him. The world might not be able to withstand it.

Ragus raised the tomahawk, grabbed the man by the shoulder, and rolled him over. He thought the operator was dead for a second, then his eyes popped open. It took Ragus a moment to understand what was happening, that he’d been fooled. Before he could bring the hatchet down, the operator lashed out with a knife and buried it in Ragus’s gut.

Ragus cried out in surprise. He staggered backward, dropping the tomahawk as his hands searched for the wound in his belly. He found it, warm and wet. His legs went wobbly and he toppled over onto his back in the grass. Ragus understood that this wasn’t over. If the operator had been able to stab him, he was still a threat.

Keeping one hand on his wound, Ragus groped around for his slung rifle and found it pinned beneath him. He tried rolling to his right to pull it out from under himself and couldn’t extract it. He settled onto his back and went for his handgun. The holster was empty. Had he lost it on the roof? In the tactical vehicle? He didn’t know. That was when he saw the fourth contractor struggle to his feet. He glared down at Ragus and his lips curled into a smile.

Ragus knew that look. It was the same look he’d had on his face only moments ago. This man was about to kill him, and he was going to enjoy it. He whispered something in Chinese. Ragus didn’t understand the words, though he was certain he knew what they meant. A part of Ragus wanted to scream from the futility of his situation, and another part of him wondered if the operator’s bullets would reunite him with Shannon. Maybe death wasn’t such a bad thing.

“Do it! You’ll be doing me a favor, you dumb bastard! Do it and quit jabbering at me! Can’t understand whatever shit you’re saying, anyway.”

The operator was relishing Ragus’s pain and frustration. He was raising his rifle to finish Ragus when a round caught him in the center of his face. The operator dropped his rifle and toppled over backward.

Ragus groaned and threw himself hard to the side, freeing his rifle. The desire to fight back had overpowered his resolve to die and end the pain. He cursed and fought his way to his hands and knees, then began crawling toward the fallen man. When he reached him, one look at the man’s collapsed face told him that the fight was really over this time. There was nothing left worth shooting or hacking.

Ragus unsnapped his rifle from the sling and laid back down in the blood-spattered grass. He heard voices now, then Ricardo was standing over him. With the sun behind him, there was almost something ethereal and angelic about his appearance. It made Ragus think he was dying, but the angels Ragus saw in Sunday School didn’t carry rifles or wear body armor.

“It’s going to be alright,” Ricardo whispered, dropping to his side and examining his wound.

Ragus began crying. It was over and he was still alive. “Nah, it ain’t ever going to be alright again.” Then Ricardo disappeared, his image obscured by his tears.
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Barb, Valeria, and Ella found an empty shed on the coal mine site and prepared to spend the night there. They’d filtered water from a spring that dumped out of the mountain and built a fire to knock off the chill. Although the shed hid the fire from the road, Barb was aware that the smoke smell would carry for long distances. She hoped rescue would come before any locals noticed them.

They were circled around the fire when a call came in from Ricardo. Barb eagerly answered it.

“Hello?”

“Barb, I’m sorry I missed your calls. It’s been hectic here.”

“Is everyone okay?”

Ricardo hesitated. “We can talk about that when I pick you up.”

“That’s a bit ominous, Ricardo.”

“Are you still at the Greenbrier?”

“No, things went south there. We’re at a coal mine. I can text you the coordinates.”

“Please do. We’re preparing for takeoff.”

“Ricardo!” Barb snapped before he could hang up. She did her best to soften her voice but there was an acid in there. “Is my dad alive?”

Barb was braced for the worst, barely breathing while she waited out Ricardo’s pause.

“Yes. We should be there in ten.”

After ending the call, Barb used her GPS to find their coordinates, then texted them to Ricardo. Valeria had already asked twice about the phone call, but Barb busied herself with the GPS, acting as if she hadn’t heard.

“We should put out the fire,” Barb said. “They’ll be here in ten.”

“What did he say?” Valeria asked again.

“He said it had been hectic. There was something in his voice though. It sounds bad.”

“I heard you ask about your dad. Is he….?”

“Alive. That’s all he told me.”

The ten minutes they spent waiting on extraction felt like hours. Daylight was fading by the time the helicopter arrived, so Barb used a flashlight to guide Kate in. Kate switched on the helicopter’s lights, dropped smoothly to the ground, and kept the engines running.

Ricardo got out to help them board. Barb and Valeria both had eye protection, so they assisted Ella through the cloud of dust stirred by the rotors. As soon as the door was closed, Barb sat down by Ricardo and demanded answers.

“What the hell happened there?”

Ricardo took a breath, looking from one girl to the other.

Barb gritted her teeth. She’d never seen Ricardo like this before. “So help me God, Ricardo. Tell. Us. Now.”

“Shannon was killed,” he said softly.

Barb tipped her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes. Valeria began sobbing. Ella moved over next to her and placed a weary arm over Valeria’s shoulders.

“How?” Barb asked.

Ricardo offered a sympathetic smile. “I’m not sure that matters. Most of my people were holed up in the armory. They were under attack and trying to defend themselves. Several people were injured or killed.”

“Who else died?” Barb asked, pronouncing her words carefully, as if she was struggling to maintain control.

“Earl Banks. He fell off the armory roof while fighting off an attacker. Demo Dick is also dead. For real this time.”

“Abela and Tamar?”

“Alive and uninjured,” Ricardo said. “There’s a safe room beneath the armory and they were hidden there.”

Valeria raised her eyes to Ricardo. “How is Ragus doing?”

Ricardo released a sigh. “After the battle at armory was over, the rest of the attacking force had some of us cornered at the asymmetrical training range. The fake city. Your dad, Ragus, and Dick came to help because we were pinned down and outnumbered. Conor and Dick whittled down the numbers until Dick was killed. The enemy was down to four operators by that point, and they were retreating. That wasn’t good enough for Ragus. He went after them.”

“I don’t blame him,” Barb said. “Shannon was everything to him.”

“Conor tried to assist, but he’d already taken a round in the leg so he couldn’t run. He was using one of the ultralight tactical vehicles to engage the remaining four operators and he wrecked. He was ejected from the vehicle.”

Barb’s eyes went wide. “You said he was okay?!”

“I said he was alive,” Ricardo corrected. “He is, but his leg is badly injured. His helmet and body armor probably helped save his life but he was still unconscious when I left. The doctor is concerned about a spinal injury. He was thrown a long way and they don’t have any advanced diagnostic equipment.”

Barb struggled to process this new information. “Did you all get those last four operators?”

“Ragus got three of them, then the fourth stabbed him. I shot the last one as he went to finish Ragus off.”

Valeria began crying harder now.

“He’s alive,” Ricardo clarified. “The doctor is trying to determine the extent of the damage, but there are a lot of wounded there. Everyone is doing the best they can.”

“Shit,” Barb mumbled.

“How did your meeting go, Ella?” Ricardo asked, trying to change the subject.

She spent a moment framing her thoughts before she replied. “I think the president is dead. They used my visit to test drive some poor sap that looks like him but isn’t him. Once they knew I was onto them, they tried to kill me.”

Ricardo’s eyes went wide. “What happened?”

“I killed them, then these young ladies got me out of there.”

Ricardo did a double take.

“She did,” said Barb. “We helped her escape, although she had matters pretty much under control when we found her.”

“Never underestimate a sweet old lady who packs heat.” Ella winked. “I came out blasting and they never knew what hit them.”

The conversation trailed off as they neared the camp. Everyone was staring out the windows, anxious for a sight of the place that had become like a second home to them but might never be again.
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Conor awoke to Barb holding his hand. His brain was foggy from meds and he looked around with confusion. “Where the hell am I?”

“We’re in your cabin, Dad. The infirmary was burned in the attack.”

Conor went to rub his face, to try and wipe the clouds from his mind, but he didn’t get far. Despite the heavy pain medication, he felt strained muscles pulling when he tried to move. Beneath it were sharp pains with the hard edges filed off.

“I’m trying to remember what happened,” he mumbled. Then it returned to him and his eyes went wide. “Ragus?”

“He’s alive, in a different cabin. He was stabbed and the doc did surgery last night. He should be okay.”

Conor released a breath, then closed his eyes again. A tear rolled down his cheek and Barb knew this meant he was remembering the events of the battle. “Was it real? Shannon? Dick?”

“They’re dead. Earl Banks too. And eleven others.”

“We get the last of them?”

“Ragus did,” Barb said. “Then the last one got him and Ricardo saved his ass.”

Conor tried to swallow but the lump in his throat made it difficult. “I made a promise to Doc Marty and I bloody failed him.”

“You gave it everything, Dad. We all did, and it still wasn’t enough to save everyone.”

“Where’s Ella? How did your trip go?” He was desperate to change the subject. Desperate to speak of anything that wouldn’t abrade the raw flesh of his soul.

Barb shook her head. “Ella thinks the real president is dead. They paraded some other bloke in, and she said he was an imposter. They weren’t going to let her leave, so she shot her way out of there.”

“She might be all fancy now but she’s a crazy hillbilly woman at heart,” Conor said, his smile indicating it was meant with fondness. “Where is she now?”

“She’s gone, Dad. She hired two of the surviving compound staff to serve as her new bodyguards and Kate is flying her home as we speak.”

“Geez, take a nap and things go all to hell. What about Ricardo wanting to preserve Lightspeed’s momentum? What about the plan to make Ella the face of the national recovery effort?”

Barb began ticking things off on her fingers. “With Demo Dick dead, Ella no longer had the stomach for any of this. She wanted to go home. Havoc was injured in the battle and Ricardo feels guilty about that. Shani says she wants Abela out of this life now, so you guys have some stuff to work out. I’m also pretty sure this is the last place in the world where Ragus wants to be right now.”

Conor nodded as he listened, processing all this new information as best he could in his drug-altered brain. “If I’m being completely honest with myself, Barb, I’m not sure I have the stomach for it anymore either. What about you? What do you want?”

She looked her father in the eye. “I want to stay with my family, but I don’t want to be here any longer.”

He nodded. “Fair enough. Can you get Ricardo and Shani for me?”

She smiled. “Dad that’s the simplest thing you’ve asked me for in a long time. Pretty sure I can do it.” She kissed Conor on the cheek, added a chunk of firewood to the small stove that heated his cabin, and stepped outside.

Conor must have dozed off from the meds because it seemed that Shani and Ricardo were entering his cabin as soon as Barb left. Shani smiled as she went to Conor’s side and kissed him gently on the forehead.

Ricardo rested a hand on Conor’s shoulder. “How goes it, old friend?”

“I’ve been better, mate. I feel like I got me leg snagged in one of those baseball pitching machines and it flung me into the outfield. I’m too feckin’ high to feel it, but I can tell I’ve been banged around pretty good.”

Ricardo smiled. “Those Special Forces medics have been treating you, Conor. They’re not as stingy with the pain meds as doctors are.”

“Well, God bless’em,” Conor said.

An awkward silence settled over the group.

“I guess Barb told you that things have kind of fallen apart here?” Ricardo asked.

“She did.”

“What are your thoughts, Conor?” Shani asked.

“Barb says that everyone in my life wants to go somewhere else. This whole thing started right here with the three of us. Maybe that’s how it should end too.”

Ricardo and Shani exchanged a glance.

Conor caught their look. “Listen, these meds might have me drunk as Cooter Brown, but I feel like I’m missing something significant here. Anyone care to fill me in?”

Shani cleared her throat. “Well, I don’t want to go home to your compound at Jewell Ridge, Conor. I wanted you to meet your daughter, but I’m not comfortable with Abela being in America any longer. It’s time I take her and Tamar back home to Israel.”

Conor looked wounded. “I’ve barely had time to get to know me new daughter, Shani. Doesn’t seem right to have to say goodbye to her. With the way things are now, who knows when I’ll be able to travel to Israel?”

Shani leaned closer and stroked Conor’s forehead. “You don’t have to say goodbye, Conor. I want you to come with us. To Israel.”

Conor awkwardly waved a hand. “I can’t just take off and leave everyone here. I have responsibilities. I have Barb and Valeria and Ragus. They need me too.”

“We’ve spoken to everyone already, Conor,” Ricardo said. “Ragus, Valeria, Barb, and Havoc. Everyone is willing to relocate to Israel for now if you’re agreeable to that.”

Shani said, “You, Ragus, and Havoc are going to require surgery. The sooner we can get to Israel, the sooner you can receive real medical care. You’ll be on the mend in no time.”

Conor looked at Ricardo. “What are you going to do in Israel? What am I going to do in Israel?”

“We don’t have to remain there,” Ricardo said. “Let Israel become your home for a while. You heal up and I’ll find a place to set up our new office. There are plenty of options. There are African nations where we’ll have the run of the place. There are Caribbean nations that would welcome us with open arms.”

“Excuse me for being a practical bastard, but how will we get there?”

“I spoke with Casper,” Ricardo said. “Kate is going to fly us to his place. Casper says he has an arrangement with a friendly airport that can accommodate a large private jet.”

“Whose large private jet?” Conor asked.

Ricardo looked sheepish. “Oh, I forgot to mention that I restructured the company while you were unconscious. Tao Fang is now a minority shareholder. He can’t return to China and he needs a base of operations so he can start regathering his international assets. Havoc will be assisting with that in exchange for a healthy seed investment in our new company.”

“Where the hell is Tao Fang? I never saw him during the fight. I assumed he was dead.”

Ricardo shook his head. “After we dropped you off near the armory, I cuffed him in the helicopter. He sat out the entire firefight at the auxiliary landing pad. The gunfire made him piss his pants, but he’s no worse for wear.”

“Interesting,” Conor replied.

“On a more serious note, he was the objective, Conor. That’s why the compound was attacked. Each of the dead operators was carrying a picture of him. Somehow, they tracked him here and sent a team to take him out.”

“I’d gladly hand him over to get our people back, but war doesn’t work that way,” Conor said. His eyes drooped shut and he jerked back awake.

Shani leaned over and kissed Conor again. “Go back to sleep. You’ll need your rest. If you’re in agreement, we’ll leave for Casper’s place tomorrow. Tonight, we bury our dead.”
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Conor barely remembered anything of the coming weeks. There were heavy drugs and people helping move him around. He remembered snippets of a plane flight and a blurry conversation with Ragus that neither of them would ever recall again. He saw the skies of multiple nations and unfamiliar faces. Mostly he dreamed, spending more time with the dead than the living. He tried to apologize to those who’d passed on because he felt he’d failed them. They seemed not to understand him. He was apologizing for the past and they were in a place where there was only the now.

It wasn’t until he woke up in an Israeli hospital with a raging appetite that the weight of their decision settled upon him. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever see his compound again or even the nation that had taken him in and given him a trade. The nation where he’d found his wife and raised his daughter. Then again, perhaps that same nation didn’t exist anymore and never would again. Maybe the America of his youth was like the dead he’d seen in his dreams, only existing in memory and imagination. Time only moved in one direction, no matter how much one might want to set the clock back.

He and Ricardo had been naïve to ever assume they could alter the course of global machinations. They had no business getting involved in such games. Larger forces were at work, as they always were. People beyond their reach moved pieces on a global chessboard and it changed the course of nations. Faceless people with immense fortunes were the only decision-makers who got what they wanted. Someone was test-driving a fake president in the basement of the Greenbrier and China was going to continue doing what they always did. No matter how many tickets he punched or throats he slit, Conor couldn’t change any of that.

Maybe it was time to go back to what he did best. To simplify his life and put each job behind him at the end of the day. Better yet, maybe there would be no more wetwork. He and Ricardo could part ways. He could give up the black contracts and build a new shop. He’d stick to welding and fabricating. He might even buy one of those fancy CNC machines that cut out steel parts in seconds. Nah, probably not.

Conor was an old-school manual machinist in a world of computerized fabrication. He was a trigger-puller and neck-breaker in a world where drones were the assassins of the future. Most people didn’t want to get their hands dirty these days, whether that dirt came from hard work or from dealing out death. Even if he found himself in a new land with new rules could he hang up the implements of the dark arts and become a civilian?

He didn’t think so.

It was easy to become melancholy and sentimental when he felt like hot garbage and was sidelined by an injury. He wouldn’t let himself wallow about in it for too long, though. He had responsibilities. He had people who needed him. Barb would need help finding her place in the world. Ragus would need help adjusting to life without Shannon. Then there was Abela, who was as excited about having a father in her life as Conor was about having a new daughter.

Conor’s thoughts were derailed by a chiming sound from the rolling tray-table off to his side. He found a new phone there that he hadn’t seen before. He had no doubt as to where it had come from. This would be Ricardo’s handiwork.

He picked it up and found it was a cell phone instead of a satellite phone. It had been some time since Conor had been in a place where one of these worked. It was a high-security model, similar to one he’d owned before the collapse. When he picked it up, it took a biometric reading of his face and unlocked.

“Hello?”

“I’m sending pics.” It was Ricardo.

“Please tell me you’re not posing nekkid.”

Ricardo ignored him. “I just purchased an industrial property in Cyprus, Conor. It’s an old textile factory that was recently refurbished. There’s an office building attached and I figured it would be the perfect place for our new headquarters. You can have the factory space for a machine shop. It would be the perfect cover.”

Conor’s mind whirled. “Cyprus, huh?”

“Plenty of expat Americans. Decent climate. Close enough to Israel that you and Abela could visit often. What do you think?”

“There’s a lot to consider,” said Conor.

“Just look at the pictures.”

“You’ve already bought it, huh?”

“I have. Pictures are headed your way. Let me know what you think.” Ricardo hung up.

Almost immediately, the phone signaled the arrival of a text message. Conor opened the attached pictures and began scrolling through them. One of the things he assumed he’d have to take into consideration was what the rest of their team thought about the idea of Cyprus, but they were all present in the pictures. Kate, Havoc, Barb, Valeria, and Ragus all looked as happy as they could be for people who’d gone through what they had.

The final picture showed everyone standing in front of the expansive brick building. They were all pointing at a sign being installed on the front façade. It read “Maguire Fabrication International.” Below, in smaller letters, Ricardo had added “Jewell Ridge, USA and Larnaca, Cyprus.”

Conor couldn’t stifle a grin. “I’ll be damned. I’ve gone multinational.”

He clicked on Ricardo’s message and typed a response.

“I’m in.”

The End
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