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To Bailey Rose and Carter Vincent,

the newest sprouts on the family tree

 


There is danger from all
men. The only maxim of a free government ought to
be to trust no man living with power
to endanger the public liberty.

John Adams

 



CHAPTER 1

 


The hostile rays were like lasers targeting
his eyes as the blazing Southwestern sun shot its light through the
tattered slats of the bedroom mini-blinds. He sat up in his bed and
squinted, then tugged at the perspiration-soaked tee shirt sticking
to his chest. With eyes turned upward, he stared at the fan above.
Only a few hours ago, its whirling blades had sliced through the
air and pushed a soothing breeze down upon him allowing him to
drift into a comfortable sleep. But now, the five crusty-edged
blades were motionless, as if frozen in time.

His gaze turned to the
nightstand. He cursed at the blank face of the alarm clock—another
blackout! All was quiet except for the sound of a pair of mourning
doves who had taken residence in the palm tree outside his bedroom
window. It seemed like so long ago since he had experienced
serenity in the early mornings. Oh, how he had
loved to sit on his patio and listen to the little birds as they
cooed their soothing tones to each other. He would watch as they
bobbed their tiny heads up and down as if they were surreptitiously
watching him sip his morning coffee. But now their once serene
sounds had taken on a lamenting tone. It was like their laboring
voices were protesting the condition of the arena surrounding them.
Even the birds knew there was something not right with the world
they shared with Homo sapiens.

His mind went into rewind. He recalled that
fateful night when his wife’s trembling voice called out to him
from the living room. . . .

 


* * *

 


“Rob! Rob! Get in here! Hurry!”

Rushing into the room he asked, “What’s the
matter, babe? Is it your asthma? Do you need your puffer?” His wife
just sat there pointing to the television. Her mouth was partly
open, and she was unable to speak.

He froze as he saw the inconceivable and
frightening words flash across the television screen. Words that
quaked within the depths of both of their souls. Words that brought
an entire nation to its knees:

 


Air Force One Is Missing!

 


Seizing the remote from her
hand, he switched the channel to CNN. He stood silently as he
stared at the screen. Desperation showed on the face of the
white-bearded newscaster. Even that normally unruffled journalist
couldn’t suppress the anguish in his eyes as they looked into the
camera through black-rimmed glasses. Rob
could only remember seeing such a morose expression on a newscaster
once before—the twin towers had just fallen and the city of New
York was in shambles. The reporter’s normally steady voice quivered
as he delivered the tragic news to the nation:

 


“Air Force One is believed
to have exploded somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean while on
its way to a special economic summit.

“The President and
all on board are presumed to have perished. Listed among the passengers are Secretary of State Marcus R. Reith and Secretary
of the Treasury J. Wellmann
DeCamp.

“We’ll have more as the
facts unfold.”

 


Rob’s legs wobbled. He dropped the remote
and fell into his chair.

“How can that happen?” Jen asked. “I
thought that thing was a flying fortress.”

He shook his head. “It can’t. Or at least I
didn’t think it could. But I certainly want to know.”

“The whole country is going to want to
know.”

“The whole world is going to want to
know,” he added.

 


* * *

 


There were many speculative reports. Some
claimed it was a missile strike. Some said it was an internal
explosion. Others claimed sabotage.

At approximately the same
time as pieces of Air Force One were scattering into the ocean, a
huge explosion had rocked the northeast section of the U.S. Naval
Observatory in Washington, D.C. It was centered at Number One
Observatory Circle, the residence of the
vice president of the United States. The reports said her body had
been found among the smoldering debris along with that of her
husband and their four-year-old grandson. One secret service agent
had been killed and two others injured.

Throughout the nation people had mourned.
Conspiracy theorists came out of the woodwork, and the Internet
swelled with America-is-under-attack scenarios. Some had blamed
Russia, some China, some Iran, and others North Korea. Some had
claimed it was the work of ISIS or some other terrorist group. But
according to media reports, it had been a gas leak that had caused
the deadly tragedy. One of the secret service agents who had
survived the blast had supported that theory when he stated he had
smelled gas shortly before the explosion.

As per the Twenty-fifth
Amendment to the United States Constitution, the speaker of the
house was the next in line to assume the presidency. James Harrison
Booker was sworn in at his Colorado home. But within only hours of
taking the oath of office,
he had suffered a massive coronary and became the
only U.S. president to never take his seat in the Oval
Office.

The president pro tempore
would have been the next in line, but he had suffered a hemorrhagic
stroke a couple of weeks prior and was still recovering at the
National Naval Medical Center in Bethesda, Maryland.

The next in succession was the secretary of
defense. James Aamir Howell was sworn in as the next president of
the United States of America. In his inaugural address to the
nation, he had spoken of a new era—a new America.

“What’s wrong with the America we
have?” Jen had asked.

“I don’t know. I kinda like it,” Rob
answered.

“I imagine you do. You spent your life
serving it.”

The country and the world would soon find
out exactly what the new leader meant.

President Howell’s first executive action
had been to create a special investigative task force to research
each incident. They were to report directly to him.

About a month later he had addressed the
nation:

 


“After thorough
investigations by various government agencies, and upon my personal
review of all of the reports, I have
concluded the following:

“The tragic loss of Air
Force One was not caused by a missile or
hostile attack. Neither of the fighter escorts saw, nor did their equipment detect, any sign
of an external attack.

“At this time, it is
believed the plane exploded due to a rupture in the center wing
fuel tank.

“Investigations will
continue; however, I do not believe there was any involvement of
terrorism.

“As for the death of the
vice president, her husband, and grandchild. The investigation is
still in progress; however, thus far it
appears a gas leak caused the explosion and
subsequent fire.

“A sworn statement from
one of the surviving secret service agents
supports the theory, as she stated she had
smelled gas shortly before the explosion.

“And finally, it was known
that Speaker Booker had heart problems. He had recently had a
pacemaker implanted. The official cause of his death was myocardial
infarction—or what we non-med types would
call a heart attack.

“Although I agree the
timing of these incidents may appear questionable, we have no
evidence that would support any type of
malicious acts.

“Although we will continue
to investigate all three of these
tragedies, let me assure you the security of the United States of
America is not, and was not, at any time compromised.

“Our thoughts and prayers
continue to go out to all those who perished and to their
families.”

 


The Internet immediately sprung to life with
accusations of sabotage and terrorism. The American public had
screamed cover-up. But it had been the media that had calmed things
down.

Citing reports from federal agencies
including the CIA, the FBI, and the Department of Homeland
Security, and broadcasted interviews of witnesses such as the agent
who had smelled the gas, trusted newspaper and television reporters
had seemed to support the president’s statement.

Three weeks after the president’s speech the
first blackout occurred, and almost the entire eastern section of
the United States and parts of southeastern Canada had suddenly
found themselves plunged into darkness. It had brought back
memories of the 2003 blackout when the Northeast was without power
for two days. But this one had lasted over two weeks.

No one was certain what had caused the power
failure. The media reports had stated it was caused by a grid
compromise that had originated in a substation in New Jersey and
had cascaded throughout the eastern part of the country.

Conspiracy theorists once again had risen to
the occasion. Terrorists, e-bombs, cyberattacks, even aliens were
reported as the culprits. America-under-attack and doomsday
scenarios had flooded the Internet. American citizens had wanted
answers.

In some areas the water
supply was affected, and some of it became contaminated.

When the air traffic control system went
down, flights were grounded, and travelers were stranded in
airports all over the country and the rest of the world.

Next, cellular sites stopped working. No one
had been able to get a signal. The emergency system became useless.
There was looting and rioting from the Eastern Seaboard all the way
to the Mississippi River in some areas.

Later, the U.S. government
amended its story. The Department of Homeland Security claimed it
was a cyberattack and they had traced its source to North Korea.
Although that country denied having any involvement, President
Howell ordered warships from bases in Japan to actively patrol the
North Korean coast. There were unconfirmed rumors that a Korean
warship was sunk, and Kim Jong-un was threatening war. For the first time since
October of 1962, the U. S. was at DEFCON 2.

Rob had been certain the outage hadn’t been
caused by an electromagnetic pulse, and he’d thought the blackout
had lasted too long to have been a grid compromise. Although never
fully ruling out cyberterrorism, he’d thought there had been
something or someone else behind it. His gut told him the
authorities in D.C. knew it, too.

Soon, the entire country became riddled with
blackouts. They had lasted anywhere from a few hours to a couple of
days. They’d hit different regions of the country and had extended
into Canada.

It wasn’t long until the
U.S. government began monitoring the Internet. Soon,
media broadcasts became filtered. The only real
news the public had received was what had been passed on through
networks of home-based amateur radio operators or by intermittent
shortwave broadcasts from Radio Free America out of Plano,
Texas.

Walkie-talkies had disappeared from the
shelves. Looting and rioting had become commonplace. People had
been beaten and killed. Gas stations, supermarkets and convenience
stores had been forced to close their doors.

When banks began being
robbed almost daily, most of the smaller banks closed. Some of the
larger ones had remained open for a while, but when the dollar became
seriously devalued, they shut their doors.

Soon gold and silver rose as the currency of
choice. Not everyone had the shiny metals, and people began to
rebel. The local police had done their best, but they had been
unable to control the riots. Curfews had been ordered in certain
areas of the country.

The American military,
which had been severely weakened by the past president, was
engrossed in a war in Iran. That country had launched a nuclear
missile against Tel Aviv. The Israelis had thwarted the attack but
they had retaliated, and the United States military was right there alongside their
long-time ally.

Though Moscow had thrown its support behind
Tehran, the Russian forces were busy battling their own resistance
in the Ukraine and in Romania. What was left of NATO troops were
stacked up at the Polish border in anticipation of Putin’s push
into Poland. The new Cold War had come to a boil, and the lid was
about to blow off of the pot.

The United Nations had been disbanded,
leaving the United States and Israel to stand alone against their
Middle Eastern foes. The war was not going well for the alliance.
The casualties were tremendous.

When the U.S. shot down a
North Korean nuke headed for Japan, what was left of hell broke
loose. The
balance of available American troops were called
up and sent to the Korean Peninsula.

President Howell had issued an executive
order reinstating conscription, but most of the people ignored it.
National morale was at an all-time low. Almost no one wanted to be
drafted into the army of a failing government, especially one whose
leaders they didn’t trust.

Unemployment in America had
exceeded twenty percent. The dollar lost what little power it had
left, and the
Chinese yuan had emerged victorious in the currency battle for
world dominance.

Across the pond, the euro
had suffered the same fate as the dollar, and inflation was out of control. Greece, Libya, Egypt,
and Italy were each involved in their own civil
wars.

Whatever had remained of
American unity soon crumbled when several thousand protestors
descended upon Washington, D.C. Their intention had been to
peacefully march up the Capitol steps and send a delegation into
Congress. But when they had approached the Capitol, they had been
met with fierce resistance by the police and the National
Guard.

No one knew for sure who fired the first
shot, or how many unarmed protestors were killed or hurt. Reports
varied from twenty to a hundred dead. Once the news spread, rioting
broke out across the nation.

There had been reports of assassination
attempts on the president and also on several public officials.
When a senator and two congressmen were killed by a car bomb, the
president declared martial law. Trucks and tanks soon began
patrolling the streets of the larger cities, mostly in the East.
The United States of America was in total chaos.

When President Howell ordered the
confiscation of all personally owned firearms, Second Amendment
supporters rebelled. From Maine to California, militia groups
sprang into action. The now government-controlled media had
reported these militias as rebels and insurrectionists. They were
blamed for every malicious act that had occurred, whether they were
responsible or not. There were reports of skirmishes between
government troops and paramilitary forces throughout the country
and of casualties on both sides.

America, for the second time in her history,
was at war with herself. But this time there were no borders drawn.
This time both sides saluted the same flag. This time it wasn’t
about states’ rights, but about individual constitutional rights.
This time patriots weren’t fighting against a government an ocean
away, but one right here whose capital city was named after the one
who once led the battle for the freedoms Americans so cherish. This
time it was about a government by the corrupt and the preservation
of a way of life.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Texas was the first state to
secede. Surprisingly, Washington had done nothing to impede it.
Within weeks, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Kansas joined the new Republic of
Texas. Colorado and New Mexico followed.

California was next. Oregon and Washington
joined them, and the Republic of California was born.

The once invincible and solid United States
of America was fractured. One by one, stars kept falling from the
flag. No longer could folks sing of a land that spanned from sea to
shining sea; and more pieces were about to break off.

It wasn’t long until
Arizona found itself isolated from Washington. Military bases were
closed and the whole state looked like it
was on its own. It was as though the forty-eighth state had become
Washington’s stepchild. When secession legislation finally passed,
Arizonans had expected to become a part of either Texas or
California. Instead they found themselves alone and even more
detached.

One by one gangs began to assume more power,
and soon a life of lawlessness became prevalent in Tucson and
Phoenix.

Rob and Jen had enjoyed
life in the Sonoran Desert ever since they moved from Pennsylvania.
Rob never cared for the cold winters and when Jen’s asthma got
worse, they made
their permanent residence in Phoenix. Rob had always considered the
Phoenix weather a blessing. But now, as he baked in the desert
heat, he was beginning to wonder if that blessing hadn’t become a
curse.

He had no family left and most of his
friends, those who had survived the border war and the Ebola II
epidemic, had migrated north. Hordes of refugees had poured into
Prescott and Flagstaff and other cooler cities. Others sought
sanctuary in Colorado and Utah, but many of them were turned back
at the border.

Fights had broken out. People had been
beaten or killed over things that at one time had been trivial,
like a half-empty bottle of an energy drink that had been left in
the bottom of a cooler.

His mind fast-forwarded
back to the present. It had been over three years since the loss of
Air Force One, and
now the world he once frolicked in was no more. Peace and security
had given way to war and fear.

Oh, how he longed to go back in time;
back to when the morning and evening rush hours were the main
obstacles in his life. But that was yesterday—this is
today, and now he
must go outside and hook up some power.

The wheels squeaked as the
arcadia door slid open. He glanced at the thermometer on the patio
post. It was just after six o’clock in the
morning, and the
temperature already read eighty-three degrees. The sun’s rays beat
on the back of his neck as he went out into the yard.

He checked the fuel level on the generator.
Half full. He went to the metal shed that sat in the corner of the
yard and retrieved a five-gallon can of gasoline.

After filling the tank, he pulled the cord
and the generator came to life. Although the system wouldn’t handle
the whole house, it would be enough to get by until power was
restored.

Rob was glad he had found
the foresight to buy it when he did. Now, there were none to be
found. He had brought it home and had stocked up on gasoline,
water, and propane
only a couple of months before the big blackout.

Soon the fridge would kick on. Later he’d
fry a couple of eggs on the propane grill, he thought. But first,
he would power up his radio and try to reach his friend, Jason.

Jason had contacts throughout the country.
Somehow he knew the latest news before anyone else. Perhaps there
would be a supply of food or gasoline coming in. The supermarkets
were empty. A few convenience stores were still open but they were
gouging their customers. Although their supply was meager, paper
money had no value to them. They only accepted gold or silver.

Sitting down at the rustic rolltop desk, Rob
powered up his radio, pressed the transmit button on the
microphone, and began the call. “This is W7BZY, whiskey seven bravo
zulu yankee calling K7ABI, kilo seven alpha bravo india.” He
waited, but there was no answer. “This is W7BZY, whiskey seven
bravo zulu yankee calling K7ABI, kilo seven alpha bravo india. You
out there, Jase?” He waited a little longer this time, then decided
there was no one out there.

He was about to leave the desk when his ears
heard a faint answer: “W7BZY, I think, this is K7ABI, kilo seven
alpha bravo india. That you, Rob?”

After adjusting the volume control, he
answered. “Good morning, Jase. I was wondering if you were awake
yet.”

“Yeah. Been up fer a while. Couldn’t
sleep. Too fuckin’ hot. Oops, ain’t s’posed ta talk that a way on
these here airwaves.”

“Like anyone would hear or
care.”

“Yeah, there ain’t no FCC no more, ya
know.”

“There ain’t no nothin’ no more, if
you ask me.”

“Hey, who knows what’ll happen when we
become a part o’ Texas. I’m thinkin’ things ’ll git a might
better.”

Rob knew what his friend meant. The main
problem for landlocked Arizona was being surrounded by the two
republics on the west, north, and east and by Mexico on the south.
Though both California and Texas had come to the aid of Arizona
when the border war with Mexico broke out, neither had as of yet
agreed to annex the state. A bill had been presented in the
California House, but it had gotten stalled in the Senate. There
were rumors Texas was going to take Arizona, but, as of now, the
fledgling state was still on its own.

Both republics were concerned about a
possible conflict over control of the Colorado River Valley water
and the hydropower it created. Once Nevada seceded, California had
quickly moved to annex that state. They wanted sole control of the
hydro plants along the river, especially Hoover Dam. Up until now
California had taken what it had wanted, and Arizona had been
helpless about it. But Texas certainly wouldn’t be so cooperative.
California seemed to be content with the status quo. They didn’t
want to deal with the turmoil in the Phoenix and Tucson areas. As
long as things remained as they were, they didn’t see the need to
take Arizona in.

Texas had said they would like to annex
Arizona, but its legislators were concerned it could result in a
war with California. There was already tension escalating along
Texas’s eastern border. There were talks of war with Washington,
and if they went to war on the west also, it could be
problematic.

“Is it ever gonna happen?” Rob
asked.

“Mebbee. I hear there’s a bill
floatin’ ’round Austin somewhere ta take us in. That’s a step in
the right direction if ya ask me.”

“It’s about time.”

“Yeah. Oh, by the way, there’s s’posed
ta be a supply train headin’ down yer way.”

“What’s on it?”

“Mostly food, I hear.”

“Any fuel?”

“Don’t think so.”

“When?”

“Tomorra, I figure.”

“Where from?”

“El Paso.”

“Is it safe?”

“S’posed ta be. There’s darn sure
’nough ’rtillery on it. Full a Texas Rangers, I hear. And they be
armed ta the gills. There ain’t nobody gonna mess with this
one.”

Rob understood what Jase meant. Since
Arizona had been on its own, there was no real government. The
governor had been killed by the virus and the secretary of state
had taken over, but she was at the mercy of the powerful and the
corrupt. The fact that there were Texas Rangers on the train was a
good sign, Rob thought. At least they would be protecting their
shipment. Perhaps this was the first sign they were going to annex
Arizona. All he could do was hope.

The entire Phoenix area was
lawless. What had once been considered gangs had morphed into small
armies. These armies were commanded by warlords who took what they
wanted and made their own rules. It was like the Old West again,
but horses, wagons and six-shooters had been replaced with cars,
trucks, and
assault rifles. Now instead of robbing stagecoaches, trains or
trucks carrying food and essentials were the targets. Some of them
never made it to their destination,
and many of those who did were raided as soon as
they arrived. Food and whatever else was in the boxcars were
confiscated by the warlords. Many innocent people had died trying
to obtain just enough to survive until the next shipment
arrived.

The warlords had taken control of most of
the convenience stores. They only sold their goods for gold or
silver, which they used to supply their small private armies.
Fortunately, most of their funds were used in turf wars as they
fought each other for territory. Bullets and guns had become
expensive.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Jason Mellenkamp operated a
ranch in a remote area outside of Wickenburg. That city lies about
fifty miles northwest of Phoenix, and it
had maintained the rustic western-town atmosphere. The annual Gold
Rush Days and Senior Pro Rodeo once brought ropers and riders from
all around.

The ranch had been in his family for several
generations. He had taken over the operation when his father
passed. It offers a generous view of the Bradshaw Mountains and
borders the Hassayampa River. The name had come from an old Indian
word meaning, the river that flows upside down.

It was Jase who helped keep Rob and his
friends supplied with eggs and milk, and sometimes meat. But his
most important export was information.

Jason had been fascinated
with ham radios ever since he was a child sitting in his father’s
lap. His father used to say his son learned how to say C Q
before he said mama. He spent most of his spare
time behind the radio mike and had made contacts all over the
world, including one deep within the Union Pacific railway. That
person would let him know in advance when the shipments began
rolling toward Phoenix. Jason would pass that information along to
Rob, and he would
take it from there.

Robert Bragg is a retired
U.S Army Special Forces commander with several tours in the Middle
East. He now leads a small elite team of
well-trained and well-armed volunteer soldiers.

Their operation is simple. They covertly
wait and watch as the trains’ contents are unloaded into trucks.
Then Rob would designate one or two of the trucks that were known
to belong to the gangs and, as he liked to say, reroute them.

They were considered by
some to be thieves, marauders, or highwaymen. There had been a
rumor about a reward for their capture. Rob didn’t know for sure
who actually set the bounty,
but it had to be funded by one of the warlords.
His little group had put some pretty sizeable chinks in their
armor.

They weren’t concerned with there being a
price on their heads because no one knew who they were. They took
care to keep their faces covered, and wore camouflage. They blended
in so well that sometimes the warlords’ own soldiers would wave as
Rob’s men passed them in their—what Rob liked to refer to
as—borrowed trucks.

They didn’t consider themselves thieves at
all, because the soldiers under Rob’s command took the food and
supplies and channeled it through a well-designed distribution
network. Their objective was to help distribute the precious food
and supplies to those who weren’t able to procure them on their
own. Thanks to these dedicated men and women, many people who
otherwise may have died of starvation, received food and other
basic supplies.

Soon folks began to refer to these de-facto
commandos as twenty-first century Robin Hoods.

Since the transport would be guarded by
Texas Rangers, Rob wasn’t as concerned about the gangs hitting the
train as much as what would happen once the food was unloaded. The
supplies would be destined for certain distribution centers where
they were supposed to be rationed. But some of the centers were
controlled by the warlords who would take most of it to their own
outlets. They were careful to leave just enough in the centers to
make it look like it was being distributed properly. These were
Rob’s targets.

Their outlets were convenience stores that
had either been abandoned or had been taken over by the warlords.
They took advantage of the rule of supply and demand and gouged the
people who had no choice but to patronize their stores. For these
aggressors, paper money was worthless. Gold or silver was the sole
coin of their realm.

By now most people either didn’t have any of
the precious metals, or they’d spent what they once had. Many had
melted down or sold all their jewelry or heirlooms. Even if they
had gold or silver, they paid two to three times more than they
should have. But if the food centers were out or were too far for
them to go, they had no choice. They had to feed their
families.

There were many sordid
stories. The one that tugged at Rob’s heart the most was about a
father, mother, and their three children who had gone into a
convenience store in search of food. The father, who had no gold or
silver, but did have some money, begged the clerk to take dollars
for food. One of the two workers had grabbed a rifle and had hit
the father on the head, knocking him unconscious. He then held the
gun against his wife’s head. The other worker grabbed one of his
teenage daughters and took her into a back room. Some say her
screams could be heard for blocks. When he came back
out, he grabbed
two loaves of stale bread off a shelf and tossed them to the
mother, saying
with a narcissistic grin, “Here you go. Eat hearty and come
again.”

Her son, about twelve,
tried to take a couple of cans of soup. The worker grabbed him,
threw him to the ground and began to kick him. By this
time, the father
had come to. He got up and tried to stop the beating. But the man
shot and killed him.

When Rob heard about the rape and the
killing, it hit him hard. He couldn’t fathom such cold-hearted
actions. He had witnessed some horrible things during tours in
Afghanistan and Iraq, but the thought that such a thing could
happen on American soil had grabbed onto his soul like
deep-reaching tentacles that would not let go.

As a retired army officer, Rob had friends
who had certain skills. He talked with a few of them, who got a few
of their friends, and they formed a small—what one would probably
call—a militia unit. They started with twelve members. One of the
guys had nicknamed them the Desert Dozen. But by now, the unit had
grown to almost fifty.

It was made up of nineteen trained Army,
Navy, and Marine Corps veterans, most of who had Special Forces
training. The balance included volunteers and some great
organizational minds who had set up and ran a controlled
warehousing and distribution network.

It was a little rough at first. But by now
it was functioning well. They had a secluded warehouse for food
storage along with two refrigerated box-trucks for delivery. Rob
did everything he could to ensure as much food and supplies as
possible were kept out of the hands of the gangs and instead
reached those who were in need of it the most. He financed the
operation by raiding the warlords’ stores at times. They didn’t
consider themselves thieves. Rob said they were in the business of
the redistribution of wealth.

The gold and silver they had appropriated
paid for the high-priced fuel used in the distribution vehicles and
for other supplies only available through the convenience
stores.

Rob thought it ironic how they would buy
food and supplies from the convenience stores using the gold or
silver they had appropriated from that same store just a couple of
days before.

Although they were well armed from the
beginning, their funds allowed them to build up a formidable
arsenal. Rob had some contacts in the black market. They were happy
to support Rob’s cause. They were happier to take his gold.

By now, most of the stores
were guarded by armed men. But,
as Rob’s forces continued to
grow, they had
been able to maintain the upper hand. Rob’s expertise was in
tactics. He believed in making the most of the element of
surprise.

 


* * *

 


The crisis in Greece started the financial
ball rolling. When their economy tanked, the already struggling
European Union soon found itself on its knees and sent the world
into a spiraling fit of chaos. The U.S. economy held on as long as
it could, but the dollar kept getting weaker and it finally
succumbed. Sadly, what remained of the once proud nation and world
leader had crumbled into not much more than a group of third world
republics just trying to survive in a new and uncertain world.

The California Republic had recently annexed
Montana, Wyoming, Idaho, and Utah. The war with Mexico was over.
The bombs that were dropped on northern Mexico would leave the Rio
Grande Valley barren all the way north almost to Tucson for years
to come.

Most folks had hoped Arizona would become a
part of Texas. Rob preferred it over California. He was concerned
about the neighbors to the west becoming akin to Chinese influence.
He knew Texas had a stronger military, a solid government, and the
only influence that proud nation would bend to would be that of
their own. They would have to wait and see what the future would
hold, and hope and pray things would get better.

The capital of what remained of the U. S.
was still in Washington, D.C. However, what was left of the
weakened union was struggling. President Howell was not trusted by
the citizens. They blamed him for the financial collapse. The
theory that he was responsible for the deaths of his predecessors
and he had orchestrated his ascension into office had grown
exponentially. But there appeared to be no one left alive who could
or would attest to it. Though he still had firm control of the
government, there had been rumors of thwarted coups, assassination
attempts, and also of executions of suspected dissidents without
due process. Howell had turned out to be a devout Muslim and had
shown nothing but disdain for Christians and Jews.

 


* * *

 


“Let me know when you get more info,” Rob
said as he signed off. “K7ABI from W7BZY, seventy-three.”

“Will do, W7BZY from K7ABI,
seventy-three.”

Now, he would wait to hear from Jase as to
when the train should arrive. Rob and his men would wait for the
boxcars to be unloaded, follow some of the bad guys, and when the
time was right, they would strike.

Thus far, they had been successful in
pillaging the gougers, as Rob liked to call them, without any of
Rob’s troops getting hurt or any of the warlords’ men getting
killed. There were usually only a few of them, and they would often
run when they saw Rob’s forces approach. It could have been the
dragon-skin armor they wore, or the assault rifles they toted.
Perhaps it was a combination of both. They were an intimidating
sight.

There had been times when shots had been
fired, but Rob’s trained forces had handled it each time. A fist, a
chop, a roundhouse or two, or sometimes a sleeper hold would leave
them incapacitated long enough to appropriate their vehicle. The
last thing Rob wanted to do was to kill anyone. They had more fun
making them look stupid and inept, which they had not found
difficult.

Rob’s teams would lie in wait and commandeer
the trucks. Then they would take them to the distribution center.
Once they were unloaded, they would be driven somewhere near or
within another warlord’s territory. The gasoline would be siphoned
and the trucks abandoned.

It was a perfect scheme. Rob’s forces didn’t
have to expose any of their own vehicles, and the warlords
continued to battle as they blamed each other for stealing their
goods.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Rob went into the kitchen, grabbed an apple,
washed it off with water he had boiled the day before, and took a
bite. The water was supposed to be okay now. But he boiled it
anyway. The virus that had contaminated the water system had killed
thousands, including Jennifer, his wife.

As Rob walked through the
living room, he
stopped at the fireplace. His eyes focused on the pictures sitting
on the mantle. Reaching out to their wedding picture, he touched
her face. Oh, how he missed her. He recalled the first time they
met. . . .

 


* * *

 


It was a crisp, clear Friday
night in western Pennsylvania,
and Rob was playing an away-game at their rival,
Monaca High School. He was a receiver for Rochester High School.
Midway into the fourth quarter,
he leaped up in an attempt to snag a sideline
pass. On the way down, he was shoved out of bounds and careened
toward the other team’s cheer squad.

Megaphones fell and pom-poms flew as nine
girls scrambled to get out of the way. Eight made it.

She went down hard. Rob landed on top of
her. As he got up he saw a bulge in her arm, but it was her face
that had caused him to stop. “Are you okay? I’m sorry.”

Tears streamed down her cheeks as the
trainer and one of the coaches rushed to her. One of them glared at
Rob and ordered, “Get out of here. Beat it!” Rob left and ran
across the field to his team’s bench, but not before his eyes
caught the name on her skirt.

From the other side of the
field, he watched intensely as the girls
gathered around her and the trainer tended to the young girl.
Finally she was put into an ambulance. All he could think of was
how pretty she was, and he hoped she hadn’t been seriously hurt.

When the game
ended, he decided
not to go back on the team bus. Instead, removing his shoulder
pads, and exchanging his cleats for a pair of tennis
shoes, he went to
find his father. He knew his dad came to all of his
games.

He caught up with him in the parking lot
heading toward the family car. “Dad! Wait up!”

The elder Bragg turned toward the familiar
voice. “Hey. Good game, son. You whooped ’em good.”

“Thanks, Dad. Can you do me a
favor?”

“I guess so.”

“I need to go to the medical
center.”

“Why? Did you get hurt?”

“Huh-uh. I’m fine. I’ll explain in the
car.”

Rob walked through the
massive double doors leading to the emergency room. There she was.
He had thought she looked so cute in her uniform. The navy blue
letters on her red skirt read: JEN. She was accompanied by an older
woman; her mother he had assumed. They were on their way out of the
hospital.

His eyes went directly to the bright pink
sling supporting her left arm. He could see the red-polished tips
of her fingers sticking out through the end. He more stammered than
asked, “Are you okay?”

She looked surprised.
“Uh . . . who are you?”

“I’m . . .
uh . . . I’m sort a the guy who hit you.”

“Sort a?”

He felt blood rush to his face. “I’m really
sorry. I was just trying to catch the ball. I didn’t mean to hurt
you. Are you okay?” He looked at her arm. “Is your arm broken?”

She lifted it slightly to
expose the white cast. Her eyes widened, and she shook her head a little.
“Duhhh!”

Though her answer had been sarcastic, it was
her eyes that had captured his soul. “I just wanted to see if you
were okay.”

“She’ll be fine,” her mother answered.
“I have to take her home now. Thank you for your concern, young
man.”

He watched as they headed for the exit door.
As it opened, he called out, “My name is Rob.”

She turned her head and called over her
shoulder as she walked through the door, “Jen.”

As they got into their car her mother had
said, “That was nice of him. He doesn’t even know you, and he went
out of his way to see if you were all right.”

“Guess so.” Jen was silent as they
turned onto the bridge that spanned the Ohio River and connected
the two towns.

“He’s kind of cute, too,” her mother
added.

“Mom!” Jen relaxed in her seat, looked
out at the flowing river and smiled.

It was a week later when he finally found
out who she was. He had found her phone number and mustered up the
courage to call her.

“Hello.”

“Uhm, is this Jen?”

“No, this is her mother.”

“Uh . . . is she there?
Jen?

“May I tell her who is
calling?”

“My name is Rob.”

“Are you the guy from the
hospital?”

“Uh . . . yeah. I
mean . . . Yes, ma’am.”

“Hold on while I get her.”

Though it was only seconds, it felt to him
like eons as he waited. Finally there was a clunk and the phone was
picked up. “Hello.”

“Uh . . . is this
Jen?”

“Yes, this is Jen. Who is
this?”

“Uh . . . this is
Rob.”

“Rob who?”

“Uhm, my name is Robert Bragg. I’m the
guy who . . . uh, broke your arm.”

“Oh, yeah. I remember you. You came to
the hospital.”

“Yeah. I did.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why did you come to the
hospital?”

“Uh, I just wanted to see if you were
all right, that’s all.”

“Thank you. That was nice of
you.”

“Uh, no problem.”

There was an eerie
silence, and he
was beginning to feel awkward as his brain was searching for
something to say. “How’s your arm?”

“It’s still broken.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to . . .”

“It’s okay. It should be out of the
cast in about five weeks.”

“That’s good.”

“How did you get my
number?”

“A friend who knows someone at your
school gave me your name. I looked up the number in the phonebook.
Is it okay?”

“I guess so.”

“Does it hurt?”

“What?”

“Your arm. Does it hurt?”

“It itches.”

Again there was an awkward silence. He
finally found the courage to say, “Uhm . . . can I
ask you something? If you say no, it’s okay.”

“Uh . . . go ahead.”
She wondered if he was going to ask her for a date.

“Well, our homecoming is next week and
I . . . uh . . . just wondered if you
would like to go to the dance with me.”

“Uh . . . we have a
game.”

Though he tried, Rob was unable to mask the
disappointment in his voice. “Oh, I see. Well, maybe some other
time?”

“You know, the game is away. It’s at
some school I never heard of near Pittsburgh. The doctor says I
can’t cheer for a couple of weeks, so I guess it wouldn’t hurt if I
missed one game.”

“Does that mean you’ll go with
me?”

“I guess so.”

“Good. I’ll call you
later.”

“Okay.”

Later, Jen told Rob it had been her mother
who had caused her to agree to go out with him. She had said, “You
know, it was nice of that boy to go all the way to the hospital to
see if you were all right.

 


* * *

 


Moisture was beginning to well up in his
eyes. He turned and walked away. Though it was getting somewhat
easier, Rob still missed her deeply. Jen had been the love of his
life ever since the day he first saw those tears rolling down her
cheeks.

He went upstairs into the
bedroom and opened the closet door. The tumblers clicked as he
turned the knob back and forth and opened the safe. He checked its
contents. Besides a cache of gold, silver, and some cash, there
were handguns, assault rifles, and a couple of shotguns. The closet shelves were filled with
boxes of ammunition. Robert Bragg was prepared for whatever may lie
ahead.

Just then he heard
something coming through the radio and rushed down the stairs.
“This is K7ABI, kilo seven alpha bravo india calling W7BZY, whiskey
seven bravo zulu yankee. You out there, Rob?”

“This is W7BZY, whiskey seven bravo
zulu yankee. What ya got,
Jase?”

“Not what you’re looking for; but I
got some news.”

“Go ahead.”

“I hear them Russkies tried ta pull
some shit.”

“Like what?”

“Like tryin’ ta cross the Bering
Strait but we stopped ’em. Well, we didn’t, but the U.S. ’n Canada
did.”

“Whoa. Are you sure?”

“Oh, yeah. I guess they scrambled some
fighter planes out a Elmendorf. There were a couple a deeestroyers
involved, too, I
hear. The Russians claimed some bullshit ’bout normal military
maneuvers. They deny ever bein’ in our waters.”

“Were they?”

“Guess so.”

“No shots fired?”

“If there were, they ain’t sayin’.”

“Putin would love to get his hands on
Alaskan oil.”

“No shit! Just thought you’d like ta
know.”

“I appreciate it. Have a good
one.”

“W7BZY from K7ABI,
seventy-three.”

“K7ABI from W7BZY,
seventy-three.”

Rob dismissed the maneuvers’ story as
typical Kremlin propaganda. There had been unconfirmed rumors of
failed Russian attempts to enter the U.S. through Florida and the
Gulf of Mexico, but as far as he knew, this was the first attempt
from the north.

The Russians and the Chinese had been
rattling sabers ever since Moscow reneged on their agreement to
pipe gas from Siberia to China. Russia didn’t want to get into a
conflict with their southern neighbors—at least not as long as the
United States, though in a weakened state, was able to function
militarily. With their forces spread out as they were, the Kremlin
didn’t want to go up against both the United States and China at
the same time.

Rob was concerned about
what Jase had just told him. He had never trusted the Russians. But
he knew he must focus his attention on the supply train. The
mission had to be planned and the forces chosen. He must go over
the plan with them and make sure everything was set in place. Every
possibility must be considered and discussed. Nothing could be
missed. One minor mistake and someone could get
injured, or worse,
killed.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


The wheels of the locomotive screeched, and
the couplers of the eight boxcars it pulled clanged as they stopped
behind the massive machine. Immediately, as if cued, the doors of
each boxcar slid open. Two Texas Rangers jumped from each car—their
long guns raised for action.

From his vantage point on a nearby roof, Rob
could see a line of trucks waiting to take on cargo. Peering
through high-power binoculars he watched as an official-looking man
emerged from the locomotive. The sleeves of his white sweat-stained
shirt were partly rolled up. His collar was open and a tie swung
loosely from his neck.

Two Rangers accompanied him, one on each
side. Rob watched as they carefully scanned up and down the track.
Once he was sure there were Rangers positioned on both sides of
each boxcar, he turned to his escorts and nodded.

Rob continued to observe as workers began to
transfer the contents of the train into the waiting trucks. He
checked the markings on the trucks. He knew which ones came from
legitimate distribution centers and which ones belonged to the
warlords.

Something was wrong, he thought. What was
different? He counted the trucks. Nine. There were two more than
normal. He readjusted the binoculars for the best clarity and
carefully studied the scene. Why did four of the trucks have the
same markings? This was strange. The Rangers would never allow any
group to double-dip.

As he continued to watch, he realized they
were depositing
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