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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            TWELVE MISSING TANKS

          

        

      

    

    
      “God damn HETs,” growled Sergeant Leroy Briscoe, fuming at the wheel of his Humvee troop carrier behind one of the named massive vehicles. He gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles. First, it was pitch dark at 0100 hours. For their purposes, that was excellent. One disadvantage was the potential damage to his vehicle if he hit the thing. The California Army National Guard would take it out of his pay. And the orders were no lights until they entered the freeway. Didn’t want anyone seeing much activity at the base. Well, God damn it, he couldn’t see anything either. Shoulda requisitioned night-vision gear.

      Then the looming trip up the freeway. What an adventure, running up 101 from Camp Roberts to Sacramento behind these slugs. He envied the other dudes that took the LA, Frisco, and San Diego assignments. Long experience had taught him how things worked in the Guard. He understood this exercise wouldn’t leave much time for partying.

      What worried him most was the lack of infantry support for his tanks. Colonel Brickhouse had patted him on the shoulder and said there weren’t enough troops available for a combined force. “Don’t worry, soldier, there’s no way you’ll face anything dramatic. Nobody’s going to be ambushing you or firing RPGs up your ass. Take my word. They’re commuters, not insurgents.” Briscoe had enough terrible memories from Afghanistan to miss having the guys around the tank for insurance. The sluggish pace only increased his feelings of vulnerability. A drop of sweat formed on his temple, tracing a path down the side of his face. But the Colonel knew his business. Briscoe cleared his throat and put his mind back on driving.

      The three heavy transports trundled past Gate 4 at Camp Roberts, carrying their brown Abrams M-1 tanks. At 0100 hours on a Sunday morning, no cars moved on the freeway. But the HETs moved like huge tortoises even with no traffic. Briscoe, exasperated, tapped his boot against the floor, creating a reverberating thumping in the confines of the crawling carrier. The crew behind him muttered, so he stopped. To get his mind off his troubles, he went over Colonel Brickhouse’s plan. This was not an exercise. Live ammo. Get the tanks positioned and await orders before moving the tanks onto the Sacramento freeways. That’s when the fun would begin.
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        * * *

      

      The Dream again. Two nights in a row. As Colonel Chazz Silver peeled herself out of bed, the heaviness seemed to seep into her bones, leaving her limbs sluggish and uncooperative. Tuesday, and the rest of the week still to come. Not good. She needed some hope for the week.

      In her bathroom, the mirror reported the bad news. Her normally lively eyes were now clouded with worry, dark circles etched beneath them. It was as if the Dream left an indelible mark upon her, a lingering presence that she couldn’t shake off.

      Monday had been a series of minor crises at Joint Force Headquarters, the headquarters of the California Army National Guard. Most were the normal crises that the Chief of Staff had to handle, and she’d handled them as usual. None of them seemed serious enough to bring on the Dream again. So, why? Hoping that the Tuesday issues would be easier and would let her recover her usual dynamism, she prepared for work. Yet, deep down, Chazz couldn’t help but acknowledge the ominous significance of needing hope on a Tuesday. It was a bad omen, a sign that navigating the week ahead would need more discipline than she had. A premonition. But Chazz knew from long experience that, despite the dread that lingered within her, she had the strength to navigate this. She’d done it for twenty years.

      The monotonous task of clearing the petty administrative business of the day engrossed Chazz at JFHQ until Captain Serrano tapped lightly on her office door frame. His expression reminded her of the uneasy feelings she had about the day.

      “Colonel Silver, we’ve got a curious thing happening at Camp Roberts.” Carlos Serrano had become the person she most relied on as Chief of Staff. She’d grown to appreciate his diligence and intelligence over the first six months of her appointment. If he saw a problem, it was a problem. Roberts?

      Camp Roberts had been blessedly quiet since the last procurement scandal. Chazz took a moment to check her email, hoping for some respite. No notifications of anything wrong. No paperwork filed that would bring Roberts to her attention. Serrano didn’t have any paper in his hands. Nothing dire so far.

      “All right. What’s up, Captain? Is this official?” she asked, her voice laced with curiosity and apprehension in equal amounts.

      Serrano hesitated, then responded with carefully chosen words. “Unofficial, ma’am. A friend in the logistics section there contacted me with, well, a rumor. No SIR yet.”

      That told Chazz two things. Whatever Serrano had, it was significant enough for a Serious Incident Report. Since there was no SIR, command at Roberts was unaware of the problem.

      “Have a seat, Carlos,” she said. She moved to the small conference table that took up most of her office. Once they’d settled themselves, she fixed her eyes on Serrano intently and said, “OK, fill me in.”

      “Tanks. Twelve of them. Yesterday, they’re neatly lined up in the parking area. Today, they’re gone.” Chazz suspected a joke, but Serrano’s voice held uncertainty, not humor.

      “Training exercise?”

      Serrano dismissed her hope for a reasonable explanation. “Nothing scheduled, according to my friend. And moving twelve tanks is major. It would take at least forty-eight troops. That’s not a training exercise on the firing range. Plus, he says there were no orders.”

      Well, that left only a supernatural explanation. She kept her sarcastic response light, asking, “Did they just roll away on their own?”

      “Tank carriers are gone too. And three troop transports, along with three fuel carriers.”

      Chazz had doubts. “How reliable is this ‘friend’ of yours, Captain?”

      “Well, whenever we get together for a drink, he always sticks to Coke, ma’am.”

      “Huh. And no signs of hallucinations?”

      Serrano chuckled. “Nope. He’s saner than I am.”

      “Why no SIR?”

      “He says he mentioned it to his boss in logistics and got shut down with no explanation. That’s when he reached out to me.”

      “I see. Well.” She looked at her wall clock. “Nothing we can do without an SIR, and that goes to TAG, the Adjutant General. Let’s goose them a bit, see if we can get things moving. Schedule a Teams meeting with somebody in command at Roberts, say for 1030.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Serrano got up and left. Chazz’s unease deepened as she acquired a new sense of urgency. She’d done what she could by scheduling the meeting, but twelve missing tanks? Just like that, her hope for a smooth day, if not week, vanished in the blink of an eye.
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        * * *

      

      The Teams meeting began promptly at 1030. A large wall monitor adorned the spacious conference room. Chazz sat at the table, armed with a legal pad and pen, Serrano next to her. As the video feed flickered to life, the bewildered countenance of a portly colonel greeted the participants. The caption at the bottom of the video feed read “Brickhouse.” Colonel Brickhouse had a broad and jowly face, accentuated by his closely cropped hair, which gave his head a square-like appearance. Another video feed materialized, showcasing Lieutenant Flattery, a slender individual sporting black horn-rimmed glasses and a discontented expression.

      Chazz introduced herself, breaking the silence. “Colonel Silver from JFHQ, Colonel Brickhouse. And this is Captain Serrano, who serves under my command. You seem to be minus some tanks.”

      “Tanks? What tanks?” The man’s brow furrowed.

      “Twelve M-1s, older model. Long-term storage.” She checked the short writeup Serrano had placed in front of her just before the meeting. Her unease from the early morning returned. Twelve tanks missing, and the commander of the base has no clue.

      “What?” Brickhouse turned his head, eyebrows rising. “Flattery, have you seen anything about missing tanks?”

      Flattery’s head turned. “No, sir.”

      “You’re supposed to have twelve tanks for training exercises, Colonel,” said Chazz.

      “Well, sure. Of course. I’m confident they’re right where they should be. I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Fine. Check. I’ll wait. You got a phone? Call logistics.” Her voice was steely. There was no plausible explanation for twelve tanks vanishing. This was a significant breach in security, and it was her responsibility to resolve it.

      “Ah, sure. Sure.” Brickhouse’s eyes shifted down, a tell of embarrassment. “Flattery, you have that number? Call ‘em.”

      “Yes, sir.” The lieutenant muted himself and turned off his video. Chazz heard his voice from Brickhouse’s audio feed but couldn’t make out the words. After a minute, Flattery’s face appeared once more. Flattery appeared uneasy, his eyes darting back and forth as if searching for escape.

      “They’re gone, sir,” he reported.

      Brickhouse pursed his lips. “Maybe they’re out on exercises.”

      Chazz smiled again. She wasn’t smiling inside. She made her reply crisp and to the point. “Colonel, I’d know if there was an exercise big enough for twelve tanks. So would you. There isn’t.”

      Brickhouse grinned. “Don’t worry, Colonel. I’ll track ‘em down. I’m sure there’s a reason for them being out.”

      Every word spoken amplified the gravity of the situation. The silence that followed Flattery’s revelation and Brickhouse’s optimism hung heavy, filling the space with a sense of urgency and the need for swift action.

      Chazz responded firmly, her voice cutting through the air like a sharp blade. “Well, perhaps. But let’s make sure we’re using those tanks, not joyriders or terrorists or whatever. It would be a real good idea to find ‘em. Soon. And if you can’t find them, TAG will need an SIR.” She felt the pressing weight of the situation .

      “Look, Colonel,” said Brickhouse, trying for camaraderie. “Let’s not escalate this to command until I’ve checked into it, OK? Please. And I’ll owe you a drink if you ever get to Paso Robles.”

      You bet you will, you incompetent—Chazz shut down her judge and switched on her diplomat. She could taste the bitter words she wanted to say. Instead, she said, “All right, Colonel. But don’t take too long, OK? Twelve tanks, that’s a hefty chunk of change, and my boss won’t be happy about it if we can’t find ‘em. Tomorrow at noon. Right?”

      “Right. Will do, ma’am.” Brickhouse’s voice had lost the camaraderie and gained a note of determination. The two images disappeared from the monitor.

      Chazz dismissed Serrano and walked back to her office, her steps echoing on the linoleum. The air smelled of bureaucracy, filled with all the red tape she’d need to spin if Brickhouse filed an SIR. Not precisely a crisis. Old tanks were old tanks. But she’d need to rework her plans for the next week or two. Still hope for the day.

      Plans. Oh, shit. Lunch with Tom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE BLIND PIG

          

        

      

    

    
      “9th and J, 9th and J,” muttered Chazz to herself, taking a sharp left with her hands sliding around the wheel. She’d never been to this restaurant, but Tom wanted to try it. Anyway. 9th and J. One way, damn, around the block. And a parking place! The day was looking up.

      As Chazz exited her car, the heat of the day hit her like a hammer. Sweat pearled on her forehead as she walked down the block to the restaurant. The Blind Pig Grill was in an oldish office building, shiny windows reflecting the low buildings and crap architecture of most of the Sacramento downtown. Chazz tugged open the door and a blast of artificially cooled air struck her face. The sweat dried away swiftly as she waited for the hostess to return. A tall blonde, pleasant smile, eyebrows raised. At her OCPs? Downtown Sacramento was not used to military uniforms, putting her outside its comfort zones. The crowd here was suit-and-tie, expensive coiffures, and shiny shoes. Her boots were shiny enough, but otherwise? Well, tough.

      “Hi. I’m meeting a friend, Tom Peña,” she said. A friend. Was she in love with Tom? Great sex, and he and she hit it off, but…. Why was there always a “but” with her? Like with Tony. Distinct personality from Tom’s, unique attractions for her. Tony Ridger was a Marine. They had a lot in common. They’d had an affair in Iraq. His marriage claimed him when he redeployed back to the States—ships in the night, OK. Then, after the pandemic in 2020, he called her out of the blue in San Diego. Stationed at Pendleton now, no encumbrances. They were together six months before she pulled the plug on it because of his behavior. She didn’t want to second-guess herself. And yet, here she was doing just that.

      Now, she was getting close to Tom. He didn’t have Tony’s jerk qualities, but his new job gave her pause. She felt her muscles tense, thinking about it. Why? It was the way he was reacting to it. But the spark was there between them, just like with Tony. Friends, or lovers, or something more? Or another “but.” And did she need to confront this now, or could she wait until her “but” emerged spontaneously? Did she want this new chapter in her life to end? If so, why? Chazz thought of herself as a reasonably liberated modern woman, but she didn’t like to pry open the shell she’d created around herself. The result was the “but” approach to her love life. All this ran through her overactive mind in a second. Then she jerked her attention back to the restaurant rather than descend any farther into the dangerous areas within her mind.

      The hostess did a quick check on her seating screen. “Yes, I have the reservation. Mr. Peña hasn’t arrived. We can seat you, or you can wait over there if you like.” The hostess glanced at the comfortable bar chairs around low tables near the bar. Half the chairs held women in stiletto heels and slinky silk or men in Armani suits and large watches. Laughing over whatever they considered interesting in their lives, into which she had little insight. Or interest.

      “You can seat me, thanks,” she said, smiling a meaningless smile.

      The hostess led her to a two-person table looking out on 9th street. Her military-issue boots sounded very loud to her on the polished wood floor, but nobody seemed concerned. She sat and looked out the window at a depressing reality. Boarded-up windows, empty stores, and a few derelicts scattered around. The mirror image of the restaurant interior. But Chazz’s mind had moved from Tom and stiletto heels back to tanks. After all, the missing tanks were far more important than her stressed relationships or how she fit into American society. She was in the Guard with all the responsibility she could handle. But sometimes the stress got the better of her. How the hell do twelve tanks go missing and the guy in charge isn’t aware of it? Incompetence only goes so far to explain⁠—

      “Hi, beautiful.”

      Tom leaned over her and kissed her cheek. Her mind flashed to her earlier unease. Then she relaxed, and her military obsessions drained away. Friends? Let’s see. She reached and drew him down to give him one on the lips. More than friends, yes. The touch of his hand and lips warmed her, overriding even the tanks. And the unease. The “but” receded in her mind as her good-looking more-than-friend sat across from her, his grin expressing his pleasure at her flirting.

      “So,” she said, smiling, “this is the place you chose for a celebration?” She nodded at the window.

      Tom looked out the window, grin in place. “Yeah, dumpy neighborhood, ain’t it?”

      “Why here?”

      “It’s a short walk from the Capitol. Guy in the office said they have great cocktails and a fucking smasher of a grilled pork loin,” replied Tom. “I’ll brave the gates of hell for a grilled pork loin. And they have a Mexican chef. Adobo.”

      “What has adobe got to do with it?”

      “Adobo, my dear, is a seasoning. Cumin, coriander, dried chiles, epazote. The chef rubs it over the tenderloin and grills it. Out of this world.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do say so. Try it, you’ll love it. Cocktail?”

      “No, I’m driving. And working.”

      “Come on, live a little. I’m celebrating.”

      The server handed them handwritten menus on thick paper and said, “We have a special on the Tequila Sunrise. Clase Azul.”

      “We’ll have two.”

      “No, Tom.” Chazz waved the server away. “What’s the blind pig deal?” she asked Tom.

      “Who the fuck cares? I’m here to celebrate.” Tom’s large personality seemed even bigger than usual to Chazz. Not a bad thing, but it could be overwhelming. Tom continued, “Just think, Latinos in charge in California for the first time since the Gold Rush.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Chazz said, stretching the truth. Her unease returned. Tom was now the Deputy Chief of Staff for Strategy for the newish governor, Chip Sanchez. She’d met Tomás Peña when he was a political consultant for State Senator Menendez. The senator headed the Military and Veterans Affairs Committee, which dealt with veteran’s benefits for Guard reservists. They’d sat next to each other during a hearing and one thing led to another. The spark had quickly flared into flame between her and Tom, and the last six months had seen some of the best action in the bedroom in Chazz’s experience. Now, here he was, a Big Deal working for a man who had barely squeaked into the governorship in a recall election. Hence the unease. Chazz was apolitical, particularly about California politics. Her job was to protect the state, organize and advocate for her troops, and do her duty, not to think about the nonsense most politicians thought about. And Tom was becoming a politician. Working for a failed actor playing a politician, even worse. Would his politics leak into their relationship and force her to make a choice?

      Tom grinned. “Damn right it’s a good thing. It’s our turn. Goddamn Anglos have broken this state. No offense,” he said.

      “None taken,” she replied amiably. “How’s our semi-elected governor working out for us?”

      Tom grimaced and shook his head. “He’s got to live that recall election down, doesn’t he? OK. He only got 17% of the recall vote, but it was more than the other 73 candidates. Fucking weird state.”

      Sudden laughter from a nearby table startled Chazz, but it was nothing to do with their conversation. Just a couple of suits on their third Sunrise. The lunch crowd had filled the restaurant, which was now bustling and filled with the noise of unimportant conversations. She smiled and asked, “What’s your strategy for that?”

      “It’s a secret.” The tell: his eyes dropped away from looking into hers.

      She grinned. “You got nothing, do you?”

      “Not yet,” he grinned back. “But we will. We’re working on big changes.”

      Time to be direct, indirect wasn’t cutting it. “Tom, you’re worth way more than working for that jerk. Why are you doing this? Selling out?” Surely he could see that the governor was out of his depth.

      The grin disappeared. “No, no, Chazz. This is a great job. I’ll have an immense impact on the state. Who knows, maybe it will lead to political office for me.”

      “Sure.” She shook her head in wonder. “Sure it will.” Passion and enthusiasm were a fine thing, but in her opinion, Tom overestimated his chances of success with Sanchez. Time would tell.

      The server returned with an orange-and-red cocktail. “Tequila Sunrise special. Chef says it’s on the house, Mr. Peña.”

      Tom laughed. “See? I’m a player now.”

      “Oh, please. A Tequila Sunrise does not make you a player, Tom. Not even in Sacramento.”

      The server interrupted with a smile. “May I take your orders?”

      “Two adobo pork loins,” said Tom, handing him the menus.

      “And for the lady?” The server smiled at Chazz.

      Tom laughed out loud. “Good one.”

      “What if I don’t like pork?” asked Chazz, a little nettled. She liked pork fine, but she didn’t like taking orders out of the chain of command. Tom was not a superior officer, after all. He was her lover.

      “Try it! Best in the world,” replied Tom. “Made from blind pigs.”

      Chazz’s choices were to eat pork or get up and leave. Her body sent signals that told her she didn’t want to leave. Was a lunch order gone wrong enough to make her toss a relationship with a man she knew she could love, a man who made her feel with every inch of her body? He was just being a man who knows what’s best for his girlfriend. She shook her head and smiled and forgave his overstepping. But she needed to tell him, however mildly, that he was out of line.

      She said, “All right. But the next lunch? I get to order for you.”
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        * * *

      

      The adobo pork proved scorching, even while its aroma promised a wonderful meal. Chazz, not a fan of fine dining, had never experienced the intense impact of ground chile pepper, at least not to the extent she now faced.

      “See?” said Tom. “Told you it would be great.”

      “Great. Yeah. And hot.” She sipped her cool water to douse the flames consuming her tongue. That organ gave up the battle and went numb after the third slice of pork.

      “Hot is great. You’re gonna get used to Mexican hot.”

      Chazz, benumbed, felt this was too much innuendo for lunch. She gulped some more water and said, “Tom. You’re pushing it.”

      “Not yet.”

      What was the border between innuendo and outright dirty talking? Was there a point of no return, a Rubicon to cross between them? Chazz considered their last passionate encounter. No, the die was cast there. Her body grew a little hot, and it wasn’t from the chile peppers.

      Tom saw her flush. “You’re thinking about tomorrow night, aren’t you?” Tom grinned in anticipation. “So am I. I’ve been obsessing about it since last weekend.”

      Tom’s assurance raised doubts in Chazz. This rapid progression of intimacy made her uncomfortable, even as her body responded to it. Sex led to intimacy, intimacy led to sharing, and sharing meant talking about things like the Dream and why she kept having it. She wasn’t ready for that with Tom, not yet. And she was sure he wasn’t ready to hear it. She hadn’t talked about it with Tony when they were together in San Diego for just that reason. And Tom now seemed even worse about boundaries than Tony had been. She said anxiously, “Maybe we’re moving too fast, Tom. We need to slow down. Maybe⁠—”

      “You were the one proposing dinner at my place, lover. As I recall.”

      This was too much for Chazz. “I can damn well un-propose it if you don’t shape up. What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      A flash of anger passed over Tom’s face as she gave him her command look. But it dissolved quickly into a sheepish grin.

      “You’re right, you always are. Why I love you. I just get so high when I’m with you, Chazz. It’s been a while since I felt this way. Irrational exuberance.”

      “That’s money, not sex.”

      “You’re saying sex is rational? Or do you object to exuberance?” He said this with such obvious relish that Chazz knew he was debating, not arguing. Pulling her chain. But it wasn’t a joke.

      On the defensive, she said, “I’m not objecting to anything, Tom. I just feel a little pressure. The last time I felt this pressured, I killed a bunch of Iraqis who were trying to kill me. This…it worries me, to feel this strongly. And I won’t get a medal at the end of it all.”

      The seriousness of this confession stopped Tom cold.  He surveyed his empty plate and rearranged the knife and fork on it while he considered what to say. A busboy reached for the plate, startling him. He smiled and raised his hands out of the way, giving him the appearance of someone refusing a request to jump off a cliff.

      “I’m out of practice, Chazz,” Tom confessed. Chazz interpreted his expression as vulnerable and didn’t believe it for a minute.

      “At what?” she riposted.

      “Relationships.” He grimaced. “Got burned as a kid. Figured I’d be better off not getting too close.”

      She smiled at the picture he presented, which his general air of exuberance and assertiveness belied. She pushed back. “Aww. So you’re getting cold feet?”

      He backpedaled, realizing she wasn’t buying it. “No, no, Chazz! The reverse!”

      “Hot feet.”

      He laughed, reassured. “Yeah. Exactly. Hot feet. When I’m around you, it sizzles, and I dance. I’ll admit I got no idea where this is going, but I want to explore, OK? Is that OK?”

      “I think so. A little more space to breathe, though, Tom.”

      He reached across the table, and she again put her hand in his. He rubbed it with the other hand. “I’ll give you all the space you need, Chastity. All you need. Just say when you need it.” He looked into her eyes. “Should we cancel tomorrow night?”

      She smiled. “No. I’ll give it a shot. I…it sizzles for me, too. But.…”

      “Just say.”

      “Don’t call me Chastity, ever again. I am not chaste.” She squeezed his hand and let go. His willingness to consider her needs had her forgiving him, and his touch reminded her of her desire for him.

      “Would you be interested in dessert?” The smiling server was back, small menus in hand.

      Chazz looked at her watch. “I’m late, Tom. Got tanks to find.” She arose, placing her napkin on the table along with two $20 bills. “I’ll be at your place at seven tomorrow.”

      She looked back as she approached the restaurant door. He was staring out the window at Sacramento, lips pursed, apparently ignoring the server. She smiled and opened the door to the heat of the Sacramento midday sun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            THE GOVERNOR'S OFFICE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Colonel Brickhouse from Camp Roberts is on the line for you, sir.”

      With a gentle touch, Sally Reed, the governor’s assistant, pressed the polished button to transfer the call to the governor. Her voice masked her underlying anxiety, hiding it behind a facade of professional composure. The day had gone super well, but she’d reluctantly stayed late at her boss’s request.

      “Just this once, sir,” she had said, her voice tinged with unease. “You know my husband doesn’t like it.”

      “Yeah, yeah, Sally. Be a good sport, just this once, OK?” Chip Sanchez had smiled his best actor’s smile.

      But as the day progressed, Sally couldn’t shake off her worry. Her mind kept wandering back to the previous night, replaying the intimate moments with Ted. A mix of conflicting emotions churned within her. Despite the amazing sex, restful sleep, and delicious breakfast, Sally needed some space. She craved solitude to regain her sense of individuality. Ted had done nothing wrong. It was just an overwhelming desire for some time to herself.

      Sally’s anxiety grew as the clock continued to tick. By the time she transferred the call to the governor, Sally was mentally drained. The worry took its toll, leaving her feeling emotionally raw. She was clueless how to handle the situation with Ted, so she resorted to leaving for work every day and coming home refreshed.

      The job had proven more than reasonable after two months, with only a few late nights. She loved working for this man, Chip Sanchez, even with his mood swings. Sally had signed up with him after Ted dragged her to one of his rallies in Sacramento for the 2028 recall election in June. She’d grown tired of the lecherous state senator she’d served for five years. For Christ’s sake, she was fifty years old. It was time for some fun. So she’d quit when Chip asked her to come on board.

      Chip sure made life interesting. Maybe he’d take her with him back to Hollywood when this governor gig wrapped up. The only snag: Ted hated everything about Hollywood, making an exception only for Chip. Ted thought it was full of libs, but Sally didn’t care that much. In her daydreams, she saw herself at parties with actors and actresses and big-money producers. And if Ted didn’t like that, he could go screw.

      As Sally gazed at the blinking light on the phone, her cheeks dimpled. The soft murmur of Chip’s voice came to her through the closed office door, muffled by the thick carpet. She’d bet that Chip had concocted something extraordinary with the Guard, and it sent a shiver down her spine. Lost in her thoughts, Sally’s mind wandered to the image of National Guard troops lined up in perfect formation in a Sacramento review. Her admiration for the governor’s leadership grew as she imagined him commanding respect with his authoritative presence.

      And Chip spent so much time with General Dupont. The mere mention of his name evoked a time when politeness and formality were virtues. Sally adored General Dupont’s perfectly tailored uniform, every crease and button meticulous, symbolizing the discipline and dedication Ted admired. Spit and polish, Ted called it.

      Chip would lead the state with compassion and effectiveness. The possibility of people giving Chip a fair chance through his strong leadership ignited a fire in Sally’s heart, fueling her unwavering support for his governorship. Sure, the poll numbers stank right now, but he’d show them. He would.

      But she was now eager to get home. She didn’t want Ted ordering in pizza and drinking too much. Or accusing her of anything. That would send her anxiety through the roof.
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        * * *

      

      Alone in his office with the door shut tight, Chip Sanchez, the recently elected governor of California, picked up his phone. “Colonel Brickhouse? Good news, I hope.”

      “Yes, sir. You requested me to inform you once things were in motion. The tanks left Camp Roberts at 0100 hours this morning en route to Sacramento, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego. All units are in position and ready for action.”

      “Excellent, my friend. Great work.” Work that General Dupont had told him couldn’t be done. He’d done it with two calls, one to get the right man’s name at Roberts, and the call to Brickhouse. The tanks’ presence eliminated Myron Dupont’s excuses for delaying the state takeover. Proving Myron wrong sent him over the moon.

      “What else do you need, sir?” asked the colonel.

      “Not a damn thing, Colonel, now that I’ve got my tanks.” Chip gripped the phone tightly, a warm flush spreading over his face. “Thanks. And I’ll put you down for something big in the new government, OK? I’ll need friends, friends who can get things done.”

      “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your confidence in me.”

      Chip leaned back in his office chair, basking in the moment’s euphoria. His mind raced with visions of himself at the helm of a new government, surrounded by capable individuals like Brickhouse. Endless possibilities and the exhilaration of power filled his mind. Once this surge had died down, he remembered his faithful assistant and went out to the outer office to release her.

      “OK, Sally, you’re free now. Give Ted my love.”

      “Yes, sir.” His assistant had her coat on and her things ready to go on her desk. She smiled, picked up her bag, and left without further ado. Chip grinned. Sally was the perfect fit for the job. She got things done in spades, and she was loyal to a fault. Ted was a lucky man. He’d have to meet him sometime. Chip himself wasn’t ready for marriage. He had the liberty to do as he pleased with women. Angélica, for instance. And wouldn’t the changes in the state surprise her! He looked forward to their next bed date with anticipation.

      Chip rubbed his hands and headed back to his office with its liquor cabinet. Time to celebrate. Wait until Myron found out he’d handled the tank thing himself. He’d sensed a certain distance in Myron as they’d talked about creating a new government after the coup. This would prove that he was presidential material. Getting things done, that was the point. Executive action. He splashed a double tequila into a glass and toasted his reflection in the dark window of the California State Capitol. His first swallow released the weight of the world. He was ready to forge his path as the president of California, with loyal friends who got things done.
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      Three days in a row. The Dream.

      It was Wednesday, and the weight of her workload loomed heavily upon Chazz. She didn’t need this unwelcome visitor to dominate her work week. She sat on the side of her bed, massaging her forehead and glaring at the carpet. The dream-rape itself woke her this time. Self-defense: her brain wasn’t up to living through that ordeal again.

      The world outside was coming alive, suburb-quiet at five in the morning, still dark outside. She got up, turned on the light, and found her slippers, the nice cozy ones that kept her feet warm but did nothing for her PTSD.

      Post-traumatic stress, PTSD. Self-diagnosed, since she’d never reported it. She’d just packaged it away with the other PTSD-inducing events of 2005 in Iraq. Didn’t matter to anyone except her, and only on bad days. She could cope, as long as she didn’t have too many bad days. It was September 2028. She should have moved on after the horror two decades old. The firefight, the aftermath, the rape. But she hadn’t. On a bad day, every movement required an extra effort, as though she dragged the full weight of her past behind her.

      Chazz flinched as the blaring sound of her phone’s alarm clock pierced through the silence, causing her heart to race. Chazz grabbed the phone from her night table. She punched the stop button with a finger so hard she dropped the phone, which bounced on the carpet and went under the bed. She swore and got down on hands and knees to retrieve it. Her hands shook so much she nearly dropped it again. Her head throbbed with a dull ache. She dumped the phone on the nightstand, swore again, and headed for the bathroom.

      The cold water shocked her as she splashed it onto her face, hoping to wash away the Dream and the dread it evoked in her. She studied the bleary-eyed hag facing her in the mirror, water sprinkles dotting the front of the T shirt she wore in bed. Somewhere in there was the confident, well-groomed, efficient colonel she needed to be for her working day. That colonel would find her during the hour-long drive from her house in the suburbs to East Sacramento. That colonel wouldn’t let the PTSD define her. She would cope with the daily operations of the Guard. And the missing tanks. And Tom. But right now, the face in the mirror just sneered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Late in the afternoon, Chazz spotted Captain Serrano in the kitchen area, talking with another officer. When she approached him, he walked her back to her office. Chazz picked up the frustration in his voice as he updated her on the situation at Roberts. “I called twice, ma’am. Got Flattery both times. Brickhouse was in meetings, or so Flattery claimed.” Serrano grimaced, clearly nettled. “Not sure I believed him.”

      Chazz repressed the impulse to swear, facing the weight of an unproductive six hours. What was up with the tanks? Tomorrow would tell the tale.

      “OK, Carlos. I’m heading home. Long day. Check in again with them first thing in the morning, right? Keep pushing. If we hear nothing positive by lunchtime, I’ll call and get the SIR moving.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Chazz looked forward to a relaxing run in the cool of the early evening, followed by a nice, hot shower and a leisurely meal from the microwave. Exhausted by three dreadful days, she would hit the sack early to recuperate. She maneuvered her car onto the freeway to become part of the lengthy procession of cars crawling westward.

      She moved onto the I-5 connector and looked down to see them: two M-1s resting on the city street under the freeway overpass. Chazz’s eyes widened in disbelief as she inched forward, unable to do anything. The shoulder of the overpass was too narrow to navigate, so she was stuck. The noxious fumes from the diesel truck in front of her, combined with the urgency of the tanks, made her want to puke.

      There was one thing she could do. She hit the call button on her steering wheel and said, “Call 911.”

      “Police emergency, how can I help you?” said a tinny male voice out of her car speakers.

      “Hello. This is Colonel Silver of the National Guard Joint Force Headquarters. I’ve spotted some stolen tanks. Under the bypass to I-5 from I-80.”

      Dead silence from the phone.

      “Hello? Anyone there?” she said.

      “It’s a criminal offense to make crank calls to 911, lady,” said the voice. “We have your number, and we prosecute.”

      “Well, check it out, dumbass, and you’ll find I’m Chief of Staff of the California Army National Guard. This is not a crank call. My God.”

      “Please hold.”

      “Fuck.” She waited, drumming her fingers on the steering wheel, watching the tanks pass by underneath her as she rose over them at a crawl. Where was the next exit? Crap, a mile down the road. Inch by inch, her car crept over the road.

      “Colonel Silver?” Somebody new, male voice. She gripped the steering wheel tightly.

      “Who am I speaking with?” she asked.

      “Lieutenant McCullough, California Highway Patrol. They transferred your call to me.”

      “Lieutenant, I need some backup to deal with this.”

      “The dispatcher said something about tanks. What kind of tanks?”

      “M-1 Abrams.”

      A pregnant silence developed as McCullough absorbed the situation. He said, “I…I’ll need a bit more information, Colonel. Bear with me, please. This is unusual.”

      Chazz suppressed her impulse to scream. She took a deep breath. “OK, Lieutenant. It’s simple. I got a tip yesterday that twelve tanks, M-1 Abrams, have gone missing from our armory at Camp Roberts near Paso Robles. I’m heading home for the day on I-80, when I stumble on two tanks under the I-5 overpass. Just sitting there. I need backup.”

      “Let’s see, I-80, I-5, let me find it here. I’m in Yuba City, not that familiar with the Sacramento area…”

      Yuba City. Why Yuba City? Yuba…. She toned down the frustration in her voice to urge politely, “Can you transfer me to someone in the central city office? Right now?”

      “Here it is…Oh my God. There must be twenty overpasses there. Colonel, where exactly…we have a camera near there, let me….”

      “Fuck fuck fuck.” Chazz banged on the steering wheel with her hands. “I need officers here right now! I’m in traffic, stuck, can’t move to the exit. Get them dispatched.” She punched the navigation system up on her dashboard and swept it around to find the street names under the overpass. “Third and W, Lieutenant. I’ll get there. Dispatch backup now!”

      “I can’t get a visual underneath the overpass, Colonel, too many obstructions. That’s the one heading to North 5, or…which one of the three there? If I turn the camera….”

      About to scream at him, movement ahead of her yanked her head back to the freeway. Cars were speeding up ahead. Chazz’s car moved down the overpass as the cars in front of her speeded up. The shoulder widened as she entered the on-ramp to I-5. She swung the car onto the shoulder and accelerated past the slow-moving commuters to the next exit. She said as calmly as she could, “I’ve reached the exit. Have the officers meet me under the overpass.”

      “Colonel, don’t you think⁠—”

      “Just get them here, Lieutenant! Now! Third and W, damn it!” She ended the call.

      She took two wrong turns before finding the streets back under the freeway. As she pulled up to the tanks, coming to a screeching halt, a Highway Patrol SUV pulled up behind her with its light bar flashing. She got out of her car.

      “Colonel Silver?” asked the patrolman who climbed out of the police vehicle.

      “That’s right,” Chazz replied, thankful that she was wearing OCPs and boots.

      “Can I see some ID?”

      “Sure thing.” She proffered her Army ID and California driver’s license. “And who am I speaking with?”

      “Officer Shanley, ma’am.” He handed her ID back to her. “Now, what about these guys?”

      No one was visible near the tanks.

      “They didn’t get here by themselves, officer.”

      Shanley looked a little helplessly at the imposing vehicles. “Do we just go up and knock?”

      Seeing the humor in the situation, Chazz smiled. “Guess not. Let’s try your loudspeaker and see what happens.”

      “Are these guys armed and dangerous?”

      She told Shanley, “I don’t know, officer. But I can tell you that your Kevlar doors won’t cut it if they are.”

      Shanley and Chazz contemplated the tanks. No sign of life. No threatening behavior. Other than being tanks on the streets of Sacramento, that is. Chazz shivered. Before, her concern had been solely about the tanks being missing. But here they were, on public streets. Doing what? And why? Well, first things first. You couldn’t scramble an egg without breaking the shell.

      Shanley squared up and nodded. “OK, Colonel. You should pull back.”

      “Just do it, officer. I’m fine.”

      The officer took the hint, getting back into his SUV and grabbing a microphone.

      “Anyone in the tanks, please step out of the vehicles, showing your hands.”

      At least he wasn’t requesting license and registration. Chazz looked up at the tank hatches. Nothing. Shanley repeated his broadcast.

      The driver’s hatch on one tank creaked open, and a helmeted head with very sharp eyes emerged. The eyes saw her and called, “What’s up, ma’am?”

      Chazz walked to the tanks and looked up at the emerging soldier. National Guard insignia, sergeant. Combat uniform, glasses, black skin shining in the sun. He waved at the CHP officer, showing both hands were empty.

      “Colonel Silver, JFHQ, sergeant. What the hell are you doing here with these tanks?” Shanley stepped up beside her, posture resolute.

      The sergeant directed his eyes over her shoulder. She turned. A second CHP SUV parked behind the first one, and two officers emerged from the vehicle, hands on their guns.

      “Ma’am, I’ll have to ask you to step back from the, er, the vehicle,” said Shanley.

      “Sure. Go to it.” She let the officers approach the tank and stepped back a few paces. The driver’s hatch on the other tank opened a crack, and eyes studied the situation from inside.

      “Sergeant?” asked Shanley. “Can you tell us why you have two tanks parked here?”

      “Orders, officer.” The sergeant smiled. “It’s an exercise.”

      “Are these tanks from Roberts?” shouted Chazz from behind them. The CHP officers reflexively ducked, startled by her outburst. Shanley turned and glared at her.

      “Would you mind butting out, Colonel? We’ll handle this.”

      “So handle it. I want my tanks back,” retorted Chazz.

      The sergeant said, “My orders are to hold position here until tomorrow morning. HETs will come to pick us up. Can’t tell you more than that, officers. Orders.” The sergeant smiled. “The Colonel is not in our chain of command. They just haven’t put her in the picture. Check with my command at Camp Roberts. Tell them it’s Sergeant Briscoe. Ask for Colonel Brickhouse.”

      Officer Shanley strode back to his SUV and picked up his mike and spoke into it. The cops and Chazz all waited until a crackling reply came from the car’s radio. Shanley acknowledged the response and replaced his mike. He rejoined the group.

      “Base confirms the exercise from Camp Roberts, Colonel. I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do for you.”

      “Damn it, there’s no such exercise! I’d know.” The frustrated Chazz turned to look at her largest problems.

      Shanley grimaced. “We can’t do anything more here, Colonel. You’ll have to handle this with your people. No crime here.”

      The three CHP officers exchanged nods. They returned to their vehicles and drove away.

      Chazz swore an unladylike oath. The sergeant smiled, saluted, and dropped through the hatch and closed it. The other tank’s hatch closed as well. She was too mad to return the salute.

      Time to kick the problem up to higher authority. She couldn’t let it wait until tomorrow. Chazz took out her phone and called her boss’s mobile. He’d be heading home after work, just as she had been.

      “Dupont here. Colonel Silver?”

      “Yes, sir. Do you know about the missing tanks?”

      Silence. Then the general responded, “No. What missing tanks?”

      She explained the Roberts situation and her current status. The tanks slumbered on, lit by the setting sun, as she held her phone tightly to her ear, leaning against the treads of Briscoe’s tank.

      “And these tanks are just sitting there? Under the freeway?” Dupont asked.

      “That’s right, sir.”

      “I’ve heard about a proposed exercise, didn’t know it had gone ahead, though. Well, Colonel, I’ll take it from here. You go on home. I’ll follow up once I get out of my car, all right? But I’m sure it’s fine. Who the hell would steal tanks in Paso Robles and park them under a freeway in Sacramento? It must be poor communication.”

      “But sir⁠—”

      “No, really, Chazz. Go home. I’ll handle it. That’s an order.”

      “Yes, sir.” She punched the hangup icon on her phone and shook her head. Then she kicked the tread of the tank next to her and walked back to her car, muttering under her breath, “Bastards. I swear I’ll court-martial every single one of you fuckers when I find out what’s going on.”
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        * * *

      

      General Myron Dupont put on an earbud and tried the governor’s private phone three times. Each time, he listened to the governor’s not-very-funny voicemail message and the beep. Myron impatiently called the public number of the governor’s office and got Sally, who said she’d check if the governor was available.

      Parked on a quiet side street, Myron tapped his fingers restlessly on the steering wheel. The seconds dragged on in eternal silence. Chip was taking his sweet time. Myron understood why. Chip didn’t want to face the consequences of his foolishness.

      The governor’s assistant’s voice crackled in the silence. “He’s tied up on a phone call right now, General. Can he call you back?”

      Myron suppressed a growl. Myron had a basic principle of common sense in mind. Never upset an assistant unless you’re about to fire them or it’s life and death. Yours, not theirs. “Sally, I’ll need to interrupt him. This is important and can’t wait.”

      “He won’t like it, General,” advised Sally, caution edging the words.

      “I don’t—” Myron bit his tongue to stop what was coming out of his mouth. “Sally. It’s important.”

      Sally sighed. “I’ll tell him. Please hold, General.”

      More waiting. He distracted himself by holding the steering wheel and imagining driving up I-80 to the Tahoe condo, his happy place.

      “Myron!” Myron winced as his earbud exploded with sound. The governor’s robust voice was what you’d expect from an action-movie actor. It also brimmed with annoyance. “What’s so damn important? I was talking to my girlfriend in LA. Now she’s all hot at me for hanging up, I’ll bet. Las Latinas, comprende?”

      “Listen up, Chip. The cat is out of the bag.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “My command knows about the tanks. Moving them into place was a mistake. Did I not explain that so you understood?”

      “Sure, but⁠—”

      “Chip.” Myron looked around uneasily. The only visible person was a vagrant poking at a city garbage can. The caution was reflexive; nobody could overhear him in the car. A sense of isolation swept over him as he stated, “We’ll have to move things up.”

      “That’s fine, Myron. We’re ready. We are. It’s time.”

      Myron shook his head. The bastard was his usual overly optimistic self. Optimism didn’t win wars. “We’re not ready, but we’ll need to move, regardless.” He heard the resignation in his own voice and regretted it.

      “So tell me, Myron, why you don’t have control over your ‘command,’ whatever that means.”

      “I do, but not for this. I’ve got sharp people in top positions, Chip. We need them on board or sidelined while the operation proceeds. Tanks aren’t just tanks, Chip. They need infantry squads to protect them and supply operations to refuel and repair them. They need operations teams to direct tasks and locations. I need more time. Now I don’t have it.”

      Now his voice held anger, and he regretted that too, just not as much as the resignation.

      “Just trying to help, Myron. My God, when you told me it would take weeks to get those tanks into place, I couldn’t believe it. Two days! That Brickhouse proved super helpful.”

      “I’m sure.” Myron tasted bile when he contemplated the commander of Camp Roberts. Brickhouse was always helpful when he thought it would put money in his pocket. Myron knew that, after the dust settled, the Guard would be minus at least one colonel. “Now we’ve got unsupported tanks sitting under freeways, making people nervous.”

      Chip, unmoved, asked, “Who’s the cat unbagger, Myron?”

      “My Chief of Staff, Colonel Silver.”

      “Oh. Her.” The Governor paused, “She’d be hot if she didn’t wear fatigues all the time, Myron.”

      Myron Dupont wasn’t very woke, especially on feminism, but this was excessive. “Listen: ‘hot’ isn’t a relevant word for a senior colonel in the National Guard. Not ever. Colonel Silver got a Silver Star in Iraq for killing a bunch of insurgents, taking an RPG up the tailpipe of her chopper. And nobody calls ‘em fatigues anymore, Chip. OCPs. And they’re standard working uniform for us. I’ve got ‘em on right now.”

      “Yeah, sure. But, Myron. You’re not hot with or without ‘em.” The Governor’s horsey laugh rang out from the car speakers.

      This from the leader of the independent California Republic. Just fine.

      The governor responded to his silence. “OK, OK. Just a joke. Look, can’t you send her on a trip or something? Keep her out of the way until we’re in power. You can do that.”

      “I’ll have to do that, Chip. Because of the tanks.”

      “Bitch, bitch, bitch. Myron, I got things need doing. Laws to sign. Not to mention my irate girlfriend. Gotta go, Myron.”

      Myron Dupont sat in his car for a minute, breathing deeply and thinking things through. Sanchez posed a problem and needed containment. Myron would work with Tom Peña to keep the governor from going rogue in the future. Colonel Silver would take some finessing to allay her suspicions until he could organize getting her out of the way. The dashboard clock told him he would be late for dinner with his wife and kids, sure to precipitate more tearful reproaches from his much younger wife.

      He shook his head as he started up his car. Life was full of curve balls, particularly when you worked with a certain kind of player. You don’t have control of the game, and all you can do is give it your best shot
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