
FALSE FLAG

Henry Brown

Copyright © Virtual Pulp 2015

All rights reserved.

––––––––
[image: image]


Cover design by Logotecture.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission of the author.

This is a work of fiction. Characters and organizations depicted herein are products of the author’s imagination, or used fictitiously. This work of fiction also speculates on events that may or may not take place in the future, and may or may not occur as described. These, too, are products of the author's imagination.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Technical Note

Prologue

Part One

Part Two

Part Three

Relevant Quotes

Afterword

Acknowledgements

Character Reference

Other Books By Henry Brown

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

TECHNICAL NOTE


[image: image]


TIME DESIGNATIONS:

Historically, military planners have designated the day of a major operation as “D-DAY,” and the hour of the kickoff as “H-HOUR.” The schedule is then adjusted so that surrounding times and dates reflect their distance from D-DAY and H-HOUR.

Going back to the allied invasion of Normandy (0600 on June Six 1944), for instance: the fifth of June, 1944, was designated “D MINUS ONE.” The ninth of June, 1944, was “D PLUS THREE.” A quarter after midnight on D-DAY, (when Allied Airborne operations in force commenced behind Hitler's Atlantic Wall) was considered “H MINUS SIX.” At 1000 hours (or “10 a.m.” when Omaha Beach was finally secure) the Operation Overlord planners thought of it as “H PLUS FOUR.”

In this novel, all listed dates and times are similarly designated by their temporal relation to one specific operation. In fact, as some chapters occur years prior to said operation, their place in the timeline have been measured according to their distance from the “Y-YEAR,” going back as far as “Y-MINUS 20.”

ACROMYMS:

Some acronyms have periods in between the letters; some don't. This is not inconsistency or oversight. This is to distinguish between terms which are spoken like a normal word, and terms which are verbally spelled out in normal conversation.

For instance: “PDQ” is not separated by periods because it can't be made to sound like a normal word without adding vowels. However, “S.O.P” is always spelled out verbally, even though it has the vowel needed to be pronounced as a normal word: “sop.”

“ASAP” is usually spoken as if a normal word in conversation: “ay-sapp.” The letters are not separated by periods unless meant to be spelled out verbally.

More examples:

GPS

S.U.V.

SNAFU

C.I.A.

DHS
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D PLUS THREE

LAS ANIMAS COUNTY, COLORADO

––––––––
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IT WAS DETERMINED SOME years ago that 0300 was the ideal time to raid a home.

That was when normal people enjoyed their deepest sleep. They would be slower to wake. When they did wake, they'd be disoriented for a few crucial moments.

The assault transports, which looked like unmarked SWAT vans, rolled up on the gate at 0245. The gate was simply a cable hanging across the driveway, suspended from trees on either side. Hanging from the cable was a metal sign which read: "NO TRESSPASSING." An officer hopped down from the van, unhitched the cable and let it fall across the road, taking no small satisfaction that the sign would be run over by multiple vehicles momentarily. He jumped back into his seat and the small convoy rolled onto the rough snow-covered dirt drive.

The DomTer's house was a ways up the mountain from the road, and isolated enough that it made surprise more difficult than normal. The sound of engines straining to pull heavy vehicles up the steep drive could potentially give warning to the perps. Helicopters would be faster to put boots on the ground, but were even louder than their assault transports. Helicopters were also of limited availability, and in high demand these days. In any event, somebody high up had decreed this operation go in on wheels.

The assault transports and the supporting armored vehicle and communications van arrived at the end of the drive at 0303. Doors flew open and a full platoon of federal agents burst out of the transport to deploy.

It was supposed to be an especially cold winter this year, and up here it already was. Thick white clouds hung overhead, threatening more snow any time now. Their black uniforms stood out in stark contrast to the white landscape.

All was quiet. No lights were on. Good—likely the perp was still asleep or only just stirring—if he heard the truck engines at all. Either way, there was nothing he could do now that wasn't suicidal.

Satellite imagery of this property hadn't been a terrific help, as the buildings were well-camouflaged. It took a few confused moments for the agents to locate the house—a dome-shaped structure back in the trees.

Funny though—no sign of the dogs. They'd been worried that shooting them would also tip off the perp prematurely, but that seemed to be a non-issue. Everything was working out in their favor today.

The breech team went forward, bristling with weapons, explosives, armor and night vision devices. The blocking team circled around to close off any escape routes in back. The other teams dispersed to search the barn, sheds, and the rest of the property. The breach team leader got confirmation via his radio headset that the blocking force was in place. His team stacked on the front door, primed and chomping at the bit. The ram was passed forward.

"Go!"

The two agents closest to the door swung the ram back, then forward with all their strength, at the door.

The door didn't give way, but they never had a chance to wonder why, or batter at it a second time.

From a distance the explosions didn't seem that impressive. There was no fireball, and though the blasts all occurred simultaneously, the report was loud but not ear-splitting.

Up where the breach team stood, however, it was hell on Earth for a split second that would alter their lives permanently...and end some of them.

Big bore armor-piercing rounds tore through them from the front, sheering the bone of one agent's arm, passing between armored sections of another and punching through his torso. But the worst of it was underneath them.

The very ground they stood on erupted. White-hot shrapnel streaked upward all over the kill zone. It ripped through boot soles and feet, through legs, buttocks, and at angles through their bodies, blowing tunnels through vital organs allegedly protected by their state-of-the-art body armor.

Other blasts sounded around the property as agents evidently stepped on mines or tripped booby-traps.

The commander, sitting in the passenger seat of the communication van, surveyed the scene in wide-eyed horror. "Ambush!" he cried. "It's an ambush!"
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Y MINUS ONE

TEXAS PANHANDLE
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JIMMY AND BILL STOPPED by the game warden's office, went through the usual routine, then headed for their favorite diner with the eight-point white tail gutted and wrapped in a tarp in the back of Jimmy's pickup.

At the diner, the two ravenous hunters ordered coffee and lunch.

Jimmy and Bill knew each other from high school, but hadn't been especially close friends. After 9/11 Bill joined the Marines and Jimmy became a medic in the Army. After returning home they ran into each other at the V.A. Since agonizingly long waits were standard at veteran's hospitals, they had plenty of time and nothing better to do than talk.

It turned out they had a lot in common. Both liked to hunt. Both were firearms enthusiasts. Both were disillusioned about the "war on terror." Neither of them liked the way V.A. doctors were trying to classify them as PTSD. Nor did they like nurses and doctors asking them if they owned firearms. And both were pissed off about what was happening to their country.

A strong friendship developed after that, and many of their conversations centered around speculations on what kind of country America was going to be in a few more years, how the transformation might take place and what, if anything, they could do about it.

They hunted together; went to the range together; introduced girlfriends; invited each other over for Superbowl parties. Now and then one of them met others who shared a lot of their concerns over the state of the Union. Sometimes those others made it a habit to join them at the range and at bull sessions in the diner. Sometimes they brought wives and/or sons. A few times they asked Bill to talk about what he'd done and seen in the Sandbox. He obliged by explaining small unit tactics at length. A few quizzed Jimmy on combat medicine, and techniques he'd used in Ass-Crackistan. A lot of those folks bought weapons and gear, showing it off to the two veterans, or sometimes seeking advice and approval before buying. All of them bought ammunition with every available dollar, including Jimmy and Bill.

When the two friends entered the diner, they left their cellphones in the truck—even though both phones were rooted, and they had removed the hidden backup batteries which allowed third parties to remotely turn the microphones on.

As they discussed the hunt, the buck, and what Jimmy would do with the hide, the meat, and the antlers, a Toyota Tundra swung into the parking lot and pulled up right next to the GMC. They sat facing each other in the booth, but both noticed the new arrival through the window.

Arden Thatcher exited the Toyota's cab and wandered up to lean over and look into the bed of the GMC, flipping up the tarp to snoop under it. He was a little below average height, thin and bowlegged, but compensated with cocky swagger for what he lacked in stature. With clod-kickers, a cowboy hat and a Rebel flag on his Levi jacket, he was the poster boy for Texas rednecks.

Arden had come upon Bill engaged in a conversation with some other folks at a survival expo, and jumped right in. He talked like a gun enthusiast, who hated the present administration. After that first meeting he bumped into one or the other of them by coincidence—like the way he just happened to show up at the diner just now.

Jimmy and Bill watched him turn from the GMC and saunter toward the diner's front entrance.

Arden Thatcher didn't leave his smartphone in the truck. Nor had he taken it apart and removed the hidden backup battery. He stepped inside the diner and swept his gaze over the patrons until he found Jimmy and Bill. Jimmy was dark-haired, with a big crooked nose. Bill was a redhead with Scotch-Irish features. Both still wore woodland cammies with matching baseball caps.

Arden smiled and nodded before heading their way.

Jimmy nodded back. That was a good sign. Maybe they were warming up to him. They still hadn't invited him to go shooting with them or otherwise hang out with their local gang.

He felt sure he could earn their confidence in time.

"Hey Jimmy," he said. "Howdy Bill. Mind if I pull up a chair?"

"Howdy Arden," they mumbled, neither of them scooting over to make room on their booth seat.

Arden found an unoccupied chair at a nearby table and slid it over to sit perpendicular to the two veterans. "About due for a bad winter, I hear."

Jimmy and Bill nodded, chewing their food.

"Who bagged the eight-pointer?" Arden asked.

Bill chinned toward Jimmy, who grinned. "We knew it would be winner-take-all," Bill said. "That first shot would scatter all the game for 20 grid squares."

"I hear the mating cry of the sore loser," Jimmy remarked, smirking.

"Grid squares," Arden repeated. "Does that mean you had a military topo map of the area?" He seemed to be a little proud that he knew about military grid, and had shown them he knew his stuff.

"Naw, USGS," Bill said, blowing on a spoonful of soup. "Gotta use latitude, longitude and minutes. It's just habit to think in military grid."

"Oh," Arden said.

Silence fell over the table for a moment. The waitress came over and asked Arden what he'd like. He ordered a cup of coffee and a slice of cherry pie.

"Y'all hear this latest thing about the illegal aliens?" Arden asked.

Both men grumbled in the affirmative.

"More and more people are rejecting the mass media brainwashing," Jimmy said, finishing off his enchilada. "The globalists have to bring in more illegals to cancel out their votes."

"Ain't enough that the sheeple get to vote five or six times every election," Bill added.

"Elections are a total sham anymore," Jimmy said. “And what choice do we get every time? Communist or Communist Lite.”

“Tastes great!” Bill blustered, drunkenly.

“Less filling!” Jimmy blustered back, pounding his fist on the table and adding a hiccup for effect.

Arden's coffee arrived and he took a big gulp, oblivious to the once-famous beer commercial referenced. "It ain't just about elections," he said. "It's genocide against white Europeans."

Jimmy and Bill both raised their eyebrows, shared a glance and looked back to Arden.

"Genocide?" Jimmy asked.

"Sure," Arden replied. "It don't always take gas chambers—if that even happened. They'll breed the white outa' the world if they have to. The whole country'll be one shade a brown or 'nother, it keeps goin' the way it is now."

"What 'they' are you talking about?" Jimmy asked.

"You know," Arden said. "The NWO. ZOG, or whatever you wanna call 'em."

"NWO are lily-white Europeans themselves," Bill said. "Why would they want to 'breed out' their own race?"

Arden shook his head. "Most of 'em are Jews. Don't you know that? Besides, even the ones that are truly white protect their own blood lines. They just want the rest of us to lose our racial purity."

Jimmy fidgeted, visibly uncomfortable. "What is 'ZOG,' anyway?"

"Zionist Occupational Government," Arden explained. "Our government is controlled by the Israelis. Ain't it obvious?"

Bill set his coffee cup down, leaned back in his seat, and wiped his face with a napkin, exchanging another glance with Jimmy. "Arden," he said, "We got nothin' against you. But it's fairly plain there's some matters we don't see eye-to-eye on. If you're lookin' for like-minded people to hang out with, you should go on and look somewhere else."

Arden looked crestfallen, his jaw slack. "What? What's the matter?"

"Nothing's the matter," Jimmy said. We believe what we believe. You've got different opinions, and you're welcome to them. We'd prefer not to argue with you or anybody who believes like you do. We just want to do our own thing."

"What are you?" Arden demanded, blushing. "Jew lovers?"

Maybe Jimmy was a Jew. He sure did have a big nose. The dark hair might mean he had a Mex somewhere in his family tree. Arden had determined to let that slide. But if they were going to cop an attitude just because he was fed up with the Z.O.G...

"No offense, Arden," Bill said, staring hard into Arden's eyes. "But it'd be best for everybody all around if you just left us alone."

The waitress arrived with the slice of pie. Jimmy smiled at her and said, “If you would, please, serve that to him at a different table.”
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AMARILLO, TEXAS
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MANY MILES AWAY IN a secure commo room, Jason Macmillan, along with the comm tech on monitoring duty, sat listening to the conversation via the microphone in Arden Thatcher's cellphone.

McMillan's power and fortunes had increased significantly over the last 20 years. Too bad his health hadn't prospered proportionately. He had most of the ailments common to men in their middle age now, including a degree of obesity, high blood pressure, and erectile dysfunction. What hair hadn't fallen out all turned gray. But people respected him more than ever. He had the power to step on just about anybody from 95% of the population, should he need to. And even if he retired today, he'd be set to live comfortably for the rest of his life. Not that he wanted to retire. Ever.

Macmillan tore off his headset and swore. "More candy-asses," he declared, shot to his feet, and marched to the door. He turned back to tell the comm tech, "They wouldn't even let him eat a slice of pie at their table. When he gets far enough away, tell that stupid redneck the assignment is terminated."

"Should he report to his handler for a new assignment?" the comm tech asked.

"No. Let him cool his heels for a while. Tell him we'll be in touch if another assignment comes along."

"Yes sir," the comm tech said, and Macmillan shut the door.

Macmillan cussed under his breath as he made his way to his own office-away-from-home. They had wasted months working their informant into the confidence of that DomTer cell, and Thatcher blew it over the course of a few minutes.

Every potential target city had its challenges. Around Amarillo it was infiltrating the organized groups. Not the racially motivated gangs—those were easy, and conventional departments already had informants planted. But the groups that posed a real threat were proving tough nuts to crack.

The problem this time was, Thatcher had a long enough leash to improvise. But he wasn't smart enough to improvise. He didn't know the marks as well as he should have. Plus he actually believed in all that Jewish conspiracy business; so he assumed others would, too.

Macmillan didn't care whether there was a Jewish conspiracy or not. It didn't change the parameters of his job. But it occurred to him how he might be able to turn Thatcher's belief in it from a liability into an asset. He would work on it with the handler before they attempted to give Thatcher another assignment.
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BAGHDAD, IRAQ
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JAKE MCCALLUM HADN't had many visitors since he'd been in the hospital. A few guys from Security Solutions, International, including the president of the private military company, dropped by. Ingrid—a field surgeon and his on-again, off-again girlfriend, checked in regularly. But his closest friend in SSI, Leon Campbell, was stateside. And after the first few days there was little break from the bedridden monotony in the cool, white room.

At six-foot-eight and with a massive, carefully-sculpted musculature, it was agonizing for Mac to lay here and feel himself atrophy. His arm was broken and his knee recovering from surgery. In a civilian context he would have been released to recover at home; but here he was treated like a wounded soldier because it wouldn't be safe for him in-country in his vulnerable condition.

A black man, who was not Leon, appeared in the doorway and rapped his knuckles on the jamb. He was a little shorter than Leon, and huskier. "What's up, my brotha?" the man greeted.

Mac noted his business formal attire, despite the environment. His shoes were in the latest style. The creases in his pants were razor-sharp, and his jacket was tailored to his V-shaped torso. With perfectly trimmed mustache and goatee, he looked like a model for the cover of Jet or something. Mac had rubbed elbows with plenty of Agency guys over here. Agency guys usually dressed business/casual Nobody except politicians dressed sharper than that.

From his bed, Mac chinned an acknowledgment of the visitor, who then entered with a very subtle three-legged swagger.

"DeAngelo Jeffries," the man said, extending his hand. Mac wrapped his own huge paw (the one he could still use) around the offered hand and pumped it once.

"I'm in town for a while, checking things out," Jeffries said. "Guy I'm with was assigned to debrief your girlfriend—tall Swedish blonde—so I thought I'd come by and holla at ya."

“Debriefing” meant Jeffries was working for the Agency in some capacity. McCallum had wondered if his trip to Indonesia would get their attention.

"Nurse said they had to do some work on your knee," Jeffries said, sliding the chair over to seat himself at bedside.

"Yeah," Mac said. "I can get around on crutches for now. Hopefully I'll be able to put weight on it before much longer."

"Knee injuries are no joke, man," Jeffries said. "I had to have mine scoped a few years back. It's like the most critical joint in your body. Has to withstand the most abuse."

"Hurt it playin' ball?" Mac asked, slipping into a 'hood accent without conscious thought.

"Yeah, you know it," Jeffries said. "But nothin' like yours. Speakin' of ball, I know you had to play somewhere, with your height."

Mac shrugged massive shoulders. "High school. A little college, before I went in the Army. So if somebody's debriefing Ingrid, that means you're here to debrief me."

Jeffries shrugged this time. "Naw, man—nothin' official. Wouldn't do that here, anyway. But rumors go 'round, and I'm supposed to ask you some questions. That's all."

"What you wanna know?"

"You know: routine stuff. Like were you injured here or somewhere else?"

"On vacation," Mac said, technically telling the truth.

"Where'd you go?" Jeffries asked, in a friendly, conversational, none-too-concerned tone of voice.

"Indonesia," Mac replied, wondering how much Ingrid was telling this guy's partner. She didn't know everything, but she knew enough to raise some eyebrows in certain circles where a smart person never wanted to cause eyebrows to be raised. "My first time over there."

"SOCOM never sent you over there, huh?" Jeffries asked, surprised.

So Jeffries had read Mac's dossier.

"Not me," Mac said. "They always had me focused on the Middle East. Taught me Arabic; oriented me on Islam; all that."

Jeffries nodded. "I guess it makes sense you got a Private Military Company over here. Ain't too many brothas got that kinda' juice at War, Incorporated."

"I'm only vice president," Mac said.

Jeffries chuckled. "Looks to me like you do all the work at SSI, while the president just handles the administrative end."

Mac shrugged again. "Nigga behind the trigga. You know."

Jeffries shook his head, sadly. "We come all this way. Even got a brotha into the White House. But the white man still has the white collar."

"Even in a war zone," Mac agreed, chuckling himself, relieved that Jeffries didn't seem to be hungry for details about his "vacation."

"I don't know what you've heard," Jeffries said, suddenly serious. "But there's a new development here. Al Qaeda is reorganizing; working on changing their name."

Mac knew "former" Al Qaeda cells were instrumental in a lot of regional mischief. And white people were making entirely too big a deal that American tax dollars were buying weapons which found their way into the hands of the late Osama Bin Laden's jihadists. The issue was much more complex than who was behind the 9/11 attacks and whether the new regime in Syria would be more hostile to the US than the old one was. Now, evidently, the jihadists were getting ready to topple the precarious post-Saddam regime here in Iraq, too.

"The withdrawal is a done deal," Jeffries said. "The day is coming when you won't have the Army or Marines here to back you up."

"I go to the briefings," Mac said.

"You ever consider working domestically?"

"In the States?" Mac nodded. "I tried to get on a SWAT team after I left the Army. Wound up a contractor instead."

Jeffries shook his head, frowning. "I ain't sayin' you wouldn't be good at it, but SWAT—that's local stuff. The Man wants to keep us local and small scale, but we need to get in where the power is, on the federal level."

"You mean like what you're doing?" Mac asked.

Jeffries nodded. "I'm at the federal level. I got my finger on the pulse; feel me? And if bad stuff goes down, I'm in a position to do somethin'. Look at the whole Eric Garner thing...did you follow that?"

Mac shook his head slowly. "Yeah. Man, that jury..."

"That jury was just the start, man. You know I can't talk about everything, but trust me, my brotha: it's gonna get real ugly before too long. The man sees us movin' up, now, and he don't like it. I mean, we even got one of ours into the White House. White House. White. It's their house, the way they see it. And they're frothin' at the mouth to make sure us uppity Negroes don't ever get up there again. There's gonna be a backlash sooner or later, and you can kinda' see it happening already."

Mac considered his white friends. Some of them were just consumed with hate for Obama. They could rattle off facts and statistics to justify it, but what was the real reason? Then there were loose cannons like Josh Rennenkampf, who Mac was sure must be a closet Neo-Nazi.

"You got too much talent to waste on a SWAT team," Jeffries went on, laughing derisively. "Or to waste bein' a contractor." He swept his hand in an arc—not to indicate the room they occupied or even the whole hospital, but the volatile country surrounding it, along with the chaos and military/political quagmire it represented.

"I dunno," Mac said. "Contracting has been a good fit for me."

"Well you might wanna think it over, my brotha. I might be able to hook you up, you ever decide to give it a try."

"I appreciate it, man," Mac said.

Jeffries stood from his chair. "Tell you what: I'm not gonna pry into your personal business about the vacation right now. You're in the hospital, on pain meds. I'm just gonna say you fell asleep before you told me much. You get with Ingrid, find out what she said, then you can get your stories straight. Then we can finish debriefing. Sound good to you?"

Mac nodded, dumbly. When they shook hands again, it was in the familiar street method passed down and constantly revised by young men ever since the Vietnam era.

After Jeffries left the room, Ingrid came to visit him. She was a tall, well-proportioned, attractive Scandinavian woman, with a lab coat on over a nice casual blouse and pants. She asked how he was doing, and if he'd been questioned.

"Yeah. And he's not done, either. What did you tell them?"

Ingrid shrugged. "What I know, which wasn't much. I was on the boat when all of you went ashore. But I did see the one firefight."

Mac groaned. Why did she have to mention that?

Well, he guessed the Agency probably knew about it already, anyway. "What did they seem most interested in?"

"Who all was there," she said. "They knew about Tommy Scarred Wolf and his brother. And about you. They wanted other names, but I couldn't remember them. I just gave physical descriptions."

"Alright. If they come back to ask if you remember anything else, say no."

They chatted for a bit, then she kissed him and left.

Mac pondered the whole strange encounter with Jeffries. The agent had saved Mac a whole lot of hassle, not asking questions there probably weren't any safe answers for. In fact, if somebody really wanted to be a jerk, they could classify Mac as a suspected accomplice in the murder Tommy and Vince were framed for back in Medan, Indonesia.

Something bothered Mac about how easy Jeffries had made it for him. On the other hand, he was grateful to finally find an ally who saw things how they really were in this white man's world. The negative possibilities surrounding Jeffries' behavior paled in comparison.
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TROOPER JASON MACMILLAN, 29 and fit with a full head of brown hair under his Smokey-the-Bear hat, turned his halogens on bright, then adjusted his side spot onto the little Chevy S-10 pulled over in front of him. After the make was run on the vehicle's owner and radioed back to Macmillan, he got out of his cruiser and approached the S-10's passenger window.

He turned on his big Maglite and shined it through the rear window into the cab. He didn't see anything incriminating inside.

But that was kind of the point: he couldn't see everything inside.

The driver rolled his window down. Already squinting from the bright light of the cruiser's headlights and side spot in his mirrors, Joe Tasper was now completely blinded when Trooper Macmillan fixed the Maglite's beam directly in his eyes.

"Driver's license, registration and proof of insurance," Macmillan said. "And please turn your engine off, sir."

"I've got battery problems," Tasper said. "If I shut it down, I'll need a jump to get going again."

"Do me a favor and shut it down," Macmillan ordered. "Then please comply with my request, sir."

Tasper turned off the ignition, dug out his wallet and leaned over to open his glove box. Macmillan rested one hand on his holstered sidearm. He'd never had to pull his gun in the line of duty, but could never tell when the opportunity would arise. Tasper handed over his papers and Macmillan took them, relaxing just a bit.

"The reason I pulled you over is that your windows are illegally tinted," Macmillan said.

"I just bought the truck today," Tasper replied. "I was on my way to get a new battery for it. I can take the tinting off Monday after work. You'll give me a jump when you're done, right?"

"You sit tight here," Macmillan said, waving the license, insurance card and registration form. "I'll be back in a few minutes."

"The store is gonna be closed in a half hour," Tasper said. "I have to get there quick to get the new battery."

Macmillan ignored him and returned to the comfort of his patrol car. He called in the additional info, but Tasper's record was clean, except for normal traffic citations, and his story checked out about buying the pickup that day.

Macmillan took his time filling out the ticket. When he went back to the suspect's vehicle, he asked to see the bill of sale, then looked it over. He questioned the suspect about why someone in northwest Texas had driven so far to buy a truck in Louisiana, but failed to trip him up or get him to admit anything. Macmillan added a seatbelt violation to the citation and got the suspect to sign. The suspect asked again about getting a jump start, but Macmillan ignored him and returned to his patrol car.

Normally he waited for the suspect to drive away first, but knowing Joe Tasper wouldn't be able to start his vehicle now, MacMillan drove away without waiting. He decided to come back this way at the end of his shift and see if the S-10 was still sitting here. Who knew? Maybe it would be abandoned and he could schedule it for impound.

It turned out to be Trooper McMillan's lucky night. A county mounty called for backup on a resisting arrest code. MacMillan floored the accelerator, flipping on his light beacon, and got the Crown Victoria rolling down the fast lane at 120. The incident site was only a few miles away. He would get some stick time tonight.

MaQuon Lutrell was pulled over for a "no turn on red" violation. The sheriff's deputy asked to search his car. MaQuon had a bag of weed under the passenger seat and didn't want to go back to jail. He heard people say that cops couldn't search a vehicle without either a search warrant or the driver's consent, so he didn't give his consent. The deputy asked what he was hiding and the conversation soon turned into an argument.

When the deputy ordered him to get out of the car, MaQuon feared it might get ugly. And it did.

The scenario ended with the deputy and an increasing number of arriving cops beating on him with police batons. One of the arriving cops was a young State Trooper.

The beating took place in a well-lit area on a street connecting residential and industrial areas. Across the street, hiding behind a cluster of bushes, was a group of preadolescent boys. They were friends from school who got together to hang out one last time since Mrs. Thatcher was moving tomorrow and would be taking her son, Arden, with her to Texas.

The boys laughed and joked among themselves, watching the black grown-up getting the crap beat out of him. Arden bragged that he would be a cop one day himself, and get paid to beat up niggers.
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BRIGADIER GENERAL CLAYTON P. Vine, USMC, looked up from the training schedule when the intercom buzzed. One of his staffers told him the civilian V.I.P. had arrived. Vine had played power games when he was younger, forcing people to wait unnecessarily on him when they were on time for appointments; but he had grown out of that. The military—and the government in general—wasted entirely too much time with stupid little games designed to prove who had more power.

"Let him in."

The door opened and one of Vine's marines announced the visitor before shutting the door behind the State Department errand boy.

The errand boy was a mid-30s nerd with one of those fancy new Blue Tooths and a haircut that appeared downright unsanitary. He glanced around the office—which was tastefully built of stained wood—not that cheap paneling that simulated the real thing. The walls, of course, were bedecked with a few framed photos and several framed awards. There was also a US flag and the Colors of Vine's present command.

The errand boy strode forward and shook the general's hand. Vine encouraged him to have a seat, and he did.

Vine asked him all the polite garbage like how his flight had been, if he had any trouble finding Vine's headquarters, and so forth. He had entertained errand boys before, and knew these pleasantries were expected. One never wanted to piss off anyone from the State Department.

The errand boy made a few polite comments about formations of marines he'd seen marching as he passed on his way here.

Finally the errand boy got around to business...in a bureaucratic way. "Well, as I'm sure you've noticed, the domestic situation is a bit worrisome."

Vine said nothing, unsure what the errand boy was referring to. He wondered what exactly Washington was worried about. There were issues with police and demonstrators in various cities, but that was hardly a concern of the Marines. He could be referring to the influx of radical Muslims, hiding among the hordes of Latin refugees invading the country. But that was unlikely, since the administration he worked for obviously wanted to make the situation on the border worse, not better. None of it made sense to Vine, but then politics rarely did. Most of what the Marine Corps did made sense; which was one reason Vine loved being a marine.

"The President and Secretary thought it important that we touch base with our senior commanders in all the Armed Forces," the errand boy said. "And I thought it best to meet with you face-to-face."

"That's good," Vine said, resisting the urge to demand he get to the point. "I appreciate it."

"Even with all this technology nowadays, I still think it's the best way to communicate." The errand boy checked something on his beeping smartphone, then slid it back in his pocket. "First of all, I want to personally thank you for your service to the President over the years."

Vine nodded. His career had spanned the terms of a few presidents, and he considered his service as to the Corps anyway, but he went along with the assumption, hoping the errand boy would spit out what was on his mind.

"I understand you're up for promotion."

Vine nodded and smiled, which was not what he wanted to do. This civilian dweeb mentioning specifics of his career made his stomach queasy.

"Obviously my superiors and I understand how important it is to retain quality leadership," Errand Boy said. "My uncle served in the Marine Corps, so I know the deal."

You don't know your sphincter from a gopher hole, kid. You should have sent your uncle to talk to me.

"So with the situation like it is, it's imperative that the President knows he can count on you."

"You lost me, son," Vine said. "I've been in the Corps so long I can't remember life before it. I've served with honor and been faithful to my duty. Is there some reason the President—or anyone else—suddenly questions my ethics?"

"Of course not," the errand boy replied. "I took a look at your records, and your ethics are peerless...except, of course, for that brief dalliance with the young woman in Japan about 30 years ago."

The queasy feeling got worse, and Vine's blood ran cold. How did the State Department know about the affair? His wife never found out, and neither had his commanding officer. He would certainly have heard about it if they had. He'd felt guilty about the moral lapse for years afterwards, but finally chalked it up to youthful recklessness—no harm/no foul—and forgot about it.

"So it's not really about ethics," the errand boy said. "It's about loyalty."

The cold, sinking sensation intensified. Vine couldn't very well swear to his own loyalty when they knew he'd once cheated on his wife.

The errand boy chuckled and held his hands up, palms-forward. "Hey, don't worry. I'm not here because anybody's upset that you got a little side action when you were young."

"Why are you here, then?" Vine asked, losing his ability to maintain the polite tone.

"As I said, the domestic situation is getting ugly, General. Not everybody out there welcomes change. And change isn't always easy—sometimes it makes things uncomfortable, even though it ultimately works for the greater good. And sometimes bringing change requires some people to adjust their methods, and perspective."

Now it was dawning on Vine what this was about. He'd heard scuttlebutt about a purge taking place across all the branches of the armed forces. He knew about a few of the senior commanders who were sacked a while back—vocal critics of how Benghazi was handled, for instance. He assumed that was the extent of the purge. Obviously not.

“What specific change are we talking about?” Vine asked.

“Well,” Errand Boy said, “there are some old traditions and rigid ideas about what the military can and should be used for. We need to take our concept of the armed forces to a whole new level. Times like these call for flexibility. For thinking outside the box.”

“All right,” Vine said, in a tone meant to coax out more information.

Errand Boy crossed his legs the way a lady does, removed his glasses, and polished the lenses with a handkerchief “The ways of war are changing, as I'm sure you know, General. There's no more one nation against another, sending bomber formations at each other's factories; soldiers stabbing each other with bayonets; that sort of thing. At least not in the developed world. We've got modern technology; a different definition of victory; and different threats. Our men and women in uniform won't necessarily be tasked with fighting enemy soldiers...or shipping off to some faraway land to do it.”

"Let me spell out what I think you're driving at," Vine said, his face heating up. "And you tell me if I'm right: the President wants to know if I'm willing to command my marines to fire on American civilians, based on his say-so."

The errand boy's head rocked back on his neck as if he'd just received an invisible slow-motion blow to the face. "Well, I wouldn't..."

"And you all believe that what I did in Japan is an insurance policy just in case I don't want to dance to the President's tune," Vine interrupted. "Is that it?"

"I assure you, nobody in Washington thinks any less of you because of some harmless booty call in the previous century," the errand boy said, nonchalantly.

"And furthermore," Vine continued, "my promotion, and therefore my career, depends on me agreeing to this. Does that sum it up?"

The errand boy shrugged. "Perhaps that's not the most delicate way to phrase it. But yes."

Vine wanted to tell him where to stick delicate phrases. Vine had never concerned himself with politics. There were only a few times he even bothered to vote, and he'd never even watched a presidential debate. The only campaign promises that motivated him had to do with the military budget.

Vine's father, however, had been different. A marine, for sure, but he also considered history and politics to be important. In one of their last conversations before he passed away, Vine's father reminded him that Clayton had taken an oath to uphold and defend the Constitution. Vine had never read the Constitution, and only knew what other people claimed that it said. His father said that it was the law of the land—the fundamental core of American government. His father said America was unique because, here, individual rights were sacred whether laws were written acknowledging them or not. In America, government's purpose was to protect those rights.

His father would go on at length about this, and Vine couldn't remember all the details, but that was the gist of it.

Vine hadn't studied what his father had; and didn't agree with him about everything...but something just struck him as wrong about using the Marines as a weapon against Americans.

"I'm curious," Vine said. "Why are you so sure we're going to need to fight a war against our own civilians? The country's what—240 years old or so? There's never been a need for this before."

The errand boy frowned and checked his watch. His whole demeanor changed as the pleasant, respectful facade was dropped. He paused before speaking. "It's obvious from your hesitation that you're not the man for the job. I thought you were smarter than this. But not everybody can handle the adjustments necessary to make change work."

"Why won't you answer the question?" Vine asked. "Why are you so sure you'll need my marines to kill civilians? I mean, even in the Civil War, armies fought other armies. What do you anticipate?"

The errand boy stood from his seat and gave a curt nod. "Of course I don't need to tell you that the subject and details of this conversation are classified; not to be disclosed to anyone without the expressed permission of the President."

Vine rose to his own feet. "We didn't discuss anything of strategic significance, young fellah—there's no national security concerns here. I'm not legally obligated to keep any of this secret. But then I suppose that's where the implied blackmail threat comes in."

The errand boy already had his back to Vine by then, but flashed him a wry grin over the shoulder on his way out the door.

The errand boy walked back to his rental car using one thumb to compose a text message. Once behind the wheel, he finished it.

"Nix Vine. Won't play ball."

He sent the message, started the engine, and scrolled through his notes to find the next senior officer on the list.

And just like that, Clayton P. Vine's career in the United States Marine Corps was over.

Within the next few days Vine would be notified that his second star had been pinned on somebody else's uniform.

Someone who passed the litmus test.

Vine would be thanked for his service and forcibly retired. If he leaked the reason behind his sacking, his affair with the young lady in Japan would be leaked, adding disgrace to injury.

For the rest of his life, Vine would wonder if he'd done the right thing. Was his instinctive moral resistance important enough to throw away what he loved most of all? 

For the first time in 40 years, he felt the urge to cry. The Marine Corps was his entire identity. Wasn't it worth keeping, at any price?

Despite the anguish of his shockingly crushed spirit, he suspected it wasn't.
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TOMMY SCARRED WOLF finished reading the email from his niece and was organizing a reply in his mind when a knock on his office door roused him from his thoughts. He glanced up to see Deputy Janet Bailey leaning around through the doorway.

His door was usually open, but his people were polite enough to knock anyway.

"Have you got a minute, sir? Janet asked.

He had never got used to being called "sir," preferring to be called by his first name. Janet knew that, so this was her way of telling him something serious was going on.

"Yeah," Tommy said, nodding toward the vinyl sofa opposite his desk. His office was tidy and Spartan, with little in the way of decoration save for an American flag, a framed photo of all his deputies between two prowl cars, and some other cop stuff. He didn't clutter his work area with family memorabilia.

Janet entered, followed by a girl who looked to be about 15. The girl glanced at Janet tentatively as if making sure it was okay to sit down. Janet shut the door behind them.

Tommy straightened in his chair. This was serious, alright.

The sheriff had a lean, sinewy build, a little below six feet in height, but tall for a full-blooded Shawnee. Shaving had never really been necessary for him, and it was a good thing since his red-bronze face was now full of more pits and other terrain features than ever. He still kept his black hair short, but not high-and-tight for a long time, now.

The young girl was mixed, like Janet. Maybe a quarter-breed or less. Her hair was brown with streaks of different colors. She wore a cumbersome volume of jewelry as so many in her generation did; stylishly torn jeans; a tank top showing off her pierced beer belly, and some of those retro-hi-top sneakers kids wore because they thought they made them look street savvy or something. Her fingers had nicotine stains and it was obvious she chewed on her fingernails.

"This is Diana," Janet said, sitting beside her.

"Hello Diana," Tommy said, trying to smile warmly to put her at ease.

"Diana," Janet said, "I'm going to tell the sheriff what you told me, okay? Feel free to add anything new you remember."

Janet, a mother of three, wasn't great at police work, but she was a dynamite rape crisis counselor. Actually, in anything requiring the human touch, Janet was his go-to superstar. She faced Tommy as she spoke, with frequent glances at the young girl to coax nods of agreement and include her in the conversation.

"Diana found me at the gas station," Janet explained. "She had just left the house of one of her teachers and ran about six blocks before she found me."

"Is it normal for you to see your teachers on the weekend?" Tommy asked.

Diana nodded.

"She's been visiting Ms. Greeley at her house for a few weeks," Janet said. "Right?"

Diana nodded.

"What's your relationship with Ms. Greeley?" Tommy asked.

"We're friends," Diana said, staring at the floor.

"She ran from the house because she was scared," Janet went on. "There were things going on in the house that made her uncomfortable."

"What kind of things, Diana?" Tommy asked. "I'd like to hear it from you, if you don't mind."

"Well, there was me, Rose—Ms. Greeley I mean—Zack and Dave," Diana said in a squeaky voice.

"Who are Zack and Dave?" Tommy asked.

"They go to my school. Zack is a junior; Dave's a senior."

"How about you?" Tommy asked.

"I'm a freshman," the girl replied.

"So what do these boys do over at Ms. Greeley's house?" Tommy asked.

"They...they're lovers," Diana said. "The three of them."

Tommy had a poker face that came in handy at times like these.

"For the last few days," Janet said, "they've been pressuring Diana into doing some things she doesn't want to do."

Tommy nodded. "Sexual things?"

Diana nodded.

"The boys are pressuring you?"

Janet cleared her throat. "The boys, yes. But mostly Ms. Greeley. Right?"

Diana nodded.

"How old are you?" Tommy asked.

"I'm 14," Diana said.

"Did they try to force you to have sex, Diana?" Tommy asked.

"Well, not exactly," Diana said. "I mean, nobody got rough, I guess. But, Rose has been, like, pregnant...and, she's all into some kind of, like, alternate religion..."

The girl seemed on the verge of breaking down. Janet picked up the narrative. "It sounds like the school teacher gave birth in her house. They took this newborn baby and performed some sort of ritual. At the end of the ritual, they took a knife..."

The girl lost it, wailing and blubbering, face wet with tears. "...Blood everywhere...it kept screaming..."

Janet put her arm around the teen and patted the back of her neck, turning to Tommy with tears in her own eyes.

Tommy ground his teeth and asked, "Can her parents come get her?"

"She lives with her mother, who's at work today," Janet said.

"She's gonna have to leave work and come get her daughter," Tommy said. "And we need the address of Ms. Greeley's house."

"Yes sir," Janet said, wiping her eyes.

Tommy rose, opened a desk drawer and pulled out his shoulder rig, checking the magazine in his M1911 out of habit and clicking it back into place.

He threw his office door open and stalked down the hallway, pulling on his shoulder rig. He paused at the dispatcher's desk. "Who do we have not busy right now?"

Laura brought up a window on her monitor and scanned the list. "Jeff and Kevin don't have anything."

"Get 'em," Tommy said. "And if anyone else gets free in the next hour, send 'em to me, too. And get Judge Aragon on the phone. We need a warrant PDQ."

"Yes sir," Laura replied.

NORMAN, OKLAHOMA

Tommy and two deputies arrived at the Greeley house and checked all the exits before knocking. For most cops the girl's tip by itself would suffice for probable cause, and judges would accept it in cases like this, when time was of the essence. But Tommy had an arrangement with the judge to get warrants quickly, and so far he'd always had one when he intended to search somebody's property.

A skinny teenage boy answered the door, with an oversize T-shirt and sagging pants, a toboggan on his head despite being indoors. "What is it? he asked, taking in the sight of his visitors, with hollow eyes.

Jeff gave him the spiel. The kid tried to stall, then his eyes came alive with hate when the uniformed men entered anyway.

As they drew closer to the door to the basement, the kid's protests grew louder. Kevin stayed with the boy during the search, to make sure he didn't try to run.

Kevin wasn't expecting the kid to produce a knife and stab him just under his vest.

The kid screamed and came at Jeff with the knife. Jeff had his pistol out by now, and fired. The kid went down.

Jeff's eyes went wide. He'd never had to shoot before, and this was a kid.

Tommy grabbed him by the shoulder, pointing at Kevin, who was also down, crying out and bleeding everywhere. "Put your weapon away and stay with Kevin. Use one hand to put direct pressure on the wound. With your other hand, call an ambulance, and for backup. Got it?"

Jeff nodded dazedly.

The basement door burst open. Another teenage boy emerged, taller and sturdier, slamming the door behind him. He wielded some kind of curved sword and by the way he moved it, it was obvious to Tommy he was comfortable using it.

"Hold your fire!" Tommy shouted, in case Jeff decided to counteract this new threat, or if Sanford came in the back way after hearing the shot.

The boy glared at Tommy and bellowed something that was neither English, Spanish, or Shawandasse. Then in a guttural voice in English he said, "I'm going to carve you up and drink your blood!"

The kid definitely had the edge in speed and energy—Tommy could tell by the way he moved. His T-shirt said something about ROTC and leadership. He reminded Tommy a little of himself as a boy—maybe what some of Tommy's buddies might have looked and dressed like when young men.

"You need to put down the weapon, young man," Tommy said.

Light glinted off the blade as the boy twirled it in a figure-eight pattern while advancing.

Tommy didn't want to shoot him; but he also didn't want to be sliced open by that blade. Without warning he dropped into a deep crouch and used his leg to sweep the kid's feet out from under him. The kid fell and Tommy, springing up from his crouch, landed on his wrist, kicking the sword away.

Tommy squatted, pinning the boys arms against the floor. From here he paused to decide how he would wrestle the kid around onto his stomach, to get the cuffs on.

With strength no teenage boy of his size should have, the boy bent up from flat on his back, rising like Dracula from a coffin, lifting Tommy up with him. Tommy shoved his unbelief to the back of his mind and drove an open hand strike into the boy's jaw.

Tommy knew how to knock a person out. He could do much more than that with his bare hands, in fact. But the boy was barely even stunned.

Tommy hit him again, and again. He rained down blows that would send a mature man twice the kid's size to the hospital, but his lights wouldn't go out. Ideas occurred to Tommy in those few seconds: Maybe the kid was on cocaine, or PCP. But where was his disproportionate strength coming from? It wasn't like Tommy hadn't known people who were stronger than they looked. In fact, Tommy himself was one of those people.

This was something different.

In desperation, Tommy reached for a weapon on his belt he'd never used before. He drew the stun gun, poked it against the kid and pushed the button. It jolted the kid's body, but didn't stop him. Tommy sent charge after charge into the boy, who was still full of fight. But it slowed his body down enough for Tommy to roll him over and slap the cuffs on.

In amazement, he straightened and watched the kid flail around, straining with spastic desperation as if trying to break the cuffs. For some reason Tommy feared he might be able to. "Keep your eye on him," he told Jeff. "I don't know what he's on, but if you have to, taze him."

Jeff nodded, hand clamped on Kevin's wound.

Tommy opened the basement door again and stepped through. His nostrils were assaulted immediately. The air was heavy with strong incense—and something foul underneath that smell.

He descended the stairs, preferring to let his eyes adjust to the dark rather than use a flashlight. Strangely shaped objects hung from the rafters. As his eyes focused in the dim light, it became obvious why there'd been such an epidemic of pets reported missing in town. And what had happened to the pigs reported stolen by a local farmer was also explained.

The floor and walls were decorated with strange symbols and pictures. Tommy remembered Diana had mentioned some kind of alternate religion. Then he noticed something that looked like a stool, or perhaps a small end table, made of brass. Upon this platform was what appeared to be the corpse of a human baby.

Something about a collection of pillows on the floor didn't look right. Tommy studied it. A mattress lay on the floor—no bed frame, no box spring. One of the large pillows stirred, then took on the form of a naked woman. Early-to-mid forties, attractive...probably quite a hottie once upon a time. From her lower lip, trailing down her chin and neck were dark streaks. Tommy was afraid to guess what those streaks were composed of.

"You should leave," the woman said. "Forget you ever came here. You don't know what you're messing with."
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DWIGHT CAVARRA MEASURED the chemicals and prepared to mix them. In the back room shop of CBC Southwest Tactical were 21 different molds, including the one in front of him. This one was for his patented polymer pistol grip stock for the Springfield M1A.

Once the initial casting cooled, the cutting, drilling, grinding and sanding would begin. Then the bipod would be fitted, the hinged, rubber-padded butt plate affixed over the cleaning kit compartment, then the whole assembly boxed for shipping.

The cheap walkie-talkie squawked in Cavarra's breast pocket. "I need to talk to you when you get a minute, Rocco."

He held the radio to his mouth and thumbed the push-to-talk button. "I'll be right out."

Cavarra—"Rocco" to his friends—was built stocky, and his once black hair was now mostly white. His swarthy Sicilian features and cauliflower ears had earned him the ethnically insensitive nickname, which stuck no matter where he went. But whereas he once resembled a mob enforcer, he now looked more like a mafia don.

He left the shop to enter the front counter area. Waiting for him was Leon Campbell. Leon was tall, lanky, with a dark brown complexion, and coarse black hair buzzed close to his scalp.

Out in the lobby the television was on, turned to Fox News. Rocco had sworn off TV in general, and the lapdog media in particular. But customers liked to watch it while waiting around, and Fox at least allowed some diversity of opinion...up to a point. A customer sat on one of the padded chairs in the lobby, staring at the screen.

"What's up?" Rocco asked Leon.

"Probably in your office would be better," Leon replied in his lazy marble-mouthed Georgia drawl.

Just then Carlos Bojado entered through the front door, with a tricked-out SKS rifle in one hand. Carlos was about Cavarra's height, but still in really good shape, like Leon. He had a few white hairs now himself, though.

Even the young guys are getting long-in-the-tooth, Cavarra thought.

"I need to talk, too," Carlos said, slipping his radio into his cargo pocket.

Cavarra gestured toward his office. "Let's all go back, then."

The three of them entered Rocco's office. He didn't take the chair behind his desk, but sat with them on the furniture in front of it.

The walls were covered with plaques, framed photographs and certificates from the Navy and Naval Special Warfare. One of the pictures, taken in a temporary encampment in the Sudan which officially never existed, captured three men in the "see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil" pose. The man covering his mouth (Cole) and the one covering his ears (Fava-Vargas) were long dead. The man covering his eyes was Tommy Scarred Wolf. Another photo captured Tommy, Rocco, Leon, Carlos and Jake McCallum posing together on the deck of a cargo ship. They had been the only survivors (save for a couple pilots) of that mission in Sudan all those years ago.

"You first, Leon," Cavarra said.

"This cat out there," Leon said, chinning toward the door, "the one in the lobby?"

Cavarra nodded. "He's the one wants to order all the night vision and ballistic armor, right?"

An order like this one would go far toward making this a profitable fiscal quarter.

"Somethin' about the dude bothers me," Leon said. "I don't wanna sell him nothin'. I wanna tell him to hit the trail and don't come back."

"This must be the day for it," Carlos said. "This guy I got..."

Cavarra's eyebrows furrowed and he raised his hand to interrupt Carlos. "One at a time. What's wrong with him, Cannonball?"

Leon fidgeted in his seat. "I don't know, exactly. I'm gettin' a bad vibe from him. Gives me the heebie-jeebies."

"Think he might be from the Alphabets?" Cavarra asked. All three of them were careful to keep everything about the business above-board and adherent to current legislation. But of course legality didn't guarantee tolerance from the federal government.

Leon shrugged. "I mean, he could be ATF or FBI or somethin'. But I think it's deeper than that. I can't prove it, man, but I'd bet money there's somethin' dirty about this cat."

Rocco puffed his cheeks. Leon was a friend and he knew him pretty well. "It's a decent pile of money, Leon. And who-knows-how-much word of mouth."

"I know," Leon said.

"Okay," Cavarra said. "Your turn, Carlos."

"I think I know what kind of vibe my guy's putting out," Carlos said. "He smells like one of those white separatists or something."

"Anything in particular?" Cavarra asked.

"Mostly the way he looks at me," Carlos said. "And he keeps asking if we have a fourth partner he hasn't seen yet. That seems to be his biggest concern."

"Like, 'do you have somebody white I can deal with'?" Leon guessed.

"Yeah," Carlos said. "That's the vibe I'm getting. Like just now, he didn't want to come inside with me. He's standing around outside, like if he comes in a building with a Spic and a Spade, he'll pick up a disease."

"Don't forget the Dago," Cavarra said, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

"Who knows," Leon quipped, "he might at least consider you part human."

"The good news is," Cavarra said, gesturing toward Leon, "we can test this theory. Hand him off to our buddy, here. See if he agrees to let Cannonball take him through the Target Course."

Leon patted his sidearm. "I got hollow points, Rocco. Make a nasty mess out there. Just sayin'."

Carlos elbowed him. "Hey, are Neo-Nazis in season?"

"Open season," Leon replied. "Got my huntin' license in the truck."

"Hey, seriously," Cavarra said. "If you decide Carlos is right, send him packing. Don't even get started."

"Want me to send this one away, too?" Leon asked, gesturing toward the lobby.

"Nah. I'll take care of it," Cavarra said, standing.

Leon and Carlos stood with him. They exited the office in a group. Cavarra marched toward the man in the lobby, but stopped when something caught his attention on the TV.

"...The Pottawatomie Sheriff's Department says they found evidence of occultic rituals in the basement of this house," the reporter was saying, as the screen filled with the image of an average-looking house on a residential street in Norman, Oklahoma, "including animal and human sacrifice. The chief suspect is a local high school teacher, also suspected of numerous sexual relationships with students..."

"Ho-lee..." Carlos intoned.

"That's Tommy's stomping ground," Cavarra said.

"I think you're right," Leon agreed.

"That's where Tommy lives?" Carlos asked, incredulous.

"Not in that house," Leon replied, with a condescending tone. "But he's Sheriff of that county."

Carlos flipped him the bird. 

They continued watching, and it was reported that one deputy was injured in the arrest, but there was no mention of the sheriff himself.

CBC Southwest Tactical was located a short drive from Flagstaff. The dry, rocky surrounding terrain looked like something out of a Clint Eastwood movie. The Outlaw Jose Wales, to be specific. The office was a converted "manufactured home" on a concrete slab.

Back outside, Leon found the customer Carlos described smoking a cigarette over by the target shed. Leon marched toward him and checked his clipboard on the way. "Arden Thatcher?"

Thatcher glanced up, took a look at the tall, athletic black man, and his disapproval was obvious. "Yeah."

"You want to qualify on the Western Shootout Course today. Is that right?"

"Yeah," Thatcher said, taking a drag of his cigarette.

"Carlos already showed you the route, and briefed you on range safety?"

"Yeah," Thatcher said. "Don't nobody else work here?"

"What do you mean?" Leon asked, calm washing over him as if he was taking up trigger slack.

Arden Thatcher was a short, skinny guy with bland features and long blond hair in a pony tail. He wore jeans, cowboy boots, and a black T-shirt with some country-western musician's name on it in stylized letters. His lips now twisted into a smile that struck Leon as hopelessly phony. "It's just the two of you runnin' the show here? You and the Mexican? ...I mean, the Spanish guy?"

"Our partner," Leon said, "he's the Sicilian guy—he busy with sumpthin' else right now. Can I get you to sign the paperwork now, Mr. Thatcher?"

Thatcher's gaze dropped to the clipboard and pen Leon held. Or was it the dark hand that held them? His stare was one a person would level at an object infected with the Ebola Virus. "What's on those papers?"

"Carlos should have explained it to you," Leon replied, patiently. "It confirm we explained the safety rules; says you agree to not hold us liable for what happens if you violate those rules...all the usual stuff."

"That sounds almost like a threat," Thatcher said.

"Not at all," Leon said. "We careful to advise everybody who come here how to stay safe. If you ignore us and do sumpthin' unsafe anyway, and get hurt, that' ain't our fault, now is it?"

Thatcher pursed his lips and continued to stare at the paperwork.

"And we gonna need payment up front," Leon added.

Thatcher shook his head. "I ain't signin' that and I ain't payin' for shit up front."

Leon forced a smile. "In that case, thanks for visitin' and enjoy your drive."

"I drove all day to get here and payed for a motel already," Thatcher said, angrily.

"Afraid I'm not catchin' your point, Mr. Thatcher."

"This is false advertisin'," Thatcher declared. "Your website don't say nothin' about how you really run this rinky-dink shithole."

"What is it that has you confused?" Leon asked.

"Oh, I ain't confused. And neither will the Better Business Bureau be, when I report your ass. You wanna play? Let's play."

"Just curious," Leon said, "what is it you think we wasn't honest about?"

Thatcher was red-faced and Leon could tell he normally would have tried something stupid. But his gaze kept returning to the holstered Ruger P90 on Leon's hip.

"Well ain't you just a great salesman?" Thatcher finally said, with a sarcastic tone. "I'll have to write this company and tell 'em what a good salesman you are. You really make me want to give you my business." By the time he finished saying this he had his back turned and was halfway back to where he'd parked his Toyota Tundra.

“Since I'm one of the owners, you can hand the letter directly to me,” Leon said to his back. He took position by a tree that was thick enough for temporary cover in a pinch, in case this loose cannon had something hidden in his vehicle and decided to try something really stupid.

The Tundra started and Thatcher was heavy on the gas tearing out of there,

"Don't let the door hit you in the fourth point on the way out," Leon muttered, half aloud.

Inside, Cavarra called the other customer to the front counter. Before doing so he had checked the background of both questionable customers on Internet databases while in his office. Both of them had clean records.

Almost too clean.

But now, as Terrance Handel approached the counter and Rocco studied his face, he understood what Leon had meant.

Handel was a strapping dude—over six feet tall and muscular, with a handsome enough face. But he gave off a vibe that suggested something ugly and cold.

Cavarra gave himself this assignment automatically despite the fact that he dreaded it. He'd never had to do this to a customer and didn't want to. Not only did it mean turning down money; but also casting judgment on somebody for no defined reason.

Although CBC Southwest Tactical was a partnership between the three of them, he still usually had the final say in business decisions. One of the costs of leadership was playing the bad guy in situations like this.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Handel, but we won't be doing business with you."

Surprise registered in Handel's narrowing eyes, but not to the degree that would seem normal. "Excuse me?"

Cavarra repeated himself.

"I don't understand," Handel said. "Why? I'm willing to pay your asking price."

"I appreciate that, sir," Cavarra said. "I'm afraid we'd just rather not do business with you."

Handel reminded Cavarra of a robot trying to process data that “does not compute" in an old Science Fiction movie. Finally, he said, "That's not an answer. You at least have to tell me why."

Cavarra began to sweat. Inside he was squirming, but he kept his voice calm and neutral. "No sir. We're not required to disclose our business decisions."

Handel turned to study Carlos, then back to Cavarra with an appraising gaze. "That's ridiculous. You can't just refuse service to a customer."

"We're not a hospital," Cavarra said, "so we reserve the right to refuse service to whoever we please. Unless you're a homosexual, we're allowed to run our business as if this was still a free country."

"Is that it?" Handel asked, squinting in unbelief. "You think I'm gay?"

Rocco shook his head. "I have no idea; and I don't want to know. Even if you are, we don't bake cakes or hire out space for wedding receptions, anyway. Bottom line is, we're not gonna sell you anything."

Handel gave both Rocco and Carlos another measuring stare, and finally turned to exit.

Cavarra felt even more uneasy, now. For some reason it would have sat better with him had the guy been outraged, cussed and threatened for a while before storming off to slam the door behind him. This guy just took it in stride a little too well, for a civilian.

"We'll make up the money somewhere else, Rocco," Carlos said, once Handel was gone. "We've been doing real good, considering the economy. We could become millionaires just by selling ammo, these days."

Leon came in through the side door. "I'm pretty sure you was right, Carlos," he said.

"Let's mark this date on the calendar," Cavarra said, grimacing. "From now on this will be Turn Customers Away Day."

"Hey," Carlos said, pointing to the TV again, "they're still holding fast on the Garber Ranch."

Leon stopped to look and Rocco came around the counter to direct his attention to the flat screen. News cameras panned over a parked convoy of APCs and armored vans, with Alphabets in black uniforms, armor, masks and helmets, brandishing automatic weapons. Then there was a short montage of different armed civilians in old-school woodland camouflage. Then a shot of an ambulance making its way between the opposed forces to the ranch house.

"Somebody get shot?" Rocco
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