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I, (insert name), do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; and that I will obey the orders of the President of the United States and the orders of the officers appointed over me, according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice.  So help me God.

Constitutional Oath sworn by commissioned officers of the US Military

January 15, 2021

CHAPTER 1

The restaurant was one of Washington's finest.  A ten-minute ride from Capitol Hill, it was renowned as much for its top-level government patrons as for its five-star cuisine.  The décor was elegantly modern, and the menu offered a thoughtful selection of refined international cuisine, served up in artfully plated arrangements.  They sat in a glass-walled salon, affording a view of the main dining room while ensuring their conversation was not overheard.  Exterior window walls provided a panoramic view across the National Mall towards the illuminated facade of the American History Museum.  The lighted spire of the Washington Monument could be seen further westward.

Looking up and down the table, Race smilingly reflected that it took an event such as this to get all of Team Quest into conservative suits and ties.  At the head of the table, dressed in an equally conservative pantsuit sat their hostess, US Congresswoman Lynette Janssen.  Her shoulder-length blonde hair, attractive features, and intellectual-looking black-rimmed glasses belied her age, which was close to Benton's.

Over the years, the Congresswoman had been an unlikely ally of the Quests.  A staunch foreign policy hawk, she'd been involved in the oversight of several defense-related projects on which Quest Labs had collaborated in their earlier days.  Despite their political differences, she and Benton, stimulating intellectual equals, had maintained a longstanding friendship.  While his own politics leaned more towards those of the Quests, Race had found Janssen to be a critical thinker with an abiding sense of integrity.  It was that very presumption of integrity that had left this reunion uncharacteristically strained.

Placing his dessert spoon on the saucer beneath a crystal goblet of ginger sorbet, Benton looked up at Janssen.  "I can't thank you enough.  This was an outstanding meal, and the company was as engaging as ever.  You did say though that this wasn't just a social outing."

"I'm afraid not," Janssen instantly turned businesslike.  "Do you have any idea what to expect tomorrow?"

"Not exactly," Benton confessed.  "You're obviously aware that we've been asked to testify before the Armed Services Committee regarding the deadly friendly fire missile incident that took place during the 2019 Syria pullout.  We've been informed that the Q-Nav 14 system may somehow be involved, though our review of the data we've been provided suggests otherwise."

Q-Nav 14, Race reflected, the latest iteration of the missile guidance system largely developed by Benton for the Defense Department.  Race recalled one of his earliest missions with the Quests had been an investigation into the unplanned Arctic splashdown of a missile incorporating the early Q-Nav 5 guidance system.  The current Q-Nav 14, several generations more advanced, was largely utilized in shipboard cruise missiles.  It was the exceptional operational record of Benton's systems that accounted for the longevity of their development history.

"Benton," Janssen lowered her voice slightly, "you and I have been friends for a long time.  I needn't point out that with thirteen Navy SEALs dead, the Committee is taking this very seriously.  I can't tell you the full scope of events behind this investigation.  That's still classified at the highest levels.  I can tell you that tomorrow you're going to be presented with a narrative implicating the Q-Nav 14 in the Syria incident.  You'll then be offered the opportunity to testify as to the veracity of this narrative.

"Speaking as a friend, my strong suggestion is that you decline to testify.  I can tell you that you won't be subpoenaed and that that will be the end of your involvement in this matter.  This is a necessary political exercise with a pre-determined outcome.  Your declining to address the issues presented will not be taken as an admission of liability, and in any case, any determination by the Committee will remain classified.  Benton, trust me when I say take the out, walk away, and don't look back."

"This doesn't sound like you, Lynette.  What're you hiding?" Benton asked sharply.

"I'm not hiding anything," Janssen explained.  "To be honest, I'm not comfortable with the direction this inquest is going, but we've still got a last few sketchy weeks to get through until a new Administration steps into the White House.  Right now, there are still people in Committee, on my side of the aisle, who are sufficiently invested in this narrative that they could make your lives very difficult if you don't play ball."

"That's a big ask," Benton told her.

"I know it is," Janssen answered.  "I just hope you'll take me at my word that I have your best interest at heart."

"Considering this is coming from you," Benton returned, "I will take it under very serious advisement."

"That's all I can ask," Janssen smiled wanly.  "These are deeply troubling times, and trust has become a pretty rare commodity in this town."

"Coming from up on The Hill, that's your assessment of where we're at?" Race put in.

Janssen took a breath.  "It's no secret that I'm one of the few dissenters on the right to buck the Party line since January 6, and I've got the hate mail to prove it.  What went on at the Capitol was an outright act of insurrection, instigated in no small measure by colleagues of mine smart enough to know that they're playing with matches in a room awash with gasoline.

"We've got a working middle class who've seen their numbers and their fortunes plummeting since the Reagan years.  That's tens of millions out there for whom the system isn't working.  For their Representatives to go out and perpetuate the Big Lie, that their electoral system is rigged and that they've got an illegitimate President about to step into the White House, what are we really saying?  That the Congress, the courts, the Justice Department, the free press, and election officials across the nation are all accomplices to some vast conspiracy to stick it to them.  We might as well just declare open season on all of the institutions that underpin our democracy."

Everyone around the table listened to her rising fervor with silent intakes of breath.

"The unbridled arrogance of these people is in thinking they can suspend democracy just long enough to get their guy in, and then everything can go back to normal.  Right this moment, it's still not too late to turn things around.  But mark my words, there's a price to be paid for adopting a national platform of unfounded election conspiracies and contempt for the nation's civil service.  If we continue down this road, I guarantee we won't like what we find at the end of it."

The following afternoon, Race, Benton, and Jonny, again in business attire, arrived at the Rayburn House Office Building, one of several enormous granite ancillary buildings comprising the US Capitol Complex.  In the wake of January 6, layers of security fencing had been erected, and scores of heavily armed police and National Guardsmen patrolled the grounds.  The tense, militarized atmosphere was unlike anything Race had ever experienced in DC, and reflected just how deeply traumatized and divided the nation had been by the explosion of existential hatred and enmity directed at the nation's Capitol and its elected occupants.

He displayed credentials and checked his sidearm at the main lobby security checkpoint, and the Quest trio passed through an airport-style metal detector.  Cleared for entry, they were escorted to an impressive upper floor law library looking out on the Capitol itself.  Twenty minutes later, a very earnest-looking Congressional page arrived to escort them to the SCIF assigned to the House Armed Services Committee.  From his Intelligence 1 background, Race knew the Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility was shielded from both acoustic and electronic surveillance.  Another security guard inspected Race's hardened attaché case, containing classified Q-Nav 14 specs Team Quest hoped would not be needed.  Finally they all surrendered all their electronics before being admitted inside.

Facing them around a large table were members of the Subcommittee on Seapower and Projection Forces.  Race recognized several of the more prominent Congressmen from their frequent television appearances.  Others were less recognizable.  Lynette Janssen gave a subtle nod in Benton's direction.

The session went pretty much as Janssen had predicted.  Team Quest listened to a Republican Congressman's account of the alleged friendly fire incident.  He spelled out how on October 14, 2019, eight days into the Administration's abrupt withdrawal of US troops from Syria, a BGM-109C Tomahawk Land Attack Cruise Missile fired from a US destroyer in the Mediterranean had deviated from its programmed course.  The intended target remained classified.  The rogue missile had impacted directly on top of a departing US Navy SEAL team that had been embedded with Kurdish SDF resistance fighters near the city of Aziz.  A technical assessment of the alleged failure of the Tomahawk's Q-Nav 14 guidance system was then cited as the cause of the disaster.  Benton found the assessment to be bogus, but held his silence.

At length, the Subcommittee chairman turned to face Benton directly.  "Dr. Quest, do you or your party have any relevant testimony to offer regarding the account that's been presented?"

With a sideways glance towards Janssen, Benton rose and stated, "Mr. Chairman, we have no testimony to offer at this time."

And that was that.  Within ninety minutes they were aboard Questar 2, making the return flight to Quest Key.  Navigating political intrigue had been a frequent undercurrent in their dealings with government over the years.  Still, Race left Washington with an unsettling premonition that this particular interaction might one day come back to haunt them.

The Near Future

CHAPTER 2

Welcome to Primetime News.  For those just joining us, we're covering multiple breaking news events tonight.  Here in the closing months of the hottest year on record, the nation's political climate is also heating up to a steady boil.  Over the past six months, we've experienced an unprecedented run of politically motivated acts of violence.  These range from the sabotage of the Suncoast oil pipline in May, to multiple bombings of women's health clinics on the West Coast, to July's thwarted anthrax attack on the Democratic National Committee's headquarters in Washington.  Topping events have been two weeks of civil unrest and confrontation in Buffalo, New York following the police-involved shooting of Leroy Franklin, a developmentally-disabled fifteen-year old Kenmore youth carrying a toy foam dart gun.  After nights of clashes with police, vandalism, and looting by angry residents, an influx of militant far-right counter-protesters, many heavily armed, has brought the city to the brink of all-out warfare in the streets.

Tonight, Buffalo's mayor is calling for restraint on the part of New Patriot congressional representatives, several of whose recent public comments have been seen as inflaming the situation.  More details coming up.

Meanwhile, global tensions surrounding Ukraine continue to escalate as the build-up of Russian forces within the unrecognized Donbas republics continues unabated.  The mobilization raises the spectre of a renewed Russian campaign to seize independent western Ukraine. 

"Jeez, what a mess," Benton shook his head while muting the volume.

"Seems like the world's imploding," Race concurred as he placed a steaming serving bowl of seafood stew on the table of the dining nook abutting the Main Room.

Like much of the nation, the Quests were increasingly going about their daily routines with newscasts playing in the background.  There was a palpable tension across the land that the first Tuesday in November, now just over weeks away, was going to be an election like no other.  Captive viewers struggled to stay on top of each unfolding development that seemed to drive the wedge between them ever deeper.

"If anyone thought the 2021 Capitol insurrection was an aberration, I guess we know better now," Jonny offered, seating himself at the table.  "More like the opening salvo to a cold civil war."

"Hard to believe the course of the last few years," Race offered, "a bit of Russian election meddling, one man's pathological ego, and today we're thinking the unthinkable, that Americans would openly flirt with the idea of dispensing with democracy.  If you'd asked me fifteen years ago, I wouldn't have believed it.  Heck, if you'd asked me four years ago, I don't think I'd have believed it."

"I'll hand it to Lynette Janssen," Benton pointed out, ladling himself a bowlful of stew.  "She saw this coming from the outset.  Too bad she's ended up a pariah in her party.  More voices like hers in the days following January 6 might've made a real difference."

The following morning, a similar routine played out.  Race whipped up modest plates of scrambled eggs and bacon for Benton and himself.  Jonny, he knew, would be blending one of his accustomed morning smoothies.  Jonny and Benton were planning to spend the morning vetting several promising proposals that had been submitted to conduct guest research within the Quest Institute's world-class labs.  Meanwhile Race would be overseeing an upgrade to Quest Key's perimeter security sensors.

Jonny crossed the Main Room heading for the dining nook when his attention was caught by one of the minor screens along the communications wall.  It was playing the same news channel as the previous night, with the volume muted.

"Hey," he exclaimed, "something's going on."

He switched the feed over to the main monitor.

Everybody's attention was drawn from breakfast by the televised image of a fleet of military police SUV's, flashers strobing, pulled up in front of a facade Race immediately recognized as the Pentagon.

The female morning anchor reported:

We're coming to you this morning with breaking news out of the nation's capital.  We're hearing from multiple sources that a US Navy SEAL has been killed in an armed confrontation inside the Pentagon.  While details remain sketchy at this time, we're learning that a single intruder, identified by sources as a Navy SEAL, was able to gain initial entry using forged military credentials.  Gunfire ensued when he was challenged at an internal checkpoint outside the offices of the Chief of Naval Operations.  Pentagon spokesmen have yet to confirm details of the nature of the incident or the name of the alleged assailant.

It's standard network policy not to release sensitive names or details in an active criminal investigation prior to their being cleared by law enforcement.  Currently however, information has come to light that network management believes is sufficiently compelling to the national interest, that we are waiving this practice.

A little over an hour ago, as events were playing out at the Pentagon, an expedited courier parcel was delivered to our network studios.  That parcel contained a letter from an individual identifying himself as US Navy Lieutenant JG Jeremy Barnes.  In it, Barnes claimed to be going to the Pentagon to present evidence concerning a previously undisclosed lethal altercation between members of the Navy's elite SEAL Team 3, taking place during the October 2019 withdrawal of US forces from Syria.

The 2019 drawdown was controversial in that it was initiated as a unilateral decision by the White House after conferring with the President of Turkey.  The removal of US forces cleared the way for Turkish forces to mount an incursion into Kurdish-held regions of Syria, routing our former allies in the war against ISIS.  Critics have labelled the withdrawal as a betrayal of US-allied Kurdish forces.

Lt. Barnes alleges that a firefight broke out between members of his SEAL unit, some of whom defied orders to abandon their Kurdish counterparts in the face of advancing Turkish forces.  Lt. Barnes' parcel also contained sufficient photographic and video evidence to strongly support that the incident he describes actually took place.  We have decided to air this footage with the warning that some of the images are graphic and disturbing.

The video, without sound, initially showed what appeared to be a long-range telephoto view of irregularly garbed military men systematically executing a row of prone prisoners.  Next came a helmet camera view of several men in desert camo SEAL gear arguing heatedly.  As the confrontation escalates, several of the men point their weapons.  Moments later, one of the figures turns to walk away.  As the shouting reaches a seeming crescendo, another figure draws a handgun and fires.  He's immediately cut down by returning fire coming from offscreen, initiating a volley of automatic weapons fire that takes down several more SEALs.

"My God," Race gasped.

The announcer continued:

This same unit has previously been reported to have fallen victim to what was purported to have been an accidental friendly-fire missile strike less than twelve hours later.  We do not know at this time if the two incidents are connected, but today's revelations are likely to raise new questions as to the circumstances surrounding the missile mishap.

"Of course they're connected," Jonny shook his head.

"We don't know that," Race cautioned.

"I'm inclined to think Jonny's right," Benton put in.  "What the hell have we gotten ourselves sucked into?"

"Are you suggesting that the missile strike wasn't an accident?" Race asked incredulously.

"I'm not prepared to go that far yet, but we knew there was a story behind the story.  Lynette Janssen told us as much."

"We didn't sign off on anything," Race reminded.  "We just declined to go on the record with a dissenting opinion."

"That was then," Benton came back.  "With what's just happened, I don't think we can count on the luxury of sitting on the fence.  This has political cover-up written all over it.  I suspect we're about to come under a lot of pressure from all sides to either speak out or keep our mouths shut.  Either way, we could be making some very powerful enemies."

"I'm sorry," Race nodded his objection, "I can't believe that the United States military would launch a strike on their own troops, no matter what the provocation."

"Think about it," Jonny came back.  "Abandoning the Kurds was controversial, especially as there may've been personal financial interests by the Oval Office involved.  An open rebellion by the troops themselves would've been a mortal blow to the Administration's foreign policy credibility.  Is it so impossible that someone in their camp could've decided to take extreme measures to bury this before it took off?"

"That's a dangerous accusation," Race warned.

"Only if it isn't true," Jonny countered.

"It's dangerous especially if it is true," was Race's final word on the subject.

CHAPTER 3

It took less than twenty-four hours for Team Quest's apprehensions to prove well-founded.  The phones began ringing almost immediately with calls from the press, the legal departments of defense contractors involved with Q-Nav 14, and members on Capitol Hill.  These were met with a polite no comment as the Quest Institute clarified its own legal position.

Mid morning of the following day, they received a call from the gatehouse.  A man identifying himself as a staff member of the House Armed Services Committee was requesting entry.  A hurried call to the Capitol switchboard confirmed his legitimacy.

Race, Benton, and Jonny arrived at the Quest Headquarters pyramid's ground-level main entry as their uninvited guest, following directions from the gatehouse guard, pulled into a visitor space under the broad entry portico connecting the pyramid with the beachfront Oceanography Annex.

While Jonny was now largely heading up the Quest Institute, Q-Nav 14 was Benton's development, and he took the lead in greeting the man who stepped out of the car.

Their visitor looked to be in his forties, handsome, with neatly combed-back black hair and wearing an expensively cut grey suit.

"Dr. Quest," he held out a hand, "My name is Brian Howell.  I'm a senior minority staff member for the Subcommittee on Seapower and Projection Forces.  You came before our Subcommittee in Washington some time ago."

"I recall," Benton acknowledged.  "Are you here representing the Subcommittee?"

"I'm here representing certain members of the Subcommittee," Howell answered carefully.

"I see," Benton eyed him suspiciously.  "Please, do come inside."

Benton introduced Howell to Jonny and Race, who were holding back by the glass entry doors.  He then led them into the vast entrance lobby, but no further.

Howell looked about, clearly overwhelmed by the ultramodern stone slab and concrete reception area with its tiered planters and splashing water features.  With the oversized chamber all to themselves, Benton pointed them to one of several seating areas.  An extensive glass window wall to one side looked into the nearest of the vast futuristic laboratories comprising the Science Annex.

"So Mr. Howell," Benton inquired, "what brings you to Quest Key?"

Howell sat forward, facing them.  "As the message I'm relaying is time-sensitive, I'll get right to the point.  You're of course aware of the media disclosures that have just come out regarding the breakdown of command authority taking place during the 2019 Syria drawdown.  I'm also sure you've made the connection between this incident and the missile strike near Aziz."

"Of course," Benton confirmed.

"In light of the unfortunate scope of these revelations, we anticipate enhanced scrutiny of the established narrative regarding the missile.  There are parties who believe that it's in the national interest that the narrative of an accidental strike be maintained.  To put it plainly, your active cooperation is now essential to maintain this story."

"By active cooperation," Benton returned, "you mean coming out with a public admission that there was a failure of the missile's Q-Nav 14 guidance system."

"Correct."

"You do realize what you're asking.  We still have no evidence that any such failure took place or was even a plausible possibility.  As a scientific institute with a high public profile, our credibility is crucial to our mission.  You're asking us to throw that away for something that didn't happen."

"You essentially conceded the same thing in Washington in 2021," Howell pressed.

"No," Benton retorted, "we declined to testify for what we were told were national security reasons.  There's a difference."

"The same national security concerns still apply."

"Howell," Benton faced him directly, "were those SEALs intentionally targeted in 2019?"

"No," Howell responded, his voice rising, "absolutely not.  No one in the White House, on the Hill, or in the Pentagon had anything to do with what happened."

"That's not a definitive answer," Race interjected.

"That's all you're going to get," Howell replied defensively.  "Some things are still need-to-know."

"Well then I can't give you an answer either," Benton told him off.  "This will have to be taken up with the Quest Institute's legal counsel.  I'm going to need at least several hours."

Howell relented slightly, "I'll be in Key West for the night, but I fly out first thing in the morning.  I'll need an answer to take back to my superiors."

"One way or another, you'll get your answer."

"Then I won't keep you from what you have to do," Howell wound down their discussion.  "Here's my contact information."

He handed Benton a silver foil business card with nothing but a single phone number on it.

As Howell departed, Team Quest headed back inside and up to the Residence.  There, Benton linked his phone with the main screen before selecting a listing from his contacts.  The call was answered on the first ring.

"Hello, Benton," Lynette Janssen's somber face greeted him.  "Before you say anything, I know why you're calling.  I assume you've talked to Howell by now."

"He just left," Benton confirmed.

"And?"

"And we told him we had to consult with Legal.  Lynette, for God's sake, what happened in Syria?  What's this all about and how deep does it go?"

"You can put two and two together," Janssen answered him.  "I'm sure you've drawn your own inferences regarding the timing of the Aziz mutiny and the Tomahawk strike.  All I can tell you, all I dare tell you, is that your conclusions are probably dead on.  So you know, none of this is my doing.  Since I bucked the New Patriot circus over systemic election fraud, I've been stripped of my Committee assignments.  But I still hear things.

"My advice, take whatever option Howell's offering you.  Q-Nav's had a good run.  Let it go.  Collect your chips and walk away while you still can.  If money's the issue, you'll be well rewarded for playing ball.  There's an oceanic assay appropriation to NOAA waiting to be allocated.  How would Jonny like to land a year's contract to the Institute cataloguing the impact of global warming on coastal marine life populations?"

"That'd be right up his alley," Benton conceded.

"Then take it," Janssen pressed.  The alternative if you don't is that Q-Nav will go down anyways, and you'll have the New Patriot media machine go to work on you.  You want to end up with seventy million rabid fanatics looking for your heads on a pike?  Take it from somebody who knows first hand, there's no limit to what these people are capable of."

"You paint a pretty ugly picture," Race put in.

"These are pretty ugly times," Janssen pressed her point.  "Look around you.  The social fabric of this country is unraveling by the day.  And now we have the New Patriots pulling all of the angry fringe elements on the far right together under one roof to form a united movement.  They've elevated the politics of grievance to the point that people out there are literally ready to go to war with their neighbors.  All of the voter suppression laws enacted since the Capitol Insurrection aren't there just to chip away at the edges of the electorate.  They're there so that if things come down to the wire, they can flip the results in their favor.  What's more, New Patriot-controlled legislatures have given themselves the power to overthrow election certifications and steal the mandate from the voting majority if they choose.  Make no mistake, these people are playing for all the marbles, and they're not about to let people like you or me get in their way."

The call finished, Benton gestured them towards the seating arrangement of modular sofa units.

Seated, Benton began, "I did the talking with Howell downstairs, and I take full responsibility for the situation we find ourselves in," looking at Jonny, "but the Quest Institute is going to be yours to lead in the years to come.  You're the one who's going to have to live with the consequences of what we do now.  I think this needs to be your decision to make.

"Either way, we stand to burn bridges and make enemies.  If we go along with Howell's patrons and fall on our swords, our reputations with the scientific community could be irreparably tarnished.  If we don't, it will probably be the end of much of the Quest Institute's decades-long collaboration with the Defense establishment."

Race, and no doubt Benton too, knew the answer before it was spoken.

"If it's my call," Jonny declared with all the confidence of youth, "I say we tell the truth and live with the consequences."

Noontime of the following day, Dibrana Tereshkova stepped briskly through the swinging front doors of the Bombay Beach Legion Hall.  She felt a moment's chill on her bare arms stepping from the desert heat into the air-conditioned assembly room.  Familiar faces looked up from their varied activities and flashed her welcoming greetings.  Most everyone in Bombay Beach knew most everyone else and knew the idiosyncratic backgrounds that had brought them to or kept them in this parched outpost community.  A few of those present were actual veterans, though with the Legion being one of the town's two indoor mingling venues, everyone was welcome.  Dibrana's related status as a former Air Force helicopter combat paramedic placed her squarely in the first category of patrons.  With sufficient prodding, displaying the appropriate degree of latent PTSD, she had on rare occasions related various harrowing accounts of service in Afghanistan.

The midday crowd was typical for a weekday.  Sean Kirkman and Tess Phillips were playing a game of darts while Tommy Scalera looked on with a can of beer in hand.  Norm Brubaker and Howie Lovett sat back at opposite ends of a well-worn leather sofa, looking up at a large wall-mounted HDTV.  Normally one sports channel or another would be playing, but like apprehensive Americans everywhere, these days they sat glued to the seemingly endless succession of ominous newscasts that flooded the airwaves.

"Hey, Sally," Tommy greeted her, referring to her by the alias she'd gone under since her arrival in Bombay Beach, now some eight months ago.

Dibrana knew how to make an impression or to remain invisible.  It wasn't feminine wiles but tradecraft.  Fitting in with her fellow residents, she was dressed in tight-fitting jeans and a rustic top.  The assortment of bangle bracelets on her wrists jingled as she moved.  A cascade of red hair fell casually over her slim shoulders.  Her high-cheekboned face was just beginning to show the effects of middle age, but she knew she could still turn an eye if she wanted to.

Dibrana/Sally walked behind the bar and helped herself to a can of Coke from the cooler.  She dropped her requisite dollar into a metal cash box securely affixed to the bar.  The Legion's clientele were sufficiently regular that they operated on an honor system during the day when no bartender was on duty.  She briefly turned her attention to the newscast as she sipped her drink, watching Norm and Howie's reactions as intently as she did the announcer onscreen.

The fallout from last week's Pentagon shooting of a rogue Navy SEAL continues to build.  The Navy is now acknowledging that members of the elite SEAL Team 3, operating near the town of Aziz, refused orders to withdraw in the face of a Turkish incursion into the Kurdish-held AANES region of Syria, an incursion apparently sanctioned in a one-on-one phone conversation between the Turkish President and the Oval Office on October 6, 2019.  While there have been conflicting prior reports of a possible armed confrontation between SEALs, clear findings have never emerged as this same unit was decimated by an unintended missile strike just hours later.  Prior to revelations surrounding SEAL assailant Jeremy Barnes, many of the unit's members, including the alleged mutineers, were listed as missing in action and presumed dead.  New evidence recovered in the aftermath of Lt. Barnes' death now suggests that six additional members of the mutinous faction survived the strike and remain at large.  These military fugitives are now being referred to as the Aziz Six.

This revelation has ignited a fierce national debate regarding the circumstances of the Aziz Six's actions and the nation's culpability in abandoning our Kurdish allies in the fight against ISIS in Syria.  Congressional progressives are largely defending the actions of the Aziz Six, while New Patriots insist that the 2019 Syria withdrawal was a justified Executive action carried out to spare American lives.  Beyond Washington, this debate has been taken up both within the military and in pre-election debate, becoming a toxic wedge issue further dividing an already polarized nation.

Matters came to a head in House chambers this morning when New Patriot congressman Hugh Rivers sparked jeers from the floor by saying, "These men are traitors who deserted on the battlefield.  They are absolutely without honor and should face a military firing squad!"

"This country's freakin' psycho!" Norm blurted loudly.  "I thought soldiers ran away from the field of battle 'cause they were yellow.  What're you supposed to say about soldiers who deserted to stay in a fight their country ducked out of?"

Dibrana smiled with satisfaction.  

Finishing off her Coke, she addressed the room.  "I'm making a Palm Springs run tomorrow to drop off some artwork.  Anybody need anything on the way?"

Tess immediately piped up, "I've got a COD parcel sitting in Niland.  If I give you the cash, any chance you could swing by the post office on the way back?"

"No problem," Dibrana agreed.  The inconvenience would be minor, worth it to help maintain her status as an accepted community insider.

Money in hand, Dibrana headed out to her dusty parked SUV.  She made the six block drive from the Legion on the northeast corner of town back to her own property on Avenue B.

Most of the lived-in residences of Bombay Beach consisted of either single-storey wood-sided bungalows or dusty mobile homes parked on cinderblock pads.  Dibrana's lot contained both, along with a stand-alone brick kiln.  She actually lived in the small house while the trailer was supposedly meant as her studio and storage space for her ceramic artworks.  Aluminized sun shields covered the trailer windows while an air conditioner ran continually.  An extraordinarily keen observer might have noticed that multiple cables ran from the trailer to a line of wooden telephone poles and on to the truss-framed telecommunications relay tower that loomed large over the town.

Dibrana passed briefly through her residence, opening a refrigerated tin of canned ham salad that she proceeded to make a sandwich from.  As she ate, she looked with satisfaction at the various ceramic plates, wall hangings, and small pieces of statuary filling the space.  Each was hand painted with metallic pigments and then fired so that they shone with deep iridescent hues.  The works were her own, an artform hastily yet skillfully mastered, allowing her to establish herself as one of Bombay Beach's numerous artisan residents.  Her works were carried by various Palm Springs galleries, and she actually had a modest but loyal following of collectors.  Distributing her artworks gave her the freedom to come and go about the region without drawing attention to herself.

Finishing her modest lunch, she made her way out back to the dusty mobile home.  She unlocked the door and stepped inside through a hanging mesh privacy screen.  Beyond the screen was an interior totally incongruous with the well-worn corrugated metal trailer shell.  As Dibrana pulled the door shut behind her, strips of automated LED lights switched on, illuminating the pristine brushed steel walls of a compact, futuristic communications center.  One entire wall consisted of a tiled mosaic of vidscreens over a complex workstation control panel.  A broad curved arc of self-illuminated bluescreen provided a backdrop behind the room's single chair.  An interior door accessed an additional space crammed with compact computer servers and other advanced electronics.  Finally, an array of holocameras and 3D scanners completed the operator's suite.

Dibrana scanned the multiple screens flashing at her.  Some displayed a selection of mainstream and fringe newscasts.  Some scrolled out the real-time text content of chatrooms or displayed multiple live webcam views of online users engaged in often-agitated deliberations.  More screens displayed stylized electronic maps of the United States and of Eastern Europe.  Numerous route markers and animated symbols reflected the movements of various strategic assets.  Regions of territory were color-coded in varied pastel hues, reflecting aspects of their political status.  Overall, the varied outputs presented a more systematically dissected overview of the same political chaos she'd seen playing out on the television in the Legion hall.

Almost without conscious deliberation, using various aliases, she spent the brief time it took to inject several incendiary text messages into some of the blog sites.  As her outrageous commentary was quickly seconded and passed on, she smiled with satisfaction.  For all their angry bravado, at heart these sites weren't about political affirmation but about fear, the existential fear of those rendered superfluous by a changing world that had moved on without them.  Goose that fear in just the right manner, and they could be driven to do anything she directed.

The small stuff out of the way, she clicked an icon on the centermost interactive screen.  Several seconds later, the silhouetted head and shoulders of a bald-headed man appeared onscreen.  The torso onscreen was edge-lit from below so that the man's face remained largely in shadow.

"Dibrana," the man acknowledged her.

"Hello, Marcus," she curtly returned the acknowledgment.  "I'm calling to inform you that I'm forwarding your timetable by one week.  I trust that I can count on you to have your forces ready to deploy"

She heard a sharp intake of breath, but the man knew better than to protest.

She continued, "As of now, our psy-ops are proceeding as modelled.  If that continues to hold, The Storm will be initiated on schedule.  However the recent revelations surrounding the Syria drawdown were unanticipated.  Our plans are predicated on a close race on Election Day.  Should the involvement of New Patriot interests in the Syria debacle be disclosed prior to the start of advance voting, it could tip the balance of public opinion such that our efforts become untenable.  We need to control the news cycle.  If we're compromised, we may have to act more swiftly and more decisively than planned for."

"You're taking a risk," Marcus warned.  "For the moment, this country is still a democracy.  We need to maintain a base of supporters to do what we're about to.  If we push too far too fast, it will all unravel.  Whatever went down in Syria needs to be kept contained for the next two weeks."

"Don't worry," Dibrana reassured him, "steps are being taken to make sure that nothing implicating us surfaces."

CHAPTER 4

It took less than a week from Brian Howell's empty-handed departure for Jonny's consequences to come home to roost.  Another morning, another breakfast, they never even made it as far as the dining nook before Jonny's phone chirped.  From the abrupt darkening of his expression as he took the call, it was apparent to Race and Benton that something was seriously wrong.

"What is it, son?" Benton asked as Jonny replaced the phone in his pocket.

"That was Derek Meier.  Something's happened at the Dolphin Center.  He wouldn't go into detail.  He just said I need to come right away and see for myself.  I'm gonna head up there now."

"Mind if I tag along?" Race asked, his bodyguard instinct aroused.

"Sure," Jonny agreed, seemingly glad to have some back-up."

They collected a Quest Institute Jeep, open except for a full roll cage, and headed north on Highway 1.

Reaching Grassy Key, several islands northeast of Quest Key and Boca Chica, they spotted the normally cheerful blue-trimmed white building that housed the Dolphin Research Institute's visitor center and main office.  Instead of the usual parked tourists, a contingent of Monroe County Sheriff's Office cruisers surrounded the building, with officers milling about interviewing staff and collecting evidence.

Pulling up, Race and Jonny had to identify themselves before an officer moved a portable traffic barrier to let them enter.

Jonny's eyes widened in fearful astonishment at the sight that confronted him.  In huge, bright red scrawled letters, JOHNNY QUEST, BABY KILLER!!! was written misspelled across the face of the building.  In addition, several bucketfuls of red paint had been splattered about, making the front grounds look like the site of a massacre.

As they stepped out of the Jeep, Derek Meier warily approached, as if confronting a leper.  Two business-suited men Jonny took to be plainclothes officers watched warily but held back.

"What is this?" Jonny stammered.

"It was like this when I arrived," Derek explained.  "Look around the back side."

Jonny rounded the building's corner to find another tagged message, NO MORE ADRENOCHROME MURDERS!!!!
"Adrenochrome murders?" Jonny read aloud.  "What adrenochrome murders?"

"This isn't all," Derek informed him, a note of accusation in his voice.

He pointed seaward toward the holding pens that accommodated the cetacean objects of the Dolphin Research Center's endeavours.  More police stood on the pier.

As they approached, Jonny saw Noah Sayre attempting to comfort an uncontrollably sobbing Dinah Greenberg.  Race recognized Jonny's co-workers from their varied group social activities.  Dinah barely looked up at Jonny.

Along the landward edge of one of the inner pens, an area of deck was cordoned off with police tape.  Within the pens, two motionless dolphins floated belly up.

Stepping up to the tape, Race and Jonny saw a discarded nylon sac and some butcher's wax paper strewn on a fishy-smelling patch of wet concrete.  Two whole mackerel were spilled on the deck as well.

"Poisoned it looks like," the officer shadowing them observed.  "We're assuming this is what did it."

"Ariel, Syren," Jonny looked out to the deceased mammals, who he called by name.  "Who would do this?  Why?"

"Those are the questions we'd like to explore," the officer affirmed.  "Dr. Quest, I'm Detective Breslow.  As you appear to be the target of this incident, do you have any idea what this is about?  Have you received any recent threats, made any enemies capable of something like this?"

"Detective," Race interjected, "I'm Race Bannon, head of the Quests' security team."

"I know who you are, Mr. Bannon," Breslow replied curtly.

"Then I'm sure you're aware that the Quest Institute is at the forefront of numerous global scientific and technological initiatives, not all of them universally popular.  Over the years, we've made our share of enemies and dealt with our share of threats, but I don't know of any specific parties who would engage in something like this."

"This baby killer adrenochrome murder stuff, does that mean anything to you?" Breslow queried.

Race responded, "As part of my job, I receive regular threat assessments from Intelligence 1, a member of the National Intelligence Community.  Adrenochrome, allegedly harvested from murdered children, plays a prominent role in far-right conspiracy theories.  There are fanatics out there who believe that it's used by a cabal of the rich and powerful for its supposed life extending properties.  Up until now, the Quests have never played any part in this mythology."

"So do you use adrenochrome in any of your researches?" Breslow asked Jonny.

"No," Jonny firmly answered.  "Physiologically, adrenochrome is nothing more than an intermediary in the breakdown of adrenaline.  Biochemists have never identified it as having any significant metabolic function.  It certainly is no fountain of youth, and the Quest Institute isn't conducting any sort of active research involving it."

"All right," Breslow acknowledged.  "We may have more questions for you as our investigation proceeds, but at this point, this is looking like someone, meaning anyone, acting out on their Internet-fueled paranoia.  Unfortunately we're seeing a national epidemic of hate crimes like this.  Guess it's a sign of the times we're living in."

Derek watched the exchange with a hardened expression, and even Dinah turned to listen.  Rehabilitating Ariel and Syren had been her project, and Jonny could see the devastation written on her face.

"We're gonna have a lot of cleanup once these guys are finished," Jonny offered.  "I can stick around for as long as needed."

Derek looked from Jonny to Dinah and back.  "We got this.  These guys aren't going anywhere soon.  Maybe it'd be better all around if you gave Dinah some space.  Just hold tight for a day or two and let me call you when we get this sorted a bit."

Jonny opened his mouth to protest, but Race caught his eye with a subtle warning gesture.  "Okay," he replied in a voice that said it definitely wasn't.

Race drove back while Jonny sat in the passenger seat.  He was silent for some time before asking, "Is this the retaliation Lynette Janssen was warning about?  Did I bring this on?"

"I don't know, kid," Race answered, though inwardly he'd been wondering the exact same thing.  Not that many years ago, the idea would've been unthinkable, but that was before the politics of spite and intimidation had overtaken at least one side of the nation's divided governance.

As they neared Boca Chica Key, Jonny pulled out his phone to check his messages.

"What the…" he suddenly exclaimed.

"What is it?" Race asked.

"My mailbox is maxed out.  There're like five hundred messages here, all spouting the same adrenochrome baby killer crud as back on Grassy Key."

Jonny navigated his touchscreen.  "It's not just me.  Dad's getting the same garbage on the Quest Institute site's messaging center.  The stuff's coming from everywhere.  There must be some sort of viral hate campaign being directed at us."

They arrived back at the guardhouse securing the built-up entry bridge onto Quest Key only to find the guard doubled.  Just inside the regular entry gate, a vicious-looking spike belt had been deployed.

"Not a good sign," Race noted as they were checked through.

Once inside the Residence, they learned that Benton was also aware of the bombardment of online hate mail being directed at them.  In response, he'd informed Intelligence 1 and elevated the security status of the island compound.

As he relayed what had taken place at the Dolphin Research Center, Race could see Jonny's initial shock turning to something darker.

"These people were my friends," he let out.  "Dinah spent months rehabilitating those dolphins to the point they could be returned to open water.  They looked at me like I asked for this to happen.  At least if this occured on behalf of some rational cause, maybe I could get my head around it.  But Ariel and Syren slaughtered, the Institute trashed, all on account of some asinine conspiracy theory that anyone with the bleeping brains to get through the ninth grade would recognize as a load of bull.  Freakin' dung-for-brains fascist dirtbags!  I'd like to take a freakin' baseball bat to whoever did this!"

"Enough," Benton sternly cut him off.  "That's not going to help."  Waving his tablet,  "This didn't come out of nowhere.  Somebody's manipulated all these people into coming after us.  Whoever's pulling the strings, they're our real enemy."

"Yeah, right," Jonny sulked off.

"You know, Doc," Race confided with the two left alone, "Jonny's not wrong.  This was a pretty ugly piece of butchery to inflict over a load of tinfoil hat idiocy.  Somebody's out to prove that for all our security, they can still get to us."

"You're thinking of Lynette's warning," Benton pushed him.  "And you suspect the House Subcommittee are coming after us now?" Benton asked.

"Not directly," Race shook his head.  "Did Howell strike you as just your typical House staffer?"

"Not really," Benton conceded.  "You don't send a messenger boy to deliver an ultimatum like the one he dropped on us."

Race went on, "I think there are puppet masters out there that we haven't uncovered yet.  I think they've got even the Subcommittee running scared, and now that we're not going along with their Syria cover-up, they're going to do everything in their power to either discredit or destroy us."

That evening, as Team Quest reconvened after their day, a call came through on the communications wall of the Main Room.  Race clicked the answer key and Hadji's face appeared on the big screen.  From his bloodshot eyes and taut expression it was oibvious that something was wrong in Bangalore as well.

"What's going on?" Benton asked.

"We've been hit by a catastrophic cyber attack," Hadji replied.  "Pramana Technologies is in shambles."

Race and Benton exchanged sideward glances.

"What happened, Hadji?" Race tersely queried.

"We're still putting the pieces together," a rattled Hadji stammered.  "Up until a few hours ago, I would've staked anything that our cybersecurity was ironclad.  We were hit with some sort of advanced malware code that streamed through our firewalls like water through a sieve.  I've never seen anything like it.  Once inside, it wormed its way into every corner of our company network, scrambling files as it went.  We've lost essentially everything in online storage.

"But that's not the worst of it.  This attack was planned for.  As a matter of course, we maintain offline back-ups in multiple off-site locations.  We just worked through isolating and purging a sector of our system.  As soon as we attempted to reinstall from back-up, the replacement data stream became corrupted.  It's now looking like our back-up servers were surreptitiously infiltrated and infected months ago.  We're estimating that we've lost anywhere from four to eight months of coding man-hours company-wide."

"My god," Benton gasped.

"In principle, we could build back," Hadji confided, "but financially, I'm not sure we can absorb this big a hit.  The point of this venture was to provide fair wage employment for exploited South Asian high-tech workers.  Now it looks like we may lose over half the workforce we've built up for the simple reason that we can't pay them."

"Any idea who did this?" Race questioned.

"Not much doubt there," Hadji answered.  "Take a look at this."

Hadji's face was replaced by an ominous red screen with an unidentified logo in the corner.  A silhouetted anonymous figure boomed in a deep bass, electronically altered voice.

We are the Acolytes of Freedom.  Today we've struck a mortal blow to the Deep State elite and their global fellow travellers.  Over the past weeks, patriots have risked their all to expose a monstrous crime.  Pramana Technologies and the Quest Institute have used mass COVID vaccination as a smokescreen for injecting mind-controlling nanobots into the bloodstreams of hundreds of millions of unsuspecting victims.  Their ultimate goal, to subjugate citizens to the depraved agenda of the socialist one-worlders…

Hadji's face returned.  "It goes on like that for forty minutes.  Our cybersecurity team can trace it back as far as the Rocky Mountain states but not to a specific URL.  What's more, the location doesn't jive with what we've recovered of the inserted code in our systems.  Forensic analysis doesn't specifically match the coding to any known cyberthreat entities, but elements of it were Russian –specifically Russian GRU."

Race listened intently.  "A Russian malware attack launched by an actor in the US against an Indian tech venture.  Go figure."

Hadji continued, "Apparently these Acolytes of Freedom have been around for awhile.  They've placed untraceable posts on various anti-vaxer forums, mostly paranoid fringe stuff.  Up until a few days ago, it was Bill Gates and microchips.  Now it seems like the narrative has flipped over to us inserting nanobots into COVID vaccines."

Benton shook his head.  "Adrenochrome youth serums, nanobots in vaccines, this stuff'd be laughable, but there are millions of brainwashed fanatics out there swallowing it hook, line, and sinker.  It's only a matter of time until somebody gets killed over this.

"We've had a disaster of our own here," Benton elaborated.  "Someone vandalized the Dolphin Center and poisoned a pair of dolphins in an attack apparently aimed at Jonny.  We suspect this goes back to Q-Nav 14 and the Syria mutiny, but we have no proof.  Whatever the reason, it looks like we've gotten ourselves into an all-out war with the far right."

Race qualified, "This is a pretty concerted effort to carry out just for spite's sake.  We don't know the full story behind the Syria missile impact, if that's what this is all about.  It seems that in not backing the official narrative of an accident, we've become a threat to somebody, somewhere in the shadows.  Until we figure out who and why, we're likely going to continue taking salvos coming at us from unknown quarters.  We need to turn this around before one of us ends up dead."

"What sort of support do you suppose you'd get from law enforcement on your end?" Hadji asked.

"A serious crime's been committed," Race replied.  "The police can't just ignore that.  But this is Florida.  If an investigation starts zeroing in on New Patriot interests in Washington or elsewhere, you know there's going to be pressure from Tallahassee to drop it."

"What about calling in Intelligence 1?" Hadji pressed.  "God knows, they should have our backs."

"They should," Race acknowledged, "but it's not that simple.  Even as a joint multinational command, I1 has pretty broad jurisdiction to pursue matters of scientific intelligence on domestic soil.  But there's no way ODNI's going to sit back and let a multinational intelligence agency conduct a hostile probe of sitting members of Congress or their high-level backers.  I think we're back where we were when we butted heads with General Tyler a few years ago.  When push comes to shove, we're on our own in this."

"Then we find our own resources," Benton put in.  "Whoever's behind this seems to be following a pattern of planting inflammatory online disinformation about us in order to incite third party attacks.  Assuming they're state-connected actors, they're not going to leave an obvious online trail to retrace.  Just like the attack on Hadji, we need some sort of next-gen advantage of our own to cut through their cyber-defenses."

"When it comes to cybersecurity," Jonny chimed in, "the most next-gen guy we know is my old prof, Max Schroeder."

Race chuckled, "You mean online cannabis forum Max Schroeder?"

"Hey, the guy was a few years ahead of his time," Jonny defended.

"Jonny's right," Benton seconded.  "Whatever his ideosyncrocies, the man was a world-class heuristics thinker.  He might well be our ace-in-the-hole.  Can we track him down?"

"Last I heard," Jonny replied, "he'd dropped out of the mainstream and moved out to the West Coast.  It's been awhile, but I'm pretty sure I still have his contact information.  It would be a hoot to see him again."

"Hold on," Race protested.  "With everything that's going on, I think you and your dad are safest right here.  I'll go." 

CHAPTER 5

Race let out a sigh as he looked up at Max Schroeder's house, wondering if the condition of the property was a reflection of the state of mind of its occupant.

Twenty-four hours previously, Jonny had tracked Schroeder down and renewed contact with his former prof.  When appraised of their situation, Schroeder'd been more than eager to help, almost too dismissive of the potential risk in getting involved.  Race recalled the man had never shied away from controversy or confrontation.

Arriving by commercial flight in south central California, he'd taken an airport shuttle that had dropped him off in the beachfront town of Crystal Cove.  The small town center, consisting of a few square blocks of mostly tourist-oriented shops and restaurants, was perched on a bluff overlooking the Pacific.  Hispanic southwestern architecture predominated in many of the older heritage buildings.

Abutting the commercial district, the gently sloping hillside leading down to the ocean was criss-crossed with narrow residential streets.  The rows of homes were invariably oriented westward, most with picture windows and expansive decks or balconies to take advantage of the impressive water view.  Approaching sea level was a wider thoroughfare lined with beachfront eateries and motels.  These faced across the road onto a wide stretch of sandy beach.  Near the center of the sparkling crescent cove, after which the town was named, a wooden pedestrian pier extended some 1,500 feet out into the Pacific.  In most respects, Crystal Cove was a typically charming California coastal tourist town/retirement community.  Not at all a bad place to live, he reflected.

Consulting a smartphone map of the area, he decided he could easily make the downhill trek to Schroeder's house, situated roughly midway down the incline.  He slung his overnight bag over his shoulder and followed the town's quaint main street westward.  Taking in the expansive view as he descended, he noted that the town's more northerly residences were largely modernistic, glass-fronted high-end homes.  Further southward, were more modest board-and-batten character homes, many with timber terraces and traditional flowerbeds fronting them.  At regular intervals, stepped walkways extended down the hillside, providing residents pedestrian access to the waterfront amenities.  The air was clear, moderating the California heat with a constant ocean breeze.

Indistinct in the heat haze off to the south, an enormous pier extended seaward.  The silhouettes of huge gantry cranes and docked container ships readily identified it as a commercial shipping terminal.  Having such a southerly neighbor would explain why the town's more gentrified areas extended northward.

Matt Schroeder's modest home sat near the end of a triangular-shaped block where two diagonally running roads merged into one heading downwards.  A tiny neighborhood park with a few ornate benches formed the tip of the triangle, affording a scenic overlook of the pier far below.  The former professor's home turned out to be a modest gable-roofed traditional wood-sided structure.  Like most of the town's residences, it was clearly designed to capitalize on the incomparable ocean view.  There was a full front porch, whose flat roof formed a second-storey deck.  Behind the deck, a continuously windowed front sitting room afforded off-season viewing.

On the flipside, both the structure and its lot looked to be in need of serious upkeep.  The light grey housepaint was extensively flaked, the small front lawn was overgrown, and the three-foot stone retaining wall fronting the property was half hidden under a near-impassable tangle of hedges and vines.

Race picked his way up the stone steps and gingerly crossed over to the front door.  His knock was answered by a grey-bearded face he recognized as an older Matt Schroeder.

"Race Bannon," Max greeted him warmly enough.  "Come on in.  It's good to see you.  Sorry it's taken you guys being targeted to put us back in touch.  How's Jonny doing?"

"Prior to our recent misadventures," Race answered stepping inside, "he was doing quite well.  He's basically running the Quest Institute now with Benton just occasionally stepping in to deal with legacy projects he headed up, mostly Defense stuff.  Jonny's more into ecology and oceanography."

"I'd always hoped he'd gravitate towards heuristics or artificial intelligence," Max confessed.  He certainly had the mind for it."

"Actually Hadji's the one who's ended up going down the computer science road in a big way.  He's built Pramana Technologies from the ground up into a cutting-edge fair-wage software development firm."

"More power to him," Max smiled.  Switching gears, he offered, "Hope you don't mind, I took the liberty of ordering in Italian.  It arrived about five minutes before you did, so let's have some dinner before we get into it."

They settled into a casual dining nook looking out from the rear of Max's modest kitchen.  Max provided place settings, and they dished what turned out to be a surprisingly good homestyle spaghetti and meat sauce served from a pair of cardboard trays.  An Italian salad and garlic bread accompanied the pasta.  Max offered wine, but Race accepted iced tea instead.

They engaged in reminiscing small talk over the meal, much of it involving their various exploits with Jonny.  Race picked up on a few college antics he decided would be best kept to himself.

As they adjourned to a dining room overtaken with computer hardware, Schroeder's tone turned more serious.  "So you didn't fly all the way out here to shoot the bull with the likes of me.  What's on your mind?"

Over the next half hour, Race laid out their entanglement with the Syria missile strike and, by extension, the alleged SEAL mutiny.  He described the assault on the Dolphin Research Center and the cyberattack in Bangalore.  Finally he directed Max to the volumes of online hate content that had sprung up since their sending Brian Howell packing.

"So just what are you looking for from me?" Max asked.

"We can't defend against scores of random Internet fanatics out for our blood.  There's no way to predict where the next attack is coming from until it's too late.  We need to know who's pulling the strings from behind the curtain."

"That might be a taller order than you realize," Max cautioned.

"This is your element," Race pitched.  "Aside from being one of the leading cybersecurity brains on the planet, you were one of the biggest conspiracy geeks I've ever run across.  Heck, I remember you trying to convince Jonny that the Vice-President was an alien from space."

"Yea," Max cracked a smile, "I guess that's fair enough, but we're living in a different world today.  It used to be that paranoia towards the military-industrial complex was a left-wing pastime.  Remember The X-Files?  But ever since Obama, the far right has pretty much taken ownership of the online conspiracy world.  Forget Reptilians or Illuminati, now the villains are the Deep State and the coastal elites, i.e. people like you and me.  But the real change came after the January 6th Capitol Insurrection.  There's more and more disinformation more convincingly packaged to the point that no one but an intelligence data analyst can discern what is or isn't real.  And it's not just the content that's getting upgraded.  The people pumping this stuff out know how to cover their tracks.  Beyond a point, much of it's virtually untraceable.

"Listen," he continued, "I've occasionally poked around the edges of this stuff, but I'd think carefully before you start seriously messing with these guys.  As I said, the online world's not what it once was.  Your everyday user goes blithely surfing around the surface of the World Wide Web, but they haven't a clue as to the predators lurking down in the depths.  It takes resources to maintain the level of anonymity we're talking about.  I've known people who've dug too deep and ruffled the wrong feathers.  I've seen families terrorized, professional careers sabotaged, people arrested and jailed on the basis of planted evidence, and a few more persistent investigators who've just disappeared right off the radar.  Are you really sure you want to go down this rabbit hole?"

"We're already being targeted," Race returned.  "You push people hard enough, and they push back, plain and simple."

"Alright then," Max agreed, seating himself at his workstation, "let's do it.  Truth be told, I've always hoped that one day I'd have a good enough reason to stick it to these fascist creeps.  I've got a few zero-day exploits I've kept tucked away for a situation like this."

"Zero-day what?" Race asked.

Max patiently explained, "A zero-day exploit is a suite of malware that's been held back to catch the enemy off-guard.  Cyberwar isn't like conventional warfare, where you can count tanks and missiles to know who's got the upper hand.  It doesn't take a global superpower to come up with a new zero-day exploit.  There're plenty of superbrains out there for hire.  In the end, cyberwar is like poker.  The reason you don't hear heads of state thumping their chests about their cyber capability is that no one really knows who's got the upper hand until it's time to lay your cards on the table."

"I assume that goes for us too," Race stated explicitly.

"You got it," Max acknowledged, plugging in a flash drive.  "These are Max Schroeder originals.  To my knowledge, there's nothing out there capable of countering the exploits I'm gonna launch, but there's always that possibility that someone somewhere's anticipated them and laid traps accordingly."

Over the next three hours, Max began with straightforward searches for extreme hate content regarding the Quests or the Quest Institute.  They weren't difficult to find.  From each offensive blog or chatroom, Max's software began tracing back through the innumerable users visiting them.  Race watched him occasionally modifying search phrases to steer the otherwise automated process.  With each successive search, matrices of alphanumeric metadata were displayed and stored.  Periodically Max would stop and compile the data he'd collected only to come up with an impossibly long list of possible sources.

It was approaching midnight when his collation routines advanced to a previously unseen stage of computations.

"Wait for it…" an excited Max announced.

A single alphanumeric code displayed onscreen.

"Yes!" Max cried out.  "We've traced back to a single point source."

He swiped to copy the code and dropped it onto a desktop icon.  It only took a moment for a full readout to appear.

"This is it," he triumphantly proclaimed.  "I can't give you a specific URL, but all of the online attacks on you generated over the last few days originated from a single relay tower in Bombay Beach, California."

"Bombay Beach?" Race asked puzzled.  "I know it.  It's a semi-ghost town on the Salton Sea near Palm Springs.  Back in the Navy, I passed through there once with a group of Top Gun pilots hitting the road on a long weekend pass.  Not much left even back then."

"Well," Max shrugged, "somebody there now isn't a fan."

"Thanks, Max," Race congratulated.  "This is something to work with.  It's three AM back east now, but comes morning I'll talk with Jonny and Benton and figure where we go from here."

Max took a few moments standing down his hardware before directing Race upstairs.  It turned out that aside from Max's own bedroom, the second floor was also overrun with computer paraphernalia.  Max pointed him up another stairwell to what turned out to be a comfortable, sloped-ceilinged, finished attic guestroom.  There was a large arched window on the front side of the house and a second dormer window that provided a scenic view of the moonlit Pacific as well as a refreshing breeze through the room.

Tired as he was, the professional operative in Race couldn't help thinking of Max's warnings of possible detection and retaliation.  Out of an abundance of caution, he switched off the bedside lamp and dropped off to sleep fully dressed on top of the covers.

A few hundred miles inland from where Race and Max were winding down their seemingly successful day, Dibrana was also keeping a late night, coaxing along one of the unsuspecting online assets she was grooming.  Many of her candidates were night owls, venting their hidden rage online after their families or housemates had gone off to bed.  Scanning the varied chatrooms she followed, she noticed Jimmy Chapman was online.  Good.  With one leg, he'd never be a soldier for the cause, but he was a useful tool in amplifying whatever messaging she sought to plant.  She switched on her webcam and accessed the site.

"Hello, Jimmy," she greeted her mark.

"Kim!" Jimmy instantly brightened.

Three prominent screens were positioned along the tiled video wall directly in front of her.  The left showed the webcam view of her seated in her trailer studio.  The middle screen showed a modestly overweight man in his thirties parked in a wheelchair in a cluttered finished-basement den.

The right-hand screen displayed the computer-generated visage of Kim Cardero, one of her online avatars.  To the unsuspecting, Kim appeared as a perfectly normal flesh-and-blood chatroom visitor, an understatedly attractive brunette with hair tied back, wearing a worn cableknit sweater.  The virtual construct spoke and moved in perfect synch with the real Dibrana.

Private chat? a typed message scrolled out on a smaller text screen.

Sure, Dibrana typed back, switching over to a private chatroom with just herself and Jimmy.

"You don't look too happy tonight," Dibrana/Kim confided.

"Leg hurts like a son-of-a-gun," Jimmy grated.  "Hasn't been this bad in months."

Dibrana knew Jimmy was referring to his non-existent right leg, which he experienced with debilitating phantom pain.  She also knew that his level of discomfort directly correlated with his emotional state.

"I thought your new specialist at the VA was helping with that," she commiserated.

"So did I," Jimmy groused.  "I thought I'd really turned the corner with my first spinal cortisone injection four months ago, but the second shot isn't doing squat.  Now they wanna put me back in freakin' psychotherapy."

"Oh Jimmy," Dibrana feigned sympathy.

"I don't need to sit around another circle with a bunch of freakin' gimps.  I need my leg back!"

"What set this off again?" Dibrana fished for something useful.

"Haven't you been watching the whole media circus around Jeremy Barnes and the Aziz Six? Freakin' traitors!"

Yes! Dibrana exclaimed inwardly while keeping her expression perfectly neutral.

Jimmy ranted, "I just can't believe the lefties are treating these dirtbags like some kind of heroes.  They're freakin' scum.  They defied orders and deserted their posts, putting their comrades in harm's way.  Then when their CO tried to bring 'em back into line, they freakin' turned their guns on their fellow SEALs."

"The media are saying the Six were standing by their Kurdish allies," Dibrana baited him.

"That's a bunch of bull!" Jimmy exclaimed angrily.  "They're soldiers.  Soldiers don't get to choose which orders they follow.  You think I wanted to deploy with that convoy the day I got my leg blown off in Iraq?  We'd had two vehicles taken out by IUD's on that same road in the last three weeks, but some major safely back at Command HQ decided it was an acceptable risk sending us out."

His voice became teary as he went on, "I just wanted to serve my country before I settled down.  I had a life lined up when I came out of the service.  I was in line to take over the family business, biggest hunting expedition outfitters in the state.  Instead I'm dribbling away my life cooped up in a freakin' cubicle, selling home insurance to a bunch of IT whiz kids who haven't a clue as to what real sacrifice is.  I was a good Marine.  I followed orders, and look what it got me."

"You're right, it isn't fair," Dibrana steered the conversation.  "Men like you serve their country honorably, and then something happens and suddenly you're just a liability to everyone.  Meanwhile something like the Aziz Six pops up, and the left are all up in arms about re-litigating the Kurds and the Syria pull-out, overlooking the central truth that those men are deserters and murderers who belong in a military prison.  It's just one more example of how rotten the whole Deep State has become.

"That's what we're up against.  That's why patriots like you, men who've paid their dues for our liberty, need to keep raising your voices…"

Dibrana was interrupted in her performance by the flashing of a warning icon from a bank of monitors that was normally quiescent.

"Sorry Jimmy," she cut short their session, "something's come up.  I've gotta go.  We'll talk again soon, I promise."

As her connection clicked off, she rolled her chair to face the I/O monitoring station.

Below the insistently blinking light, a text screen scrolled out:

Foreign OS detected at 23:49:03

Origin: 300485:17119:84881

Decode: 403_Columbia_St/Crystal_Cove/CA/USA

Tertiary URL relay firewall compromised

Dibrana let out a sharp intake of breath.  Not wasting time, she rolled herself back to the central console and clicked on a screen icon.

"Marcus," she addressed the martial-looking silhouette onscreen, "we have a problem."

CHAPTER 6

It was still full dark when Race was jolted awake by a loud booming crash.  The glowing LED clock on the bedstand read 3:13 AM.  He tumbled out of bed, half stumbling to find his way in the unfamiliar darkness.  The sound of heavy, racing footfalls –lots of them- reverberated from below.  He scrambled to the dormer window and looked down to see a line of figures moving stealthily along the side of the house towards the front entry.  In the moonlight, he was able to discern that they were helmeted, wearing anonymous olive green tactical gear with black, ribbed balaclavas masking their faces.  They advanced in tactical precision, AR-15's at the ready.  How many more were already in the house?

His first instinct was to get to Schroeder on the level below.  While he might be a computer whiz, Race suspected his street survival skills to be nil, leaving him defenseless against the invading forces, whoever they might be.

In the moments it took him to reach the top of the stairwell, the situation was already unravelling.  The faint green illumination provided by a pair of second floor nightlights highlighted a phalanx of operatives moving up the stairs from ground level.  Dressed in his pyjamas, Max stepped out from his bedroom to investigate.  Seeing the heavily armed contingent confronting him, he threw up his arms in a panicked gesture of surrender.

"Don't shoot!" he called out.  "I'm not resisting.  Don't shoot me!"

The attempted surrender couldn't have been more wrong.  A staccato burst of automatic weapons fire reverberated deafeningly in the enclosed hallway space.  Race saw Max cut down, taking the full burst directly in the chest.  His body twitched like a ragdoll as it was tossed violently backwards.

Race knew instantly that Max would be dead within seconds.  Adrenaline surging, the instinct for self-preservation kicked in.  Grabbing a bed pillow as a shield, he flung himself headlong through the dormer window.  Glass shards and sections of mullion rained down around him.  He landed on soft grass, dropping and rolling to dissipate the impact.  Uninjured, he sprang back to his feet and rounded the front corner of the house, only to run directly into a lone rear guard holding position on the front porch.

Crouching face to face within inches of one another, Race was too close for the trooper to bring his AR to bear.  But his opponent proved to be a lethally able combatant, wisely going for the automatic pistol holstered on his thigh.  Race couldn't simultaneously control the AR and keep the man from bringing his holdout pistol into play.  Knowing he was a half-second from taking a terminal shot to the gut, Race let go of the assault rifle and grasped at the man's helmet, twisting his head violently sideways.  With an audible snap of vertebrae, the man went instantly limp and dropped like a length of cordwood.

Race spared the moment it took to retrieve the dead operative's fallen Glock, then sprinted over the tangled lawn onto the sidewalk, searching for an avenue of escape.  The single lot-deep converging tip of the triangular block offered little opportunity for concealment close at hand.  He had little choice but to make the perilous dash across the brightly moonlit street, illuminated as if in a spotlight.  He took the gamble that the force inside was still intent on clearing the house.  He made the crossing without drawing fire and swung himself over a waist-height cyclone fence on the other side.  He dropped into the densely tangled shrubbery at the rear of the next sloping lot downhill from Max's.  Looking back, he saw troopers re-emerging onto the porch searching for him.  Neighboring house lights were coming on as well.  Moments later, an anonymous police-type armored van rounded the tip of the little triangular park, a searching spotlight roving the darkness.  He hugged the ground tightly.

As the vehicle moved on, Race crawled low to the ground until he came upon one of the stepped pedestrian ways leading downhill.  Moving stealthily, he followed it as far as the next mid-block back laneway.  He headed southward down the lane, using bushes and trash cans for cover.  Before he reached the end of the block, the armored van reappeared on the street ahead, briefly shining its light in his direction.

Still undetected, sticking to the laneways and pedestrian stairs, he worked his way downward and towards the south end of town.  In addition to the anonymous van, marked Crystal Cove Police cruisers now roamed the darkened streets.  Undoubtedly the chatter of automatic weapons fire that had mowed down Max had been called in by frightened neighbors.  As he traversed further from the crime scene, he calmed himself enough to attempt to assess his situation.  Max had been forthright about the possibility of their being detected online and retaliated against, but he'd taken that to likely be in the form of further anonymous harassment, not a brazenly public military-style assault launched within hours.  Had it been him and the Quests who'd been negligent in informing Max of the potential stakes surrounding the Syria debacle?

Still, without knowing who was ultimately targeting them, he could only speculate as to the spec ops force now hunting him.  It was exceedingly unlikely that regular military would be deployed for a wetworks op on domestic soil.  Could they have been some sort of tactical police unit?  The lack of any call for their surrender and the stone-cold execution of Max Schroeder seemingly discounted that possibility.  This had been a targeted hit.  Some nebulous mercenary force recruited out of the shadow world of private military contractors seemed the most likely possibility.

He considered the option of turning himself in to one of the patrolling squad cars.  The obvious downside was that this would be far from any sort of routine police investigation.  If the operative he'd killed was some sort of shadow asset, he could spend days or even weeks in police custody while ultimately the FBI attempted to sort out what had gone down.  At best, he'd be confined under guard in a safehouse somewhere.  At worst, he could end up cooling his heels in lock-up until he was cleared.  Meanwhile Jonny and Benton would be left on their own to defend against the next unpredictable onslaught.  And who was to say that whoever had masterminded tonight's butchery couldn't get at him within the confines of law enforcement custody?  No, his best option for staying alive was to evade capture and somehow covertly make his way to confront whatever awaited him in Bombay Beach.

Race knew the clock was ticking.  Once law enforcement discovered two corpses sprawled out on Max's property, the manhunt for him was bound to intensify.  He needed to get out of Crystal Cove now, before police copters were called in and a methodical grid search organized.  Chances were the major roads out of town were already being covered.  A lone pedestrian hoofing it at 3 AM was bound to be challenged.  He recalled a rail line paralleling the main waterfront drive.  Undoubtedly it would have to pass through the big container port occupying the next inlet south of Crystal Cove.  Once there, he'd be less likely to stand out amidst the 24/7 bustle of dockside activity.  He just had to get there undiscovered.

He selected a quiet-looking residential street well shaded by stately trees to make his final descent to waterfront level.  Stealthily, he made his way past a row of seniors' apartments with Southwestern-looking arched entryways and darkened windows.  Again he made the treacherous crossing over the well-lit beachfront thoroughfare and began following the tracks southward.  To his right, moonlight glistened on the rippling Pacific lapping against a wide stretch of beach.

After a short distance, nearing the outskirts of town, the beach road turned upwards along the incline while the tracks continued straight along a right-of-way surrounded by woods on either side.  The better part of a mile on, he could see the mercury-vapor glow of dockyard lights at the end of the wooded tunnel.  He passed the boarded-up remains of a defunct surf shop and left Crystal Cove behind.  The incessant chirping of insects and the dank odor of oceanside woods were overpowering as he made his way along the eerie rail corridor.  He didn't dare use his phone light, instead following the glint of the distant dock lights on the polished steel tracks.  For all its spooky ambiance, he knew he was far safer in the sheltering darkness than he had been back on the moonlit lanes and streets.

At length, the slot of brightness ahead began to widen out.  He could see what appeared to be a paved lot at the foot of a descending roadway before several sidings branched out from the main rail line.  Further on, a line-up of semi's were being checked through a gatehouse and directed towards various of the numerous numbered lanes of an expansive container yard.  Over it all, the red warning lights of enormous gantry cranes blinked balefully.  Studying the site, he didn't identify any immediate threats.

As he stepped out into the light, two dull thumps sounded, causing him to dive for cover.  To his astonishment, a black-garbed man dropped in a heap from the overhead foliage some fifty feet to his right.  The elongated shape of a sniper rifle landed beside him.  He'd been mere moments from walking into a lethal ambush.

A darkened car parked at the side of the road in the opposite direction suddenly roared to life, its high beams flashing on blindingly bright.  The vehicle raced the hundred feet to where the tracks emerged from the woods.

"Get in!" the driver shouted, reaching over to swing open the passenger door.

Race's mind raced.  Could this be a set-up staged to lure him into custody?  No, his gut told him to take the situation at face value.  He pulled himself off the ground and dove into the beckoning vehicle.  He pulled the door shut as they did a sharp U-turn and barrelled back up the hill.  A late-model .45 with a large suppresser sat on the seat between him and the driver, presumably the weapon used to take out the concealed sniper.  Race resisted the temptation to grab it.

"Keep your head down," the driver instructed as they made a right at the top.  Race saw the red and blue reflections of police flashers as they pulled past a pair of squad cars speeding northward towards Crystal Cove.

Another minute passed before he pronounced, "Okay, we're clear."

"What the devil?" Race exclaimed.  "Who are you?"

"Later," his apparent benefactor snapped curtly.  "For now, let's just put some distance between us and Crystal Cove."

They drove another ten minutes through moonlit countryside along secondary roads before pulling onto a larger highway.  Only after they'd proceeded several additional miles did they pull into the parking lot of an all-night truck stop.

For the first time, Race was able to take a better look at his apparent rescuer.  The man looked to be in his early forties, well muscled, with medium length brown hair and a day's worth of stubble.

"I'm sure your head must be spinning," the man offered.  "I'm afraid you and the Quests have fallen down a rabbit hole into my world, Mr. Bannon."

Race raised an eyebrow at the fact that this stranger apparently knew him.

"Yes, I know who you are," he hastily explained.  "Admiral Bennett sent me.  My name is Ryan Sinclair.  I was a member of SEAL Team 3, one of the so-called Aziz Six as the media has labelled us.  When we get in off the streets and have a chance to regroup, I'll fill you in on how my team-mates and I got to where we're at.  For now, you just need to know that we're working off-the-books with Admiral Bennett to track down whoever tried to take us out with a missile strike, the same people who're now out to pin that strike on you and the Quest group."

"How in the world did you find me?" Race asked.

Sinclair explained, "The Admiral has a source within a far right militia group called the Patriot Guard."

"Heard of them," Race acknowledged.

"Just after midnight, Bennett got an urgent alert from this source that the Guard were moving on Max Schroeder.  He knew through Intelligence 1 that you were on your way to California to contact Schroeder.  That really set off alarm bells.  The source couldn't provide details, just that there was a kill order out on the two of you.  Once Bennett put me on the case, I drove like a bat out of hell to get here, but by the time I arrived, Schroeder's place was swarming with police looking for you."

"Why not just call us directly?" Race implored.  "Max is dead because we were taken by surprise."

"Unfortunately, your friend wasn't as good as he thought he was.  Apparantly the Guard, or parties allied to them, tapped back into Schroeder's systems.  That's how they ID'd you as well As Schroeder.  If Bennett tipped his hand, he'd have been serving up his asset in the Guard like a lamb to the slaughter.  So he sent me to back you up."

"So what were you doing sitting down by the tracks?" Race pressed.

Sinclair answered, "That's the route I'd have taken to exfil in your situation.  You're an experienced operative.  I figured it was a safe bet you'd do the same.  Considering the back-up they had positioned, apparently the Guard figured it as well."

"Well, I owe you for that one," Race acknowledged gratefully.

Sinclair met his gaze.  "So my question is, what did the two of you dig up to warrant so heavy-handed a response?  The Guard burned a lot of assets to go after you the way they did."

Race thought carefully before confiding in this stranger.  Did he trust Sinclair?  The answer was a qualified yes.  It had been too improbable a chain of events to be a set-up to bring them together.  Nobody planned covert ops that way.

"We found a location for whoever's pulling the strings," he answered.

The look of astonishment on Sinclair's face further convinced him the man was the genuine article.

"Jeez," Sinclair exclaimed, "we've been barely holding our own, trying to track these guys for years now.  If you know where they are, it could change the game entirely.

"But until we know where we stand with law enforcement, we should get off the roads.  We'll blend in more easily comes the morning rush."

They continued on through the night until they came upon an undistinguished-looking motor lodge, its flamingo-pink neon signage telegraphing a welcoming invite.  Sinclair parked well back from the road and they headed for the office.  Approaching the door, Race withdrew his wallet from his back pocket.

"No go," Sinclair waved.  "You swipe a credit card or use a bank machine and you might as well send up a skyrocket.  We've been at this for awhile.  We've got you covered for now.  If we get through this, you can settle up your tab later."

Surprisingly, as they stepped inside a television could be heard through a door behind the counter.  It only took a few moments for a bespectacled older man to appear wearing a cardigan over a faded tracksuit.  He seemed surprisingly laid back at their arrival considering the hour was now approaching 5:00 AM.  Sinclair booked an economy room with twin beds and they headed off for the night.  Despite his exhaustion, Race's mind was too full of questions to allow him a restful night's sleep.

CHAPTER 7

Race came awake just before 9 AM to find sunlight streaming through the semi-closed blinds.  Sinclair was already up, studying a road map spread across his own bed.  The television was on with the volume turned down.

"Morning, sleepy head," he greeted.  "Good timing, the local news is coming up at the top of the hour."

He picked up the remote and turned up the volume just as the programming cut from a network morning show.

Good morning.  This is your Local 58 Morning Report.  We're coming to you today with new developments in the school board stand-off in Anaheim.  But first we take you to breaking news regarding an early morning police raid on a residence in Crystal Cove that's led to two deaths, one a suspect, the other a police officer.  Details are sketchy at this time regarding the circumstances of the raid or the name and affiliation of the slain officer.  Crystal Cove police are confirming that the dead civilian was Maxwell Schroeder, a local resident.  Police have issued an arrest warrant for this man, identified as Roger "Race" Bannon, a Florida resident.

Race cringed as his portrait appeared onscreen.

"Well that complicates things," Sinclair stated with surprising nonchalance.  "Now we're both fugitives from the law."

"I've got to contact the Quest Institute," Race shook his head.  "They're not going to know what really happened."

"I'm not sure we know what really happened," Sinclair shot back.  "Look, you want to make a last call, we'll backtrack a ways and you can let the Quest group know what's happened.  But that's it.  Every time someone pings your cell or runs a trace, the noose tightens around us.  Lets check out of here and grab some breakfast.  Once you make your call, I want to be making tracks out of the area."

On the road, they swung through a fast food drive through and picked up breakfast sandwiches and coffee.  Then they retraced the last leg of their previous night's route before Race speed-dialed Jonny's number on his smartphone.

"Race," Jonny exclaimed, "thank god!  We've had calls from both Admiral Bennett and Cmdr. Harris that you were in trouble.  They're saying you killed a cop."

"I killed somebody," Race retorted, "but he was no cop."

"Dad's here beside me.  I'm going to put you on speaker."

"Hello, Race," Benton's voice greeted him.  "We've been informed by Intelligence 1 as to what the California news media are reporting, but why don't you give us your own account of what happened?"

Race recounted, "I got here uneventfully and briefed Max as to what we were looking for.  He dove right in and came up with a location around midnight last night.  With the time difference, I was going to wait and call you first thing this morning.  Then around 3 AM, some sort of paramilitary assault force breached the house.  They gunned down Max in cold blood as he tried to surrender himself.  I'm sorry, Jonny, I know he was a friend."

"Yea, he was," Jonny croaked.

Race continued, "There was no warning.  We were overrun before we even knew what was happening.  Believe me, Max was beyond saving. I would've been next, so I took a dive out an attic window and ended up face to face with one of the armed attackers.  Thank god I just managed to take him out before getting ventilated."

"Listen to me, Race," Jonny interjected, "you got SWAT'd.  Those men were California State Police, some hotshot tactical ops anti-terrorist unit.  They got called in, supposedly by the FBI, with a report that someone at Max's address had abducted a kid and was going to kill her.  They thought they were walking into an active shooter, hostage rescue situation."

"You're saying I killed a real cop," Race gasped.  "Oh my god."

"Listen," Jonny went on, "this whole thing is messed up.  "The FBI are saying they never forwarded a report, and the team commander, the guy who shot Bob, has disappeared, just walked out the front door of the police barracks.  Admiral Bennett has been all over the FBI to get to the bottom of this.  They're searching the shooter's house as we speak.  Apparantly he led some sort of double life.  There's a boatload of evidence connecting him with some extremist militia called the Patriot Guard.  The guy had a regular arsenal in his basement, enough to go full Rambo."

"I killed a cop," Race repeated, his voice catching.

"Race," Benton stepped in, "I'm not going to minimize this.  This'll get sorted eventually, but it's going to take time.  Right now you're wanted for questioning, but you'll probably be charged within the hour."

"My god," Race repeated.  "What're they saying about the third body?"

"What third body?" Benton exclaimed, his alarm increasing.

"Guy in civilian clothes, waiting along the tracks with a sniper rifle."

"Don't say any more," Benton cut him off.  "There was no report of any third body.  If there are dark agencies at work here, they're obviously covering their tracks.

"Listen to me," Benton stated firmly, "this was a false arrest to begin with.  You say Max was gunned down without provocation, that you thought this was some sort of hit squad.  You reacted in accordance with your training as a counterintelligence operative.  You've got a very strong case to make for having acted in self-defense.  But before cooler heads prevail, you're going to get dragged through the system, maybe even go to trial.  You know the only recommendation I can make under the circumstances is to turn yourself in."

"I can't do that, Doc," Race returned.  "This whole thing was a set-up.  You can bet that whoever's targeting us isn't through yet.  None of us are gonna be safe until we pull back the curtain on who's behind this.  Listen, I'm gonna go dark, off the grid.  Don't you or Jonny do anything to make yourselves accessories.  Hopefully you'll hear from me when this is all over."

He clicked off before Benton or Jonny could reply.  If anyone was tapping the call or running a trace, they needed to clear the area ASAP.  Before climbing back into Sinclair's car, he did spare the moments it took to remove the batteries from his smartphone.

For the next forty minutes they drove inland, away from the coast.  Their next destination was not yet fixed, but Sinclair insisted they keep moving.  Race was impressed by the man's practiced survival instincts, clearly a mix of SEAL training and years operating under the radar of law enforcement.

"Let me ask you," Race broached, "since early 2021, the Quests have been squeezed by Washington to go along with a narrative that the Aziz missile strike was some sort of navigational error.  Since your late Lt. Barnes got his Syria allegations onto primetime news, things have exploded from political pressure to what happened last night.  What went on during your pull-out from Syria?  What's the terrible secret that everybody's so hell-bent on trying to cover up?  Was that missile strike a targeted response to whatever you did?"

"You mean did elements within our own government try to kill us?" Sinclair cut to the chase.  "I can tell you what I do know, which is a lot.  Let me ask you, how much do you know about the Kurds in Syria?"

Race thought a moment.  "Ten years ago, I could've pretty well recited the I1 World Factbook entry on the subject, but honestly that's one world region I haven't had recent dealings with.  I recall that the Kurds were left stateless when the post-colonial Middle East was carved up, making them the world's largest ethnic group without a nation of their own."

"That's pretty good," Sinclair approved.  "The region known as Kurdistan encompasses areas of Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria.  By Middle Eastern standards, the Kurds hold relatively progressive secular-democratic values, making them a thorn in the side of the Islamic states they occupy territory in. Turkey in particular has a significant Kurdish population and sees any rumblings of Kurdish independence in the region as an existential threat.

"That brings us to the Syrian Civil War that broke out in 2011 as part of the so-called Arab Spring that swept the Arabic world.  When ISIS was driven out of Iraq back into Syria in 2017, US involvement in Syria was pretty myopically focused on denying them a base of operations there.  But in fact, the war was far more multifaceted than that.  Besides the established, Russian-backed Assad regime and ISIS, who were latecomers to the party, there were any number of small rebel factions, local militias, and what were essentially criminal bands of every political persuasion.  Among the worst of them was Ahrar al-Sharqiya, but more on them later.  Over the course of the war, outside interests sought to consolidate these groups into semi-structured proxy armies."

"Go on," Race encouraged.

Sinclair elaborated, "Turkey opposed both the Assad regime and the increasingly successful, largely Kurdish autonomous zone on their border inside northeastern Syria.  To that end, they backed the organization of a consolidated force that by 2017 had evolved into the Syrian National Army or SNA.  Its name notwithstanding, this was a Turkish-led proxy army, able to engage in extralegal terror tactics while maintaining plausible deniability for the Turkish Armed Forces who commanded them.

"At the same time, largely Kurdish rebels established the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria or AANES.  While not officially recognized, for Syrian Kurds this was as close to an independent state as they've come in modern times.  The AANES reflected progressive Kurdish values, embracing participatory democracy, minority rights, gender equality, and social justice.  Founded in 2015, the Syrian Democratic Forces or SDF formed the military arm of the AANES.

"From the outset, the SDF operated in close conjunction with US forces.  We furnished training, arms shipments, air support, and embedded US Special Forces operatives.  The Kurds were trusted and invaluable allies through multiple large-scale joint operations in the campaign against ISIS.  I'll tell you, we may've provided the hardware and the expertise, but it was the Kurds who did the lion's share of the dying in taking down ISIS.  By the fall of 2019, we had ISIS on the ropes.

"Meanwhile, Turkey was none too happy to see a prosperous, western-backed autonomous Kurdish region flourishing on their doorstep.  It was acknowledged policy that maintaining a US presence with the SDF was also intended to deter Turkey from attacking the Syrian Kurds.

"Then on Sunday, October 6, it all went to hell.  Following an infamous telephone conversation between the Turkish President and ours, the White House unilaterally announced that we were withdrawing troops from key positions near the border to clear the way for a planned Turkish military offensive into the AANES.  Just like that, no consultation with DOD or State, one conversation and our brothers-in-arms were suddenly "a legitimate terror threat" to our NATO ally Turkey.  With appropriate respect to our military's civilian National Command Authority, I guess that's the sort of foreign influence our country's open to when the Commander-in-Chief has a twin-tower commercial/residential plaza in Istanbul with his name on it."

"Wow," Race whistled.

"Yea wow," Sinclair bitterly repeated.  "Three days later on October 9, Turkey launched its ground offensive.  This was a combined operation carried out by regular Turkish Armed Forces units along with SNA irregulars acting as shock troops, notably Ahrar al-Sharqiya members.

"Reports of atrocities began filtering down almost immediately, including indiscriminate air strikes on civilians, summary executions of Kurdish fighters, and the abduction of civilian medical workers operating in the region.  On Saturday the 12th, we got word that Hevrin Khalef, a prominent Kurdish political leader, had been pulled from her car at an impromptu Ahrar al-Sharqiya checkpoint, and was beaten and executed.

"The initial Turkish spin on the invasion was that they intended to establish a 30-kilometer safe zone along their border with northeastern Syria, but it quickly became apparent that they were carrying on a much deeper incursion into the AANES.  Sunday the 13th, the order went out that the entire 1,000-strong US deployment in northern Syria was being withdrawn.  That same day, the SDF leadership faced up to the fact that they'd been royally backstabbed by us.  So they did the only thing they could under the circumstances, they inked a pact with Assad and the Russians to mount a joint offensive against the invading Turks.  No more autonomous Kurdish territory, but at least they hoped to stave off a genocide.

"And that brings us to the story of the Aziz Six…"

Cradling a boxy olive drab SATCOM unit in both arms, Lieutenant JG Ryan Sinclair glanced up at the arid panorama spread out to the north of his elevated vantage.  Like much of northeastern Syria, the northern tip of the Dayr az Zawr district was comprised largely of rocky desert, with scattered cultivated gardens and olive groves planted in the sparse patches with sufficient groundwater to support them.  In the middle distance could be seen the city of Aziz, though city was a generous description for what was little more than a spread-out cluster of modest homes and two to three storey battle-scarred buildings.  Even before the war, the desert hamlet had been little more than a local trading post along the highway from Raqqah to Al Hasakah.  Now, fortified with sandbags and razor wire, it served as garrison to what had been a company of hardened Kurdish SDF fighters.

For the last three months, he and the members of Second Platoon, Task Unit Bravo, Seal Team 3 had been embedded with those fighters, traversing the region, hunting down the remaining few ISIS holdouts, who had gone to ground in remote hideaways, waiting for the fortunes of war to again turn in their favor.  With ISIS nearly routed from any substantial territorial holdings in Syria, it was obvious that Second Platoon's mission was winding down.

Then, nine days ago, Lt. Gorman, their Officer in Charge, convened Second Platoon to inform them of the inconceivable news that the White House had authorized the drawdown of selected troops from along the border, seemingly green-lighting a Turkish offensive directed against the AANES.  Clearly their SDF comrades-in-arms were receiving the same news, because relations between the two fighting forces had instantly chilled.

Over the next week, news filtered in both through Joint Task Force Command channels and via the local grapevine.  Turkish airstrikes had commenced almost immediately, with a major ground offensive following on the 9th.  The days that followed saw a whole new battlefront opened up in already war-ravaged Syria.  On the 13th, the news had come down that the Secretary of Defense had announced a total pullout of the nearly 1,000 US troops in northern Syria.

That night, OIC Gorman had again called together a clandestine meeting of Second Platoon.  They were informed that orders had come down from JTF Command that they were to abandon Aziz and relocate to a designated landing zone on a desert upland some four miles south of town.  From there they'd be choppered out at 0800 hours the following morning.  They'd been instructed to just go, without informing their SDF counterparts.  It was all a pointless charade of course.  No one doubted for an instant that the Kurds had anticipated this development and had monitored their departure minutely, though no attempt was made to impede them.  They were too busy planning their own escape from the advancing Turkish surrogate forces.

Now, the sun up, they were at the LZ awaiting pick-up.  The two battle-scarred, US furnished light armored vehicles they'd made their escape in would be abandoned in the hope that the SDF might recover them to aid in their own retreat.  However their encrypted SATCOM's and other advanced battlefield electronics and weaponry would go with them.

It was clear that confusion reigned in the rout that was taking place.  At first light, they saw bands of Kurdish forces travelling in both directions along the highway.  Additional traffic could be seen departing Aziz.  Many of the vehicles pulling away belonged to the SDF troops they'd been embedded with.

"Here comes trouble!" a SEAL spotter called out as Sinclair unloaded another bit of gear from one of the LAV's.  Everyone dropped what they were doing and sought cover amid a collection of boulders.  They all sighted along the telescopic sights of their AR-15's to see what was coming.  A convoy of mismatched military vehicles was moving along the highway from the west.  Sinclair made out a pair of Turkish flags flying from the lead vehicle on flexible poles, but this was certainly no regular army formation.  Several of the battered troop trucks bore handpainted Syrian wordage and symbology.  The heavily-armed fighters they carried appeared to be a hirsute, disparately uniformed lot.

"Gotta be Ahrar al-Sharqiya," Boilen, an E-4 ordinance disposal operative, seconded his observation.

Ahrar al-Sharqiya had been reported interdicting vehicles and murdering or abducting their occupants on the M4 highway to the north of them.  It had only been a matter of time before they moved on the secondary highway into Aziz.  Now here they were.

Half a mile short of Aziz, a portion of the SNA mercenary force turned off the highway and headed straight for a small subsistence farm settlement situated along a murky stream.

"Aw nuts!" the corpsman Packard exclaimed.

The small cluster of buildings was a forward observation post for Aziz's Kurdish defenders.  The arriving hostiles clearly knew right where to go, not altogether unsurprising.  After eight years of bloody conflict, shifting loyalties abounded in this factionalized war zone.

The ensuing battle was brief as the platoon-strength outpost was overrun by the much larger Ahrar al-Sharqiya force.  RPG rounds took out sandbagged machine gun emplacements and splintered the farm buildings' wooden doorways.  The muted sound of distant gunfire could be heard as the breached structures were cleared room by room.  From this distance, there was nothing Second Platoon could do to turn the tide of battle.  They could only watch helplessly as a steady stream of defeated Kurdish captives were marched out and lined up while their hands were secured behind their backs with zip ties.  As was typical for Kurdish fighting forces, perhaps a third of the captives were women.  Bound, the Kurds were forced to kneel in the hot sun, several mercenaries covering them with their AK-74's.

"Hey, check this out!" Boilen drew their attention back to the mercs' trucks.

A trio of SNA irregulars were unloading a collection of man-portable missile launchers and moving them into the sandbagged machine gun emplacements.

"Those are SA-7 Grail launchers," Lt. Gorman observed.  "Those bad boys are perfectly capable of picking off our Blackhawks as they come in to pick us up."

"You think they're gonna shoot down American helicopters?" Lt. JG Barnes, one of Second Platoon's two squad leaders asked.  "They're Turkish proxies.  We're supposed to be NATO allies."

"You want to take that chance?" Gorman snapped at him.  "We're backing the forces they're here to take out.  I don't think NATO allies counts for much here."

"Collins," the OIC called out to Second Platoon's comms specialist, "call up JTF Command and tell them the LZ's compromised.  We'll have to exfil on our own to a safer pick-up point.  In our favor, the mercs don't know we're here, so we should be able to make a clean withdrawal southward over the next ridge.  They can pick us up there."

As Sinclair continued to watch through his scope, a desert tan repainted civilian minivan pulled up to the Kurdish prisoners and their captors.  Two men emerged, one in mismatched camo gear, the other in a regulation Turkish Armed Forces uniform.  After one or two minutes of discussion, orders were called out and several Ahrar al-Sharqiya began dragging the female captives to their feet and loading them into a troop transport.  One of the male prisoners struggled to his feet in protest only to be gunned down.

"Lt. Gorman," Packard raised his voice, "you know what comes next.  We've gotta do something!"

"Stand down!" Gorman commanded.  "We're under JTFC orders to break off ties with the SDF and get to our exfil point, and that's what we're gonna do."

"We're supposed to just close our eyes while our comrades get butchered?" Sinclair grated back, bile rising in his throat.

There was no love lost between Sinclair and Gorman.  From the time the OIC had been assigned to Seal Team 3, there'd been something off about him.  In terms of toughness and physical bravery, he was SEAL material.  There was no faking that.  But he seemed to have contacts of his own, outside of regular Navy channels, who'd been instrumental in his placement with the team, and to whom he was reporting.  Among themselves, members of Second Platoon speculated he was some kind of spook, CIA maybe.  But when their speculation grew more pointed, they were notified by Team 3 HQ to lay off Gorman and to keep their conjectures to themselves.

As the truck pulled away, the SNA officer from the van barked an order.  In quick succession, the remaining male Kurds were summarily executed with a single pistol shot each to the back of the head.  The last three made it to their feet and attempted to run before being cut down by automatic weapons fire.

"No!" Barnes jumped to his feet.  "We're not doing this.  For three months, those men were our comrades.  What's the matter with you guys?  SEALs don't abandon our fellow soldiers on the battlefield!"

"Stow it!" Gorman turned his anger on Barnes.  "SEALs follow orders, and yours are to drop it.  You freakin' well know there's nothing black and white in this godforsaken country.  With ISIS pretty well cleaned up, things have changed.  Turkey may not be squeaky clean, but they are a vital NATO ally.  If our Commander-in-Chief says we stand down, we stand down.  It sure as Hades is above your pay grade to take it upon yourself to mess that up."

"Go to hell, Gorman," Barnes let out, clearly crossing the line, "and take your spook handlers, whoever they are, with you.  Those Ahrar al-Sharqiya dirtbags knew just where to go.  There're two more forward observation posts just like the one we just saw wiped out.  You know bloody well that they'll be next in line to be butchered if we don't get back into this fight.  We've got the firepower and the know-how to make a difference.  So who's with me?"

Not surprisingly, Packard, the platoon's medical corpsman was the first to break rank and step up behind Barnes.  For a few moments, everyone looked about at one another, sizing up what to do.  Throughout his Naval career, Sinclair had never witnessed an out-and-out mutiny, certainly not among Navy SEALs.  The Navy had zero tolerance for rogue warriors who wilfully flaunted the chain of command.  Careers would be broken for this, the perpetrators court-martialed and imprisoned.  Still, he didn't doubt for a second that Barnes' assessment was dead on, with the emphasis on dead.  The wanton piece of butchery they'd just witnessed only reinforced Ahrar al-Sharqiya's well-documented record of abductions, extortion, theft, and murder directed against Syria's Kurds.  And, turning national policy on a dime, these thugs were suddenly supposed to be our new allies.

Without warning, he had arrived at a nexus in his lifetime that would determine whether he salvaged his future or his soul.  Meeting Gorman's toxic glare head on, he took the half dozen steps to land by Barnes' side.  As Barnes' superior officer, he was now lead mutineer, with all the accountability that bore.

Lines drawn, the rest of Second Platoon split almost evenly to take up stations behind Sinclair and Gorman.

Sinclair stepped up, "There's no holding on to Aziz, but if we can harass the SNA convoy long enough for the SDF to withdraw, we can head off another bloodbath.  We all know the Aziz garrison stood shoulder-to-shoulder with us against ISIS.  We owe them a fighting chance to get out alive.  Lt. Barnes is right, they'll go for the SDA forward posts before they move on the main force in Aziz proper.  We've got Javelins.  If we hit them on the highway before they can fully deploy, we can do some serious damage, but we've got to move now."

Picking up the SATCOM he'd just unloaded, Sinclair turned his back on Gorman to head back to one of their LAV's.  Following his lead, several of the SEALs suddenly in his camp moved to collect their arsenal of anti-vehicle munitions.

"You're not going anywhere!" a voice stridently shouted behind him.

Dropping the SATCOM, Sinclair spun around to face the astonishing sight of Gorman standing in a two-handed shooter's stance, his Sig P226 sidearm aimed towards the departing group of mutineers.

"You're not going anywhere," he repeated.

A few of the more hardcore SEALs on his side of the divide raised their battle rifles as well.  In response, several of Sinclair's men pointed their weapons.

Momentarily picturing what serving out the remainder of his life in an ultramax cell block in Leavenworth would look like, Sinclair reacted quickly to try and diffuse the situation.  "Gorman, you don't want to do this.  We're all SEALs here, the best of the best.  And we're all doing our best to carry out our duty under extraordinarily ambivalent circumstances.  Why not leave it at that?  You get your men safely to the next extraction point if that's where you feel your duty lies.  We'll follow suite when we can, but like Barnes said, SEALs don't abandon their allies on the battlefield."

For a moment, Sinclair thought that a showdown was averted.  Then Oates abruptly moved to scoop up a containerized parcel of missiles.  Just as abruptly, Gorman squeezed off a single round, catching Oates in the throat between his helmet and the ballistic layer of his tactical vest.  Reflexes primed, Eccleston fired back, letting off a semi-automatic burst that struck Gorman in the shoulder of his gun arm, sending him spinning to the ground.

The majority of Second Platoon dove for cover as a handful of SEALs on both sides opened fire.  Eccleston was instantly cut down by multiple full automatic bursts, the shooters drawing fire in return.

"SEALs, stand down!" Sinclair bellowed in his most commanding voice.  "Everybody stand down now before we all butcher each other."

"Standing down," Renner, one of Gorman's men, called back, tossing his AR away.

"Thank God no more shots were fired," Sinclair related to Race. "I got back on my feet to find four SEALs dead and six more wounded.  From there, Second Platoon split into two groups.  Renner took one LAV to get Gorman's troop and all of the wounded to a safe evac zone.  Barnes and I took the other LAV back towards Aziz with our group.  Over the next five hours, we engaged Ahrar al-Sharqiya in several skirmishes.  The Kurds still took casualties pulling out under fire, but at least we prevented any more captives from Aziz from being taken and executed or worse.  When our munitions were expended, we disengaged and called in for extraction.

"To our great surprise, when we arrived at our new LZ, Renner and Gorman's group were there as well.  They'd been directed to the same coordinates and were still waiting for the choppers to arrive.

"The choppers never did come.  Instead, some thirty minutes after our arrival, a BGM-109C Land Attack Tomahawk accidentally impacted precisely on our coordinates.  The post-mortem investigation would conclude that the strike was due to a fault with your Dr. Quest's Q-Nav 14 system, and that's been the official line ever since.  Of my group, only Barnes and the so-called Aziz Six made it out alive.  Some time later, Admiral Bennett informed us that Gorman had gotten out as well.  Seems he somehow got separated from his men before the missile hit.  The rest of Second Platoon's remains are probably trampled under the Syrian desert by now."

"You honestly believe that you and all those men were deliberately targeted by the Navy, that a US destroyer crew would take out a team of Navy SEALs?" Race confronted Sinclair.

The SEAL paused before answering.  "The Navy, no.  I'm sure that destroyer crew had nothing but an anonymous set of targeting coordinates passed down through channels.  But I believe that whoever Gorman was back door dealing with did.  The Syria drawdown in the face of Turkey's aggression was a unilateral Oval Office decision, a result of undue foreign influence on an unqualified Commander-in-Chief.  Outside of the White House, abandoning the Kurds was denounced by virtually everybody in government and the military.  The revelation that an elite US military unit rebelled against the pull-out would've multiplied the national embarrassment ten-fold.  It might even have inspired other units to defy a cowardly, self-serving Executive order.  That's something certain hidden interests couldn't allow to happen.  And from everything the Six have uncovered working with Admiral Bennett, those same interests are the real power behind what's evolved into today's New Patriot movement."

"That's quite an account," Race confessed.  "For all my time with the Navy and the Intelligence Community, I can't say I've ever heard anything like it.  I can respect that you and your team had the courage to stand your ground for what you saw as a greater good, but talk about burning bridges.  I've spent a good portion of my life working around the national security establishment.  I've had my differences with the Navy and with the Intelligence Community at times.  In that respect, I've been extremely fortunate to find my niche working with the Quests.  I can only imagine what it would take to flagrantly go up against an establishment that's perfectly capable of squashing those who threaten it."

"And yet here you are," Sinclair observed, "operating totally outside the system, a fugitive from the law just like us.  Maybe if and when we do make it to Bombay Beach, we'll both learn just how our lives got detoured down this particular path." 

CHAPTER 8
This morning in Georgia, anger continues to mount over yesterday's death of Florence Greeley, a 91-year old Atlanta resident who died after standing more than five hours in a voting line-up in ninety-plus degree heat.  Family spokesmen are claiming that Ms. Greeley passed away of a massive heart attack brought about by heatstroke.  Hundreds of Black Votes Matter demonstrators have now gathered outside the Georgia Legislature demanding that criminal charges be brought against New Patriot legislators who passed a controversial election law framework prohibiting bystanders from offering food or water to persons waiting in a voting line-up.  Fearing an outbreak of violence after nightfall, Georgia's governor has called up some two-hundred State Police and Bureau of Corrections officers to reinforce security around the State Capitol.

Georgia state legislator and Black Votes Matter supporter Letitia Johnson is standing by to address viewers.

Announcer:  Good evening, Ms. Johnson.  Our condolences go out at the tragic loss of life of one of your constituents simply exercising her right to cast a ballot.

Letitia:  Thank you, David.  This was more than a tragedy.  It was a senseless and unnecessary death directly brought about by the enactment of a discriminatory state voting framework that was purposefully designed to make casting a ballot as difficult as possible for voters in densely-populated inner-city districts.  The idea that people should be denied water while standing outside in a historic heat wave is unconscionable.  It speaks to the outright contempt shown by New Patriot legislators towards voters of color in this state and elsewhere.  Yesterday was just the opening day of advance voting.  If what happened to Ms. Greeley is a portent of where this election is headed, we're plunging headlong into a very dark chapter in the annals of American democracy.

Mark my words, Black Votes Matter and progressive voters everywhere will not recognize the legitimacy of an election flipped by overtly discriminatory state election laws and massive voter suppression.

Announcer:  Those are fighting words.  How do you answer your critics on the right who're saying that you're no different from the January 6th Capitol insurrectionists, refusing to recognize a result that doesn't go your way?

Letitia:  The difference is that January 6th was brought about by The Big Lie, that some supposed outside actors overwhelmed the system by creating millions of fraudulent votes.  Whether that was boxes of bamboo-paper ballots dumped by China or some nefarious Deep State supercomputer that seized control of voting machines was never really spelled out.  Here was a President with the investigative resources of the Justice Department, the Republican Party, and all the private fixers he could retain with his own personal fortune.  Heck, he could've called up Moscow and asked the FSB to dig up the evidence if it existed, and they would've done it for him.  For all that, he couldn't come up with the evidence to sustain one out of more than sixty attempted court challenges to the election results.  In the end, even his personal attorneys, who pushed The Big Lie for him, tried to disavow their claims when they were pulled into court where they could be charged with perjury.

We're making a very different case.  We're not claiming that some nebulous agency is flooding the electoral system with millions of bogus ballots that no one can actually produce.  We're saying that New Patriot legislatures have rigged the system to selectively suppress progressive and minority votes.  Beyond that, they've seized the authority for themselves to arbitrate the certification of results.  This isn't some wingnut conspiracy theory.  The difference between them and us is that you can walk into the State Capitol or go onto the state's election website and read the legislation for yourself.

Announcer:  And what about those who suggest that Black Votes Matter street protests, some of which have ended in violence, are the moral equivalent of January 6th?

Letitia:  Not true.  We espouse non-violence.  We're not encouraging anybody to storm government buildings or intimidate by open-carrying assault weapons.  What we are saying is that if New Patriots do manage to illegitimately flip the election and thwart the mandate of the majority, then we'll be calling for a general tax revolt.  There are interests out there who would lead this country down the road to fascism.  But see how far they get if millions of Americans refuse to file their returns until true majority rule is restored.  A general tax revolt would bring this nation to its knees more surely than any misguided campaign of violence.

Announcer:  You paint an ominous picture.  Let's hope events don't come to that.

The picture shifted from Letitia Johnson's face, to a long shot of an armored column traversing a bleak stretch of rural highway.  There were advanced tanks, mobile howitzers, and armored missile carriers, all of them liveried with a pixelated camo pattern of oversized sand, beige, and dark brown angular shapes.

Meanwhile, ominous developments in Ukraine, where the build-up of forces inside the Russian-held Donbas region has accelerated to a level not seen since the initial invasion campaign of 2022.  NATO leaders in the European Union are issuing stark warnings that a renewed push into western Ukraine will not be tolerated.  Their warnings however are tempered by uncertainty regarding US involvement in any military response.  New Patriots in Congress are now asserting that any US involvement in the region must be authorized by Congress invoking the War Powers Act.  This seriously undermines the current Administration's ability to act unilaterally.  It also lends support to the New Patriot platform of maintaining a hands-off policy towards Russian interference within the former Warsaw Pact states of Eastern Europe.

Randy Jackson switched off the streaming newscast he'd been half listening to as he jumped from the edge of the bunk where he'd been cleaning his disassembled AR-15.  Exiting the bunkhouse, he looked about at his scurrying comrades-in-arms double-timing it across the grassy common of Camp Liberty.  Answering the assembly call over the PA system, the crowd converged on the aircraft hanger-like corrugated steel building that dominated the campground, an oversized American flag painted above its bay doors.

Once a children's summer camp, Camp Liberty's original structures included twin rows of wooden bunkhouses and a roofed-over open-air dining hall, now brimming with tarped-over supply crates.  Besides the metallic assembly hall, other late additions to the camp included a barbed wire-topped cyclone perimeter fence and a military-style gatehouse surrounded by sandbags.  Parked around the common were a handful of military surplus humvees and transport trucks, along with half a dozen rented civilian cube vans.  Various firing ranges, training set-ups, and obstacle courses were interspersed throughout the woods surrounding the camp proper.  The entire site was situated atop Powell Bluff, a heavily wooded area of Montana wilderness it shared with a pair of cell towers and an abandoned fire lookout.

Taking in the bustle of preparations underway, Randy reflected that Camp Liberty was only one of a half dozen similar militia sites now under the nation-wide umbrella of the Patriot Guard.

Entering the relative darkness inside, Randy fell into formation alongside his fellow militiamen.  The front rows of junior officers and team leaders wore identical digital camo battledress and tactical gear, courtesy of unknown benefactors.  The enlisted ranks, himself included, were outfitted in a mismatched assortment of gear and camo patterns, ranging from multicam to woodland to civilian hunting outfits.

Facing them, standing at parade rest, stood Camp Commandant Marcus Atwater.  With his shaved head and steely gray eyes, the ex-Green Beret could've been a fitter, less psychopathic stand-in for Apocalypse Now's Col. Kurtz.  Flanking Atwater were two more tightly-wound ex-Special Forces operatives.

As the last stragglers raced inside, the electronic bay doors cycled closed, powered by one of the camp's mobile generators.

Behind the commanding trio, a wall-mounted Jumbotron flatscreen came to life.  The oversized televised face of Kelly Allred loomed over the hushed formation.

"Commandant Atwater, fellow Guardsmen," her amplified voice reverberated, "It's my great honor and privilege to address each of you brave patriots."

With her blonde hair, blue eyes, and aquiline features, the mysterious ideological guiding light of the Patriot Guard was attractive enough, Randy reflected.  But her haughty demeanor reminded him of women in positions of authority he'd encountered –and loathed- within the screwed-up Family Court system.  Still, if she was the one to burn down that system, he'd kiss the ground she walked on.

Allred continued, "For more than half a century, our great nation has been turned into a battleground between two ideological camps, one representing the founding principles of liberty and individual responsibility that set us apart from the rest of the world, the other representing a socialist, egalitarian dogma that would drag us all down to the level of society's failed underachievers.  And the battle is not going in our favor.  Thanks to an entrenched, elitist Deep State, millions of honest, hard-working Americans have seen their liberties trampled and their opportunity to prosper stolen.  Thankfully, under the banner of the New Patriots, millions more have found the voice to say no more.

"And now the stars are aligning for what's likely to be the decisive showdown in this decades-long struggle for the soul of our nation.  Gentlemen, and ladies, The Storm has arrived!"

Raucous cheers erupted as Allred's now rapt audience raised their arms in clenched fist salutes.

When the din settled, she continued, "Our brothers and sisters in Washington and in the alternative media have done their parts to counter the biased mainstream narrative, and in days, millions of real Americans are ready to make their voices heard at the polls.  But it won't be enough.  Thanks to an increasingly multinational demographic, brought about by the leftist immigration policies of the Great Replacement, our voices are being drowned out.  The best we can hope for in a straight-up election is a draw.  With our very future at stake, that's not good enough.  The time has arrived for patriots to seize back that future.  You Guardsmen will make the critical difference in the outcome of the next several days.  Whatever happens, wherever you're called to, you cannot, must not falter.  The fate of the American dream is in each of your hands.  I know you won't let me down."

With that, Allred's face faded, to be replaced by the Patriot Guard logo.  Commandant Atwater stepped forward to a stand-up microphone.

"Well, you heard the pep talk," he followed up.  This is the moment we've trained for.  No time left for questions or doubts.  The situation out there is fluid.  You need to be ready to deploy at a moment's notice to parts unknown, and to follow orders without question or hesitation once you get there.  You men are the best this country has to offer.  Every one of you has chosen to enlist in this fight.  Carry out your duty and your children and grandchildren will grow up to live in a better, freer America.  Fail and you'll live out your lives under the thumb of an ever more oppressive Deep State.  This battle's for all the marbles, so get out there and kick butt."

"What're we doing here?" Race asked, looking out at the arid inland California landscape whizzing by.

"We're marking time until Admiral Bennett checks in with us," Sinclair answered, "which should be in about another fifteen minutes.  I can't exactly break in on his Pentagon meeting schedule to tell him I've picked up the wanted fugitive."

"How did you guys ever manage to connect up with the Admiral?" Race enquired.

"A lot of the intel on ISIS that we collected in Aziz got routed through Bennett when he was still at ODNI.  I always found him to be a straight shooter.  After the Tomahawk strike, it seemed pretty obvious to the remaining seven of us that we'd become a threat to power and that turning ourselves in wasn't an option.  From what we've since been able to put together, we don't think the hit on us was sanctioned by the White House.  More likely, somebody in their orbit decided we could discredit the Syria drawdown and possibly trigger a broader examination into the President's competence as Commander-in-Chief.  In those early days, we thought if we could just hold out until the transfer of power to the incoming Administration, that we'd be in the clear.  Then January 6th happened and the New Patriots consolidated their grip on the far right.  It soon became apparent that even out of the White House, there were still interests wielding enormous clout from the shadows.  The New Patriots have undisclosed assets inside the Pentagon as well, assets who aren't about to let our version of events ever see the light of day.

"The bottom line was that we were left out in the cold with no clear end in sight.  After kicking around the Middle East until the nation's attention moved on from Syria, we finally put out feelers to Bennett.  He was the one who facilitated our getting back into the States, and he's kept us one step ahead of investigations into our whereabouts.  In exchange, we've carried out some very off-the-books missions for him.  He even had us digging into the Synthetics, which is how I'm familiar with you and the Quests.  I can assure you that the Navy brass are very interested in finding out who was behind the Aziz strike.  The implications are obvious.  If someone could hijack National Command Authority once, who's to say that they couldn't do it again, maybe in a moment of national security crisis or maybe with a nuke."

"We'd managed to stay under the radar until Jeremy Barnes decided that storming into the CNO's Pentagon suite was the only option left to try and take back his life.  I should've seen it coming.  Barnes had a wife and daughter.  It was harder for him.  Now we're all on America's most wanted list."

Sinclair ended off, "In any case, I think we're coming to the end of the line.  Look around, this country's a powder keg with a lit fuse burning down.  It doesn't take much to see that the New Patriots are setting the stage to make their big move this Election Day."

With perfect timing, a beep sounded from Sinclair's back pocket.  He pulled the car off the road before retrieving what Race assumed must be a burner phone.

"Hello, Admiral," Sinclair greeted the caller.  "I'm sitting on the side of Route 15 with Race Bannon."

He raised the volume and held up the phone so both could participate in the call.

"Hello, Admiral," Race seconded.  "Thanks for the save.  I might not have made it out of Crystal Cove without Lt. Sinclair's very timely assistance."

"You've certainly stirred up a hornet's nest," Bennett informed.  "I'm sorry about Max Schroeder.  From their ballistic reaction, he seems to have managed to zero in on whomever's pulling the New Patriots' strings.  I'm sorry you've ended up on the wrong side of the law as well.  You can be sure the Intelligence Community will do everything in our power to get to the bottom of whatever happened in Crystal Cove, but it's going to take some time.  This all is a shattering business.

"I assume you and Lt. Sinclair have had some opportunity to swap spook credentials.  I never pictured circumstances bringing the two of you together, but your skill sets are actually well matched.  I'm certain you'll make a good team."

Sinclair flashed Race a thumbs up.

"Maybe we can all help each other," Bennett continued.  "We, meaning select leaders within the Community, think there may be a much broader attempt on Election Day to usurp National Command Authority similar to what happened with the Aziz missile strike.  We're sorely lacking sufficient proof to openly confront the New Patriots in Congress, but we can't sit back and ignore all the glaring warning signs staring us in the face.  Max's hit on Bombay Beach is a development, but it doesn't really tell us that much.

"There's a former air station in the Santa Ynes Mountains above Santa Barbara.  It was a SAGE radar site early on in the Cold War until it was decommissioned in 1980.  But the site stayed in DOD hands and was handed over to the Navy in 2021.  Today it's serving as a communications hub in the Global Command-and-Control network of installations and has been redesignated NAVCOM 90.  NSS Santa Ynes can take over as an alternate C³ hub for the Pacific Fleet in the event that primary command-and-control channels become degraded in a potential Sino-American conflict.

"Based on several internal security irregularities, Naval Intelligence has assessed that there's a hostile operative at work somewhere on base.  We've narrowed it to four suspects but haven't tipped our hand in the hope that our mole's handlers may be uncovered.  Under present circumstances, I'm prepared to forfeit that opportunity.

"If you'll go along, Race, I'm willing to gamble that if you were to be brought on base, our mole might well show himself to try and take you out.  We at least get our mole, and, more importantly, you get to interrogate him as to who's behind the Patriots and what's the significance of Bombay Beach.  As you're not active military, no one's going to be overly prissy about what techniques you use to break him."

"You're taking for granted that the attempt on my life won't be successful," Race pointed out.

"I think that's a pretty safe assumption," Bennett casually returned.

Race pressed, "Just remember, this isn't an enemy combatant.  Even if he's working as a mole for the Patriot Guard, we're still talking about a US citizen."

"You just remember," Bennett stated coldly, "if the tables were turned, I very much doubt that he'd afford you the same status.  Right now, his more venomous online compatriots are calling out to see people like you or me swinging from a gallows."

CHAPTER 9

Well, it looks like the nanny state is at it again.  With the number of Rho Variant cases steadily rising in the Middle East, the Centers for Disease Control are preparing to roll out a new guideline that most adults should now be receiving the latest generation multivalent COVID booster.  Unfortunately, we've all seen this rodeo before.  With new guidelines, can a reinstatement of vaccine mandates and passports be far behind?  Having gotten a taste of what it is to control our everyday lives, the Deep State isn't about to willingly cede that power.  Two years of COVID restrictions tanked the global economy the first time around, driving the cost of essential goods and services out of reach for many Americans.  Do we really want to let the scientific and technological elite do it all over again?  This was government overreach at the onset of COVID and it's overreach today.

That's why I support New Patriot legislative initiatives to restructure the CDC, curtailing its authority to issue binding public health mandates.  As citizens, we need to make our voices heard.  Call, write, better yet organize.  Let Washington know that if they continue to trample our liberty, they will be brought down.

Returning to our headline story, the recent despicable attack on the Pentagon by rogue Navy SEAL Jeremy Barnes has, predictably, focused the attention of the biased liberal media on the so-called Aziz Six band of renegade SEALs.  Further, it has encouraged armchair pundits on the left to attempt to re-litigate the drawdown of US forces from Syria in October of 2019, a decision that unquestionably avoided the needless loss of countless American servicemen.  As a nation, we need to wake up and stop lionizing soldiers who violated their oaths and took it upon themselves to attack their own fellow SEALs as well as the lawfully constituted forces of a NATO ally.  The Aziz Six are not heroes.  They are mutineers and deserters who willfully disregarded legitimate orders.

US forces were in Syria for one reason and one reason only, to counter the terrorist threat to our nation posed by ISIS.  It was never our mission or our place to establish or maintain an autonomous Kurdish territory in Syria or anywhere else.  We were fortunate as a nation to have a Commander-in-Chief with the clarity of leadership to avoid further US losses once that mission was accomplished.

We were resolute enough in 2021 to avoid getting mired in a war in Ukraine that did not serve our national interest.  Today that resolve seems to be waning. Now more than ever, we need a government in Washington with that same clarity of leadership we saw in Syria to put American lives first. 

Coming up after the break, we take a deep dive into the atheist-humanist conspiracy to establish Sharia law here in these United States.  I'm your host, Tinker Carlsbad, and this is The Right Report.

"Freakin' liberal scumsuckers," Josh Barlow all but spat.

Randy Jackson looked up from the Army survival manual he was half-perusing, back in the bunkhouse.

"Don't let 'em get to you," Randy smiled.  "You heard the Commandant.  The Storm is almost here.  We're taking back our country, and God help anyone who gets in our way."

"You got that straight," Josh grinned back.

"You've been with the Guard awhile now," Randy changed the subject, "so what's your story?"

"Me?" Josh reflected.  "I just hate liberals.  I'm no rebel hero, just a regular guy who's fed up with getting the short end of the stick all my life.  Never married, no kids.  Back home, I work for a division of a big Chicago conglomerate.  We've got a sales and engineering office and a shop that repairs and refurbishes big commercial refrigerators and freezers.  I've been a welder there for eleven years, ever since I got out of high school.  Eleven years is just too dang long to be breathing welding fumes and taking orders from a bunch of college boys who've never gotten their hands dirty a day in their lives.  I've watched kids come in years after me, and in three or four years they're moving up the ladder, buying the big suburban house and late-model SUV.  Meanwhile shop guys like me are supposed to swoon over a one or two percent cost-of-living increase year after year.  Last two years, upper management in Chicago decided our division wasn't pulling its weight, so they instituted a wage freeze.  Now the only way to make more is to move up, which ain't gonna happen if you're a blue collar stiff like me.  That doesn't stop the price of gas or groceries from going through the ceiling.  And what I do make, Uncle Sam takes a big chunk of to hand out to welfare moms and wetbacks."

"No kidding," Randy seconded.

Josh continued, "Every other year, you hear another round of politicians promising they're gonna fight for the little guy once they get to Washington.  Then when they do get there, They're more wrapped up in pushing immigrants' rights or saving the whales than they are in remembering the folks back home who put 'em there.  And let's not forget lining their own pockets the whole time.

"Worst of it is, these dirtbags have rigged the whole system to make sure no one in our corner ever holds onto power long enough to challenge the Deep State.  Look at 2020.  We don't have a government of the people, by the people.  What we've got is a bunch of parasites in Washington who've forgotten who built this country with their sweat and labor.  Just once in my life, I'd like to see those greedy scumsuckers get what they got coming to 'em!"

"Well," Randy nodded, "Looks like we're gonna get our chance.  I just wanna hear them squeal as they get the stuffing kicked out of them."

"Ouch," Josh laughed.  "Got some anger issues going on?"

"You could say that," Randy acknowledged sullenly.

"So what brought you to Camp Liberty?" Josh asked.

"I do have a family," Randy offered, "or had a family, wife and three kids.  I was a mold-maker for a plastic injection company, technical degree, bringing down good wages, livin' the dream.  Then they up and pulled up stakes and relocated to Texas.  Lower wages, less regulation, whatever.  A few families actually followed 'em down there, but they left over fifty people high and dry in a town that was already struggling with high unemployment.

"My ex was principal of the local high school, not a position she was prepared to give up, so relocating wasn't an option.  I spent the next few years bouncing between delivering pizzas, pumping gas, and bussing dishes, all for just over minimum wage.  I'm no saint.  It sucked, and I made no bones about it.  'Attitude problem' I was told more than once.  Guess I brought some of that 'attitude' home as well.

"To make matters worse, Julie came from a fairly well-off family.  They never thought I was good enough for their daughter to begin with, and things only went downhill once I was pushed out of Plasco.  They managed to turn Julie and the kids against me.

"Four years ago, she divorced me in a freakin' travesty of a proceeding.  Her witch of an attorney was a real shark, and the judge, female of course, just ate up every word she said.  Let me tell you, don't ever, ever let the freakin' Family Court system get their claws into you.  They're all a bunch of man-haters, and they'll bleed you dry just to stick it to you.

"On my own, I was finally able to move to Billings and get a job in my field.  I had to take a pay cut, but it beat minimum wage.  Except now I'm shelling out so much in child support, I can barely keep a roof over my own head.  Some days, I feel like I fell right out of the freakin' world.  Guys around me go home to their wives, water their lawns, throw a baseball with the kids, maybe take the family out for a nice meal on Fridays.  Me, I'm working my backside off to support a family I never see outside a courtroom, and who think I'm just the scum of the earth.  I go home to an empty apartment and sit in front of the TV, listening to how these liberal jerks are flushing this country down the toilet.  You listen to these socialist do-gooders, they're the exact same self-righteous witches as Julie's lawyer and her Family Court cronies.  I hate the freakin' lot of them.  This is the great American dream everybody's supposed to be chasing?  Well, who needs it?"

"Whoa," Josh responded warily, "I guess you do have some anger issues.  Well, we're both gonna get our chance to even some scores soon enough."

Race looked out from the back seat of a marked Navy police car.  Navy MP's in digital camouflage uniforms and black ballistic vests sat to either side of him, while the driver was isolated from them by a wire mesh screen.  He would've been hard pressed to resist in any case with his hands zip-strapped behind his back.

They followed a winding hill road up into the Santa Ynes Mountains that formed a backdrop looking inland from Santa Barbara.  As they continued to ascend to cooler elevations, the grassy scrub became interspersed with sparse patches of sinewy trees.

Race's capture had gone off precisely as devised by Admiral Bennett.  With the cooperation of NAVCOM 90's commander, a confidant of Bennett's, a cover story had been spun that Race was meeting with an unknown inside contact for the purpose of infiltrating the base.  MP's had been dispatched to their supposed meeting place to arrest the conspirators.  The non-existent contact of course failed to show, but, as planned, Race had been picked up in a Santa Barbara coffee bar.

It took several twists and turns before they approached the gatehouse of a cyclone-fenced facility that spread out over one of the higher ocean-facing peaks.  A sign on the retractable gate announced the installation as Naval Support Station Santa Ynes, with the designation NAVCOM 90 in smaller letters below.  They were checked through the gate and directed to the station's Administration Building.  Scrutinizing the layout, Race noted the facility consisted of two tiers of buildings.  The lower tier consisted of an assortment of refurbished cinderblock structures; barracks, storage buildings, and a small stand-by generating station.  The upper tier, occupying the summit some hundred feet higher, incorporated a smaller grouping of ultramodern concrete utility towers.  From them bristled an array of antennae, satellite dishes, and microwave horns.

Gone were the blue and gray camo "blueberry" uniforms of just a few years ago.  The naval personnel Race observed coming and going wore very un-nautical green and black camo Type III Naval Working Uniforms, the latest shore-duty apparel adopted by the Navy.

Arriving at their destination, a utilitarian pre-cast concrete office block on the upper level, Race was directed out of the police vehicle and escorted inside.  He noted the MP's were exceedingly professional, authoritative and businesslike, but with no hint of excessive roughness or lack of self-control.  For his part, Race offered no resistance or lack of cooperation.

A man likely in his fifties, with black hair balding on top emerged from his office.  Race noted the muted commander's leaf on his collar.  A second salt-and-pepper haired man stepped out of a cubicle in the central bullpen of workspaces.  He took up position behind the senior officer.

"This is the suspect, Roger Bannon, sir," the lead MP announced saluting.  "We apprehended him without incident just where you said he'd be."

"So our informant was correct," the commander acknowledged.  "Excellent work, men."

He took a step forward and appraised Race.  "I'm Commander Gene Zimmerman, commander of this installation you seem to have taken an unhealthy interest in.  So, Mr. Bannon, what are we to do with you?"

The lieutenant commander behind him spoke up, "Sir, there's an outstanding warrant out for this man.  Do you want me to contact the sheriff's office?  They can probably take him off our hands within an hour or two."

"I don't think so, Vince," Zimmerman overruled him.  "This man tried to gain unauthorized access onto our facility, a Federal offence.  That gives the FBI jurisdiction.  These are troubling times.  I've read the Crystal Cove warrant, but I'm more concerned with what he's doing here.  If he gets caught up in a tug-of-war between CalJustice and the Feds, it'll be days before we get answers.  I'd rather hold him ourselves until we can make transfer arrangements with the Bureau.  I'll contact them myself."

"Yes, sir," the subordinate officer answered crisply.

Zimmerman returned his attention to the MP detail.  "Meanwhile, there's an empty office with barred windows in Building D.  Set him up with a cot in there and post a guard on the door.  And let the mess know to send over a dinner tray tonight.  We may have Mr. Bannon with us overnight."

"I'll make arrangements, sir," the lead MP replied.

"Very good, dismissed."

Race was marched out of the office and back to the patrol car to be driven the short distance to a lone boxy cinderblock building halfway between the base's upper and lower tiers.  Inside, the building consisted primarily of a series of equipment bays filled with rows of filled electronics racks.  A slight ozone smell permeated the interior.  Behind the service area was a block of technical offices extending along a corridor.  A few that stood open contained an assortment of charts, circuit diagrams, and loose components.  The building seemed well trafficked, with technicians coming and going.

Race was led to an unused corner office that housed only a heavy metal desk and an office chair.  The chair was rolled out before he was motioned inside.  The door locked, he heard one of the MP's being stationed outside.

As promised, the windows were secured with chain link mesh screens, sufficiently effective for an improvised holding cell.  He quietly checked the desk drawers, which were securely locked.  No weapon of opportunity there.  He seated himself on the desktop.  As the cheese baiting the trap, he could only wait for the mouse to show himself.

With his watch confiscated, he could only guess the time to be around 4:00 PM when he heard the muffled sound of someone addressing the guard on the opposite side of the heavy door.  He braced himself at the possibility of confronting an attacker, but it was Zimmerman, the base commander, who stepped through the door.  Stepping inside, he turned to close it behind him.

"Are you sure you want to do that, sir?" the alarmed MP blurted.

"I'll be all right," Zimmerman reassured, closing the door.

"Mr. Bannon, I hope you're not too uncomfortable in here," he addressed Race.  "This is a small facility.  NSS Santa Ynes wasn't designed to accommodate detainees.  This," he waved at their surroundings, "was rather impromptu."

Race made light of the situation.  "Generous meals, a room with a view, what more could an inmate ask for?"

"Leonard Bennett holds you in pretty high regard," Zimmerman told Race.  "I'll be frank.  If anyone in my command were to become involved in the sort of mess you have, they'd be incarcerated for real, pending the outcome of a full inquiry.  It's only on account of my deep respect for the Admiral that I'm going along with this ploy of yours."

Race defended himself.  "I don't know who or what was behind what went down in Crystal Cove.  All I can tell you is that the force that came at us didn't follow any police rules of engagement I've ever heard of.  I saw an innocent, unarmed man gunned down in front of me.  I made a threat assessment and reacted accordingly."

"Rules of engagement?  Threat assessment?" Zimmerman countered.  "Those are military, not law enforcement paradigms you're talking in.  Maybe that's a part of what went so wrong as to get an officer killed."

Stung by Zimmerman's assessment, Race's expression hardened.  "When I joined the Navy, I took an oath to defend the Constitution against all enemies, foreign and domestic."

"It's not my place to judge you," Zimmerman backed off.  "I'd imagine you'll get your day in court soon enough.  I just want to make sure you and the Admiral are absolutely cognisant of what's at stake here."

"Go on," Race lowered his voice a notch.

"Given your background," Zimmerman noted, "I'd imagine you must have a fair understanding of the Global Command and Control system and how it works."

"I do," Race acknowledged.

"Day-to-day," Zimmerman explained, "this facility, NAVCOM 90, operates as a relay hub for intermediate-level communications between Joint Forces Maritime Component Command and the Indo-Pacific Fleet.  But more importantly, we're also an alternate command-and-control nexus tasked with routing executive actions to any of the DOD Unified Combatant Commands in the event that USSTRATCOM somehow becomes compromised.  Back during the Cold War, we had Site R, the Raven Rock Mountain Complex in Pennsylvania along with Mount Weather underneath the FEMA Emergency Operations Center in Virginia.  These were conceived largely as alternate National Military Command Centers in the event of a kinetic attack on the Pentagon and/or NORAD inside Cheyenne Mountain.

"Today we're facing a very different constellation of asymmetric warfare threats including cyberwarfare by traditional threat forces, like China, Russia, or Iran, as well as infiltration by the Synthetics your Dr. Quest uncovered.  Add to that, the Capitol Insurrection forced the military to seriously consider and plan for the very real possibility of a Commander-in-Chief going rogue.  Since January 6th, a new paradigm for a more resilient, multi-nodal command-and-control architecture has emerged, one that provides for increased flexibility in maintaining National Command Authority via alternate channels should civilian executive authority over the military become compromised or suspect."

"That's a pretty slippery slope," Race commented disapprovingly.

"Yes, it is," Zimmerman agreed.  "Sometimes you defend against one threat only to create a new one.  The obvious rub here is that with the New Patriots seeking to undermine the sanctity of the American electorate, the system we've created only multiplies the avenues for someone down or even outside the chain of command usurping National Command Authority for themselves.

"In our defense," Zimmerman qualified, "one of the safeguards built into the latest version of SIPRNET, the Secret Internet Protocol Router Network, is that without enhanced authentication codes, it's exceedingly difficult to access the system remotely.  Practically speaking, normally someone on-site has to be there to flip switches manually.  That's why Admiral Bennett's assessment that we have a mole on our base is so disturbing.  If you and Bennett think you can flush him, all for the good.  But if you drive him deeper undercover, then god help us all."

CHAPTER 10

His office door closed, Cmdr. Zimmerman fidgeted absently with an engineer's scale that normally sat on his desktop.  It was past 20:00 hours and baleful red aircraft warning lights blinked rhythmically on the darkened antenna towers outside his window.  He'd had a sandwich delivered to his office and had taken the opportunity to confirm that Admiral Bennett's compromised asset had been fed as well.

He was deeply uncomfortable over the situation with Bannon.  His own impression from their brief discussion was of a clear-headed, competent operative.  Having maintained a lifelong interest in all things nautical, including oceanographic science, he had some prior awareness of the Quest Institute and their Intelligence 1 government liaison.  After being commandeered by the Admiral, he'd pulled up as much of Bannon's file as wasn't classified beyond his level.  Navy test pilot, Intelligence 1 operative, security and operations lead to the Quests, a trusted asset.  Not the sort of man to make a lethal mistake in the adrenaline rush of combat.  Yet how did he square this with the fact that this same man had less than seventeen hours ago coldly killed a California State Trooper, a man carrying out his own duty who would never return to his family?

As an administrative officer of the second-generation Joint All-domain Command and Control Network, JADC2, he had an insider's knowledge of just how thoroughly Naval Operations remained rattled at the breach of National Command Authority behind the deadly Aziz launch.  He also knew how catastrophic a political liability Aziz would be to the New Patriots in Washington if the story continued to gain traction.  He could only imagine the paranoid climate of political intimidation the Quest group must be operating under.  And there was the danger.  This wasn't some external threat by a defined foreign foe.  It was a split in the military's and the nation's social fabric whose expanding fault lines could not be predicted.  No way to know who would end up as ally or foe.  He very much doubted that the trooper in Crystal Cove would be the last collateral casualty in what had become a cold civil war.

What he did know was that, due to its critical role in relaying executive actions,  NAVCOM 90 was potentially a priority target in the brewing conflict.  Bannon notwithstanding, his prime duty was to ensure that the integrity of this installation remained uncompromised.

His troubled thoughts were interrupted by the ringing of his office phone.

"Sir, this is Warrant Officer Morrison at the front gate," the voice over the receiver announced.  "I have three men in a vehicle here requesting access.  They won't state their business, but they're presenting valid Naval Intelligence credentials.  Sir, they're asking to meet with you specifically on orders from Admiral Bennett."

"All right," Zimmerman agreed, "let them in, but have them escorted up here to the Administration building."

Before his visitors arrived, Zimmerman checked his M19 service pistol and placed it at the ready inside his upper desk drawer.  Precaution or paranoia? he asked himself.

Five minutes later, three men in crisp dark suits arrived at Zimmerman's door, escorted by two of his own MP's.  Zimmerman noted the telltale bulge of holstered weapons under each of their jackets.  He consoled himself that they'd have had to present authorization before being admitted on-base carrying personal arms.

The lead arrival flashed a crisp salute.  "Sir, I'm Commander Richard Perry stationed out of the Pentagon.  We're here on orders from Admiral Bennett."

Rising, Zimmerman returned the salute.

"At ease, gentlemen," he re-seated himself, waving them to be seated as well.  The threesome remained standing rigidly at parade rest, hands clasped behind them.

Zimmerman sized up the leader.  Long face with a firm jaw and buzzcut graying brown hair.  The man was well muscled, like his two charges.

"Commander," Perry expounded, "we've been briefed on Admiral Bennett's directive to have the fugitive Roger Bannon brought on-base."

Zimmerman suppressed a gasp of surprise.  To his awareness, no outsider should be party to what was supposed to be a highly clandestine move.

"Proceed, Commander," Zimmerman said flatly.

"Sir," Perry expanded, "there have been new developments necessitating a change in the Admiral's instructions."

"What kind of new developments?" Zimmerman asked suspiciously.

Perry explained, "Within the last twenty-four hours, National Guard units have been ordered to stand-by in several New Patriot-leaning states.  In addition, the Intelligence Community are monitoring an uptick in activity in major domestic militia encampments throughout the Continental United States.  We're seeing stockpiles of munitions being moved out and significant numbers of militiamen being deployed to strategic destinations.  Admiral Bennett assesses that the New Patriots are getting spooked that the Aziz revelations are going to blow up in their faces before Election Day, and that they're moving up their timetable to potentially seize control of the national election apparatus if things don't fall their way.  Bennett and his fellow Constitutionalists within the military believe we need to move now to get ahead of them.  Bannon's and the Aziz Six's public testimony could go a long way towards forcing a broader investigation into the Patriots' unidentified backers."

Zimmerman considered how much he was ready to reveal before answering.  "I can't speak for the Aziz SEALs, but Bannon doesn't have much to testify to.  That's why he's here."

"That's not the way Bennett sees it," Perry was firm.  "He wants to get Bannon and the SEALs in front of the Armed Services Committee ASAP."

Zimmerman equivocated, "No offense, Commander, but this is a powderkeg of a situation.  I'm going to have to run this by the Admiral myself."

Perry visibly bristled, "I'm sorry, Commander, that's not going to be possible."

"Excuse me?" Zimmerman's hackles raised.

"Things are getting pretty dicey inside the Pentagon," Perry expounded.  "Opposing ideological camps are starting to harden.  People are scrutinizing one another, sizing up who's in whose camp.  Admiral Bennett would be placing himself in political, maybe even physical, jeopardy if he were to allow his covert assistance towards Bannon and the Aziz Six to be exposed.  He needs to limit his contacts now if he's to keep himself in the game."

"This is insanity," Zimmerman met Perry's glare.  "Are we really doing this to ourselves as a nation?"

Instinctively, Zimmerman distrusted Perry's high-handed manner and wanted to reject his account out-of-hand.  But disdain aside, the political logic of his argument made sense in a twisted sort of way.  Reluctantly, he pressed the intercom on his desktop.

"Have the prisoner brought up here immediately," he ordered.

Five minutes later, a new shift of MP's arrived with Bannon.

"Thank you, gentlemen," Zimmerman directed.  "Wait outside, and please close the door behind you."

That left four MP's now standing by outside the office, Zimmerman made the mental calculation.  If things went south…

Bannon looked suspiciously at the imposing trio of outsiders and back to Zimmerman.

"It's all right," Zimmerman reassured with more confidence than he felt, "these men are Naval Intelligence.  They were dispatched by Admiral Bennett to bring you in."

"Mr. Bannon," Perry offered authoritatively.  "I'm Cmdr. Richard Perry.  I've been tasked by the Admiral with bringing you and Lt. Sinclair out of the cold back to DC."

He went on to repeat the same explanation he'd just offered Zimmerman.  Bannon listened with a rigid posture that conveyed he wasn't buying in, but he offered no verbal argument.

Perry concluded, "As far as everyone outside this room is concerned, you're still being detained, so we're going to have to put the cuffs on until we're clear of the base."

Bannon's expression darkened even more, but he extended his arms behind his back, seemingly resigned to the inevitability of the situation.  Undoubtedly he'd counted the number of MP's and operatives as well.

As one of Perry's agents restrained Bannon, the phone on Zimmerman's desk chimed with its programmed priority caller signal.  The call display remained blank.  As base commander, ignoring it was not an option.  Zimmerman picked up the receiver while Perry's team waited patiently.

"Gene," a familiar voice came through the earpiece, "it's Leonard Bennett.  I assume Race Bannon's been brought on-base by now.  I'm just checking in to see if our mouse has taken the bait yet."

Zimmerman did his level best to keep his expression impassive as he pressed the receiver tightly against his ear.  Nonetheless, he caught the flicker of realization in Perry's eyes as his own momentarily darted in the lead agent's direction.

"Captain Romero," he hastily improvised, "you want to move the 2000 series relay tests up to 14:00 hours tomorrow.  That shouldn't be a problem.  We're running ahead of schedule on our end as well.  Very good, sir, I'll see that my tech crew is notified.  Good night, sir."

With that, he hung up the receiver.

"Cmdr. Perry," he deliberately directed his attention back to the supposed Naval Intelligence officer.  "I think we're done here.  I'll hold off on contacting the Admiral, but I expect you to keep me apprised, particularly if you make contact with the Aziz Six."

Zimmerman was uncomfortably reminded of a western movie showdown, with each gunslinger intently waiting for the other to draw first.  He had no doubt that Perry sensed he'd been exposed.  He also had no doubt that these men were fanatics, who wouldn't hesitate to take out Bannon the moment they realized they weren't going to make it off-base with him.

"Very good, Commander," Perry angled towards the doorway without fully turning his back on Zimmerman.

As the departing trio, Bannon in hand, passed closest to the party of MP's outside Zimmerman's door, he depressed the hidden alarm button on the underside of his desk.  A deafening klaxon abruptly sounded, reverberating throughout the office bullpen.  Unfortunately, the clatter was more disorienting to his own unsuspecting men than to the bogus agents, who were already primed for action.

Perry struck out with lightning reflexes, pile-driving an elbow into the nearest MP's neck.  The man went down immediately, clutching at his throat.  Bannon reacted simultaneously, knocking one of Perry's agents off his feet with a roundhouse kick.  The second agent managed to get in a lucky blow on Bannon while he was still overextended from the kick.  His hands cuffed behind his back, Bannon was unable to recover his balance and toppled sideways, tripping up another MP as he fell.

The second nearest MP drew his nightstick, but Perry bested him, coming up with his automatic.  Zimmerman grabbed for the M19 positioned and waiting inside his drawer.  Perry got off a glancing shot that sent the second MP tumbling.  Disregarding the fact that he was setting himself up as a target, he brought the gun around to deliver a kill shot to the sprawled Bannon.  Zimmerman pulled his own trigger a moment before Perry could center his shot.  Three 9mm hits square to the chest flung the lead agent violently backward.

It took the office staff, most of whom were technicians rather than experienced combatants, a few more moments to assess the situation and react.  But they managed to pile onto the two remaining agents before they could bring their guns into play.

The situation contained, Zimmerman assessed the carnage at his doorstep.  His first reaction was to get medical assistance to his wounded men.  The MP who'd been shot was clutching his left shoulder.  More serious was the first MP, who was coughing uncontrollably.  Possibly his larynx had been fractured.  Zimmerman wondered if he'd need to attempt an emergency tracheotomy, but the man seemed to be getting enough air to hold on until the base medical corpsman arrived.  Hopefully civilian ambulances from Santa Barbara wouldn't be far behind.  As for Perry, he was already gone.

Straining the Station's limited security contingent, more MP's arrived to take the two surviving "agents" into custody.  As they moved in to secure Bannon as well, Zimmerman waved them off.  Bennett's risky gamble had paid off.  With prisoners in hand to interrogate, there seemed little reason to carry on with the ruse regarding Bannon.

An hour after the struggle and multiple shooting in NAVCOM 90's Administration Building, Race found himself back inside the secured corner room he'd previously been confined in.  However any pretence that he was being detained had been abandoned.  Next to him, arms crossed, a replacement M19 now holstered at his waist, stood Cmdr. Zimmerman.  He'd secured his own sidearm to turn over to NCIS for forensic matching when the time inevitably came.  His exec, similarly armed, also joined them.  The two remaining "agents" were both involuntarily seated, their wrists and ankles zip tied.  A surveillance camera had been newly mounted high up on the wall.  Zimmerman had just finished a terse conversation with Admiral Bennett over his state-of-the-art vidphone.

"Well, all the cards are on the table now," Zimmerman pronounced.  "NCIS and FBI will be descending on this place within the hour, and we're all going to have a lot of explaining to do.  Vince, I wouldn't be surprised if you'll be taking at least temporary command while all this gets sorted."

"Sir, you really think it'll come to that?" the lieutenant commander asked.

"Yes, I do.  In a situation as politically charged as this, I think the outcome is going to depend on who does the investigating.  According to Bennett, Perry was actual Naval Intelligence, which means I've shot and killed a fellow officer.  However these two don't check out.  Roy Ziegler here," he pointed, "is a former Army Ranger.  Looks like both of them have extensive ties to the Patriot Guard militia organization.  That begs the question of what they were doing here with Perry."

"Seems pretty obvious," Race interjected, "they were hoping I'd lead them to Sinclair and the rest of the Aziz Six.  They'd be dispensing with two loose ends at once.  Not a bad ploy, but sloppily executed."

"Well, they almost got the better of us," Zimmerman noted.  If Bennett hadn't happened to call when he did…  We're also no closer to unmasking their on-base asset, if he exists."

"Well, we have them now," Race motioned toward the restrained pair.

Ziegler glared up at them with unconcealed hatred.  "Lot of good that's gonna do you."

Race took the lead.  "Let me explain your situation here, Mr. Ziegler.  Like the Commander said, the authorities will be here any time to take you into custody.  Once that happens, you're pretty much of no use to us.

"You've violated a restricted national defense facility under false pretences and shot a Navy serviceman in the process of attempting to kidnap somebody, namely me, from that facility.  You're looking at federal, not state, charges.  The weight of the Justice Department is gonna come down on you like a ton of bricks.

"Or you can choose to cooperate.  Like you, we have influential backers whose voices would carry a lot of weight with prosecutors.  Knowing just how much is at stake here, I think I'm safe in saying they'd honor any deal the Commander and I were to offer.  You give us names and a location of who's behind what you're doing, and we'll make that call on your behalf."

"Stick it!" Ziegler spat roughly in the direction of Race's boot.  "In a few weeks, your benefactors will be staring out from behind barbed wire, along with the rest of the Deep State cabal that's shot us up with tracking bots and used our kids as lab rats."

"Really?" Race sneered his disgust.  "That's what you're about?  Give me a freakin' break."

Zimmerman motioned towards the half dozen MP's now waiting watchfully along the hallway outside.  "This isn't Guantanamo.  You're not going to get anything out of these two tough guys.  If they want to spend the next fifteen years stamping out license plates, let 'em.  We've still got our original mark to flush out."

Their exchange was interrupted by the bleeping of Zimmerman's pocket phone.  He pulled it out and clicked to accept the call.  A look of puzzlement came over him as he listened.

"It's for you," he told Race, passing over the phone.

Race was equally stunned to see Jonny's face on the tiny screen.

"Jonny?" he uttered.  "You weren't supposed to contact me.  How did you even track me down?"

"Admiral Bennett told us what was going on," Jonny answered.  "He put us on to Cmdr. Zimmerman."

"Do you realize the legal jeopardy you're putting yourself into?" Race protested.

"Never mind that," Jonny refused to be deterred.  "You need to know, something awful has happened.  There's been another attack on Hadji in Bangalore.  Race, somebody threw a vial of acid in his face.  He's blind!"

"Oh my god," Race gasped, the shock hitting him like a physical blow.  His most enduring mission throughout his career and his life had been keeping the two boys and their father safe from harm.  How could this have happened?

"Hadji's in hospital now, but the doctors don't think they can restore his vision.  The Disciples of Freedom, the same group that launched the cyberattack, are taking credit," Jonny elaborated.  "Race, none of us are safe.  These fanatics are everywhere.  Somehow you've got to find out who's behind this."

"I know," Race whispered, clicking off the phone.

Without warning, Race whirled around and delivered a vicious lateral kick aimed at the bound and seated Ziegler's knee joint.  The chair careened sideways along with Zeigler.

His limbs restrained, the man pulled himself into a protective fetal position, lying on his side, his right leg bent at an unnatural angle.

In unison, the guards outside rushed forward to intervene.  Zimmerman stepped forward to block the doorway and pointedly closed the door in their faces.  Now he was an accessory to the maltreatment of a prisoner, he thought, picturing his Navy career at an abrupt premature end.

"You wrecked my leg!" Ziegler howled in a mix of pain and astonishment.  "You wrecked my leg, you dirtbag piece of…"

Race placed his foot on top of the man's dislocated knee, turning Zeigler's exclamation of spite into an inarticulate wail.

"I'm only going to ask this once," Race grated, staring the prone Ziegler down.  "Who sent you and where can I find them?"

"Dibrana," Ziegler whimpered, tears streaming from his eyes, "Dibrana Tereshkova," he repeated.  "She's in Bombay Beach."

CHAPTER 11

"Six hours later, Race briefed Sinclair, the two sitting in the rogue SEAL's car, watching the rising sun peek above the mountainous eastern horizon.

Unwilling to involve any of his men, Cmdr. Zimmerman had personally driven Race off-base, down to a phone booth in a small suburban park on the outskirts of Santa Barbara.  He'd even returned Race's confiscated items.  Race wondered at the potential cost to Zimmerman for his involvement.  Even acting at Admiral Bennett's behest would only carry so much weight.  The Commander would still have a lot to account for.

"So who is this Dibrana?" Sinclair asked after Race had repeated Ziegler's forced revelation.  "Mean anything to you?"

"Sure does," Race acknowledged.  "Dibrana Tereshkova, code-named Deprava in intelligence circles.  Team Quest crossed paths with her back in the early years after I joined them.  At the time, various disputes between former Soviet republics in Central Asia were heating up.  A regional summit was organized to take place near Agra in India.  Benton was called in when multiple delegates began exhibiting paranoid delusional ideations towards their fellow attendees.  We eventually discovered that Dibrana, working for the Russian GRU, was behind it all.  A master of brainwashing and mind manipulation, she'd developed the technological means to project psychic emanations via microwave transmission.  She'd abducted Hadji's former guru, Rajiv, and was using him to make the delegates see their fellows as literal monsters.

"We stopped her that time, but Intelligence 1 believes she went on to perfect her technology as the source of so-called Havana Syndrome."

"A constellation of debilitating neurological symptoms afflicting diplomats and embassy personnel stationed in Cuba, among other consular locales," Sinclair demonstrated his familiarity with the mysterious affliction.

"Exactly," Race confirmed, "thought to be induced by projected microwaves or subsonics, though we still don't know to what end."

"And the assumption has been that the Russians were behind this?" Sinclair asked rhetorically.

"Based on the available evidence, that's the working hypothesis."

Race continued, "Dibrana's not somebody to be taken lightly.  The obvious inference to be drawn is that if she's working with the New Patriots, that suggests Russian involvement."

"It wouldn't be the first time the Russians have attempted to meddle in our elections," Sinclair returned.

"No, it wouldn't," Race agreed, "but it would take that involvement to a whole new level."

He appended, "You think you could rally your troops for a recon of Bombay Beach?"

"I'm afraid not," Sinclair shot him down.  "After what happened at NAVCOM 90, the Admiral decided it was time to get the Six under protection before the Patriot Guard manage to silence them.  They can't just walk into an airport without being ID'd, and they certainly can't turn themselves in to the Navy now.  As we speak, they're making their way cross-country to a Washington safehouse.  It's just you and me left out in the cold."

"I hate to admit it," Race offered, "but Bennett's right.  We don't know what we'll be up against, if and when we get to Bombay Beach.  If we don't make it, your team's testimony might be the last hope of derailing the Patriots' power grab."

 "Well we may be going it alone," Sinclair brightened, "but I'm not about to stick my head into the vipers' nest without being well armed.  We always knew it might come to a showdown one day, so we've got a few arms caches secreted away for when things hit the fan.  I think our present situation qualifies in spades."

Two hours later, Race and Sinclair stood inside a shipping container, one among hundreds neatly stacked, filling a secured container storage yard along the industrial waterfront of Wilmington.  The facility was situated adjacent to a large refinery, one of several occupying Los Angeles's most industrialized district.  Race wondered how the municipality's low-income residents put up with the whine of gas turbines and the pervasive chemical stench.  Returning his attention to their immediate mission, he whistled at the arsenal the Aziz Six had stockpiled.  Careful to keep their selections discretely wrapped as they transferred them to Sinclair's car, they selected a pair of MK 17 SCAR-H battle rifles, several handguns, spare mags, and an ample stock of ammunition.  In addition, they collected tactical vests and gear, combat knives, binoculars, flashlights, battlefield trauma kits, and jerrycans for gas and water.

"Looks like you were planning for World War III," Race noted.

Sinclair replied, "It's been obvious since the day that missile came down on us that there are forces inside Washington who're prepared to go to any lengths to bury us, but we're not about to go down quietly."

A few more discreet stops got them a large flat of bottled water, foodstuffs, sunscreen, extra gas, radiator coolant and other necessities for safe desert backroads travel.  As stocked up as they were going to be, they set out on their journey.

Mace Corey's cold, granite-hard visage, larger than life on the expansive vidscreen, glared accusingly at Dibrana, seated in her disguised command post.

"I don't know what you're playing at, Dibrana, but Bannon and the Six are onto you now.  They'll be coming."

"Good," Dibrana refused to be intimidated, "The Storm is almost here.  We don't have the time or the resources to be playing cat-and-mouse with Race Bannon and Sinclair.  As you say, now they'll be coming here.  What's more, the way things have turned out, I have to think our adversaries will be having second thoughts about whether we really have an embedded asset inside NAVCOM 90."

Corey retorted, "Those were good men you sent in.  Besides losing Perry, Marcus isn't going to be happy to see two of his Guardsmen taken out of the game, one with a life-altering injury."

"Marcus is a soldier," Dibrana countered.  "He knows that sometimes pawns have to be sacrificed to achieve an objective."

She continued, "All Bannon and Sinclair know is that I'm here in Bombay Beach.  They have no idea of the extent of our presence in the region.  We've got the advantage here.  We've baited them to walk blindly into a killzone.  We can run them in circles around the region and pick them off at our leisure."

"I still say the risk is unwarranted bringing them here," Corey groused, "but it's your call."

"Yes it is," Dibrana reinforced.  "This is an endgame for all of us.  The fate of nations is literally hanging in the balance.  We know it, and our enemies know it.  We can't lose sight of that."

Pulling his camo field jacket tighter against a chill fall wind, Randy Jackson glanced up at the dramatic dawn unfolding over the neighboring hills, an irregular patchwork of deep purple clouds over an intense yellow band of sky.  The horizontal dawn light had not yet penetrated the treeline, and much of Camp Liberty was cast in extreme shadows.  Returning his attention to the task at hand, he removed a service panel from one of the trailer-mounted generators that sat parked between the assembly building and the former counsellors' bunkhouse that served as Commandant Atwater's office and personal quarters.

He had triple checked that the generator was taken offline, the relevant disabled breaker taped over, and a Men Working warning sign posted in the hanger's electrical room.  A replacement relay sat in an opened cardboard shipping box, ready to be swapped out for the prematurely corroded one that had been causing the generator's output to fluctuate problematically.

Hidden from view where he crouched behind the generator, Randy was surprised to see a pair of late-model black SUV's pulling up the drive from the gatehouse towards the Commandant's building.  Through a narrow gap in the engine workings, he saw three operatives step out.  They were built like Atwater's Special Forces vice-commanders but wore black business suits and sunglasses.  A fourth suited figure emerged, a tall, heavyset man with buzz-cut pale blonde hair and a stone-cold square-jawed face.

Commandant Atwater emerged to meet the arriving entourage.  To Randy's surprise, the normally unflappable Atwater looked deeply apprehensive in the new arrival's presence.

"Mr. Corey," he deferentially acknowledged the blonde visitor.  "Welcome to Camp Liberty.  I'm sure you'll find everything in order here."

Corey brushed off Atwater's ingratiating welcome.  "This isn't an inspection.  We have a mission for your detachment."

Corey stepped closer while his three lieutenants held back, standing by their vehicles at parade rest.  "All of the necessary cells will be in place to initiate The Storm comes Election Day.  But we're still missing one key piece of intel."

"The JADC2 authentication codes," Atwater volunteered.

"Precisely," Corey acknowledged.  "  Without the JADC2 codes, Westmorland Control won't be able to access NAVCOM 90, much less be recognized as legitimate National Command Authority.  We need your team to acquire those codes."

"And how are we supposed to go about that?" Atwater asked.

"The most direct way possible.  The source we need is sitting pretty in the State Capital in Helena."

"You mean Lynette Janssen," Atwater clarified.

Corey nodded a silent affirmative.

Randy listened uncomfortably, knowing he was hearing top-level planning not meant for him, but too afraid to disclose his presence by leaving now.

"Let me get this straight," Atwater protested.  "You want my men to abduct and interrogate a sitting member of Congress.  You're out of your mind."

"A little late for cold feet now," Corey stared him down.  "If you're not up to the job, you can be replaced by someone who is."

"That won't be necessary," Atwater stammered.

"I didn't think so."

Randy kept his hands inside the access opening, looking like he was working, while remaining as silent as possible.  God knew, navigating power politics had never been his strong suit in life, but he had the good sense to know that witnessing a strongman like Atwater being cowed into submission was not a healthy place to be.

Thankfully, the entire entourage momentarily took their deliberations inside, providing him the chance to slip away unobserved.  He would make a show of returning to his assigned task once the Commandant's visitors departed.

CHAPTER 12

"Next turn-off will be Bombay Beach," Race directed, looking up from the paper road map he was consulting.  Old school, but far safer than using any navigation app that might upload their user ID and GPS coordinates to who knew where.

They'd taken CA 91 out of Wilmington until they connected up with Interstate 10, heading east.  Passing through the upscale Palm Springs/Palm Desert community, they turned southward onto Route 86 until it joined up with CA 111.  Once past Coachella, home of the famed music festival, traffic thinned considerably and their surroundings took on a decidedly more desolate cast.  Ahead lay the moribund ecosystem that was California's Salton Sea, surrounded by a few hold-out communities and hundreds of square miles of military and government land reserves.

Reaching the inland sea, they'd followed its eastern shore, continuing southward.  To their right extended an expanse of dead still, pallid water, the far shore visible through the heat haze, some ten miles distant.  To the left, an equally flat and featureless expanse of desert extended to the Chocolate Mountain Range, miles eastward of them.  A rail line paralleled Route 111's seaside route.  At one point, they passed a long freight train made up of flatcar after flatcar, carrying all manner of military vehicles, from Humvees to tanks to monster self-propelled howitzers.

"Where do you suppose those are headed?" Race conversationally asked.

"Could be anywhere," Sinclair answered.  "This whole region's a major staging area for military exercises.  Units from all the armed services get rotated in and out of here all the time."

"Not such a bad place from which to spearhead an insurrection," Race noted ominously.  "You could disperse a lot of military assets from here without attracting much attention."

"Take it from someone who's had to learn how to stay under the radar," Sinclair offered, "In a small, insulated community like Bombay Beach, everybody knows everybody.  You and I are gonna stand out like we had a spotlight trained on us.  We start asking suspicious questions right off, we'll just make things worse.  Meanwhile, if Dibrana is here, she'll have had time to blend in with the locals.  I think we should just play tourist until we get the lay of the land."

"Not to worry," Race returned, 'this isn't my first rodeo." 

"Here we go," Sinclair pointed to a tongue-in-cheek billboard announcing Last Stop for the Bombay Beach Resort! superimposed over a sixties-retro backdrop of four wholesomely attractive lady water skiers in period one-piece swimsuits.

They turned off the highway and proceeded several hundred yards down a packed-earth road marked as Avenue A.  Glancing from his map to their surroundings, Race noted that Avenue A continued on to form the western perimeter road of a rectangle some eight city blocks east-to-west by four longer blocks north to south.  North-south running thoroughfares were lettered avenues while numbered roads ran east to west.  And that was the extent of Bombay Beach.  The eastern shore of the Salton Sea was sufficiently irregular that Fifth Street actually faced out onto the waterfront directly to the south.

Sinclair did a leisurely drive around the perimeter to get the lay of the land.  What remained of the town consisted largely of a mix of single-storey, wood-sided bungalows and parked mobile homes.  Numerous of the lots were demarcated by low cyclone fencing.  While the northern end of the town appeared occupied and relatively intact, many of the structures to the south were derelict shells, windows missing, with riotously colored graffiti covering their walls.  The reason for this split was immediately apparent.  As they grew nearer to the water's edge, a few hundred yards further southward, the odor of dried fish and chemicals became more pronounced.

"Whoa," Sinclair voiced his disgust, "that's potent."

"Believe it or not," Race offered, "back in the sixties, this was the beachfront Mecca for the hip Palm Springs resort crowd.  But over the years, as more and more water from the Colorado has been diverted into irrigation, the Salton Sea has steadily receded.  Pesticides and chemicals from farm runoff have become more concentrated and the salinity's skyrocketed, leading to massive fish die-offs.  That's what you're smelling."

"You seem to know a bit about it," Sinclair observed.

"One of Jonny's grad school classmates went on to research what it would take to restore the marine ecosystem here.  They keep in pretty close touch, so I've picked up a bit from Jonny."

Completing their circuit of the town, they ended up back on Avenue A, facing a single-storey establishment whose signage announced The Sandcastle.

"According to the guidebook," Race offered, "this and the local Legion post are the only eateries and social watering holes in town."

"Good a place as any to start from," Sinclair returned, pulling the car in.

Inside, they found a dated, wood-panelled casual dining room with a massive bar at one end.  The walls were covered with an array of cheery vintage postcards depicting the Salton Sea in its heyday.  There were also several signed black-and-white publicity photos of entertainment celebrities of the fifties and sixties who'd frequented Palm Springs and the Salton Sea resorts.  Race noted a smiling shot of Josie and the Pussycats posing on a Salton Sea pier.

"Help you gentlemen?" a burly man, likely in his early sixties, cheerfully asked from behind the bar.

"A couple of cold sodas would be great," Sinclair smiled back.

"I can do that," the barkeep obliged.

Sinclair ordered a Coke while Race requested a ginger ale.  Sipping their drinks standing at the bar, they chatted up the man, who introduced himself as Lorenzo.

"So what brings you to Bombay Beach?" Lorenzo asked conversationally.

"We're both photographers," Sinclair offered.  "Always looking for out of the way places to shoot."

"Well you can't get much more out of the way than Bombay Beach," Lorenzo chuckled.  "Do you know the area?"

"Not really," Sinclair confessed.

"We have quite an eclectic artisan community here," Lorenzo offered.  "You can check out the art installations around town and down on the beach.  Be sure and check out the Bombay Beach Institute of Particle Physics at the foot of Avenue H."

"The what?" Race took the bait.

"You'll find out when you get there," Lorenzo grinned.  "If you plan on exploring the area, Salvation Mountain, on the way to Slab City, is well worth the trip.  There're even more quirky art installations in Slab City, but you need to watch your step with the locals."

"How so?" Sinclair asked.

Lorenzo elaborated, "Slab City has a bit more of a rebel vibe than Bombay Beach.  Slabbers are kind of a mixed lot.  You'll find a lot of RV nomads setting up out there.  But Slab City has its share of hardcore dropouts as well, former street people from LA and up the Coast who just can't fit into regimented society and who've made their way here.  Some of them regard Slab City as their refuge, and aren't too welcoming to straights slumming it on their turf."  Appraising Race and Sinclair, Lorenzo qualified, "Though you guys look like you can handle yourselves.  Who knows, you might even spot a UFO."

"What was that?" Race's interest was piqued.

"We get our share of ATVers and off-road bikers passing through.  Couple of parties have claimed to have seen UFO's hovering over the mountains beyond Slab City.  I doubt they're invaders from Mars though.  The Chocolate Mountain Aerial Gunnery Range is off in that direction.  Marines run all sorts of exercises out there, from strike fighters to helicopter gunships to ground forces.  There're days when you can hear munitions explosions all the way to Niland.  Probably some new x-plane they'll roll out next time we get dragged into somebody's war."

Race and Sinclair exchanged glances.

"Maybe we'll check it out," Sinclair responded.  "Meanwhile, is there any place to stay around here?"

Lorenzo appraised them.  "If you're looking for a regular motel, the nearest accommodation is in Niland, about twenty minutes south of here.  If you're a bit more broad-minded, several residents have spaces they rent out during the Biennale, our annual arts festival.  Tommy Scalera has a trailer home on Avenue G just south of Third that he rents out.  He keeps the place up and there's plenty of room for two.  I'm pretty sure the place is available.  If Jimmy's not home in the bungalow next door, you'll probably find him hanging out in the Legion hall.  Just tell him Lorenzo from The Sandcastle sent you."

He appended, "If you do stick around and are looking for dinner, tonight's special is cabbage rolls."

"Sounds great," Race smiled affably.  "You'll probably be seeing us."

Emerging into the heat and sun, they returned to the car and made the short trek to Avenue G and Third.  Locating Tommy Scalera at home, they did a cursory inspection of the trailer.  Satisfied, Sinclair put down five nights advance payment, using up two anonymous pre-paid credit cards of the type sold in airports.  Accommodation secured, they headed out once again.

"Ready to do some exploring?" Sinclair asked.

"Let's do it," Race flashed a thumbs-up.

Had he been a real tourist, Race's inclination would've been to set off on foot, but if they did run into trouble, it would be advantageous to have a vehicle to fall back to.

Lorenzo wasn't wrong about the artistic bent of Bombay Beach's residents.  All manner of desert cast-offs had been scavenged and re-purposed into environmental art pieces.

There was a wall built of old console television sets, their screens painted with pointed social commentary.

On Avenue E, there was a drive-in theater with the hulks of vintage cars lined up in rows, facing a real screen upon which films could be projected.

The Institute of Particle Physics turned out to be a silvery airplane fuselage that had been cut into segments and re-welded into a sweeping, curved flying fish shape.

But pretence notwithstanding, they weren't there to see the sights.  Race and Sinclair furtively scrutinized everyone they did spot going about the sparsely populated desert community.  Race watched for the distinctive ever-alert, purposeful bearing characteristic of spec ops warriors and counterintelligence operatives.  Mostly he watched for anyone who could possibly be Dibrana Tereshkova, some fifteen years older than the last time he'd seen her.  They peeked into the darkened interiors of abandoned bungalows, finding nothing but household detritus and omnipresent graffiti.  They spotted a few other tourists, mostly young urbex types intently blogging as they went.  Many of the actual residents appeared to be older individualists who, for whatever reasons, clung to this fading outpost and/or the bygone era it represented.

Not far from The Sandcastle, where they'd started out, a 200-foot trusswork antenna rose from a fenced-in lot to tower over Bombay Beach and its desert surroundings.  This was no doubt the relay tower that Max Schroeder had zeroed in on in what already felt like another lifetime.  What was here that was worth his dying for?

There was an earthen flood control dyke wrapping around the southern half of the town, obsolete protection from a depleted sea that would never again come close to touching it.  Beyond was a thousand-yard stretch of dusty beach extending down to the waterline.  More art installations formed viewing stations along the waterfront.

There was a five-pointed concrete star held in mid-air by a quiver of rebar spikes supporting it.

There was a minimalist open-air chapel with a simple central cross flanked by two stained-glass "windows" suspended from a timber frame arch.

There was a flame-cut Cor-ten steel sign mounted right at the waterline that read, The only other thing is NOTHING.

Approaching the waterline, the consistency of the surface underfoot transformed into a coarse mix of bleached white crumbles.  Closer examination revealed it to be a layer of desiccated fish bones.  Twisted rebar projected from a few crumbling concrete pilings, perhaps the posts from some long-gone pier.  The concrete and steel were encased in thick salt deposits, giving them the appearance of pallid, misshapen fingers reaching up out of the murky water.  Thankfully, a slight breeze had arisen, dissipating the worst of the acrid fish odor.

"I've seen a lot of this world," Sinclair commented, "but the only place that comes close to this is the Aral Sea in Kazakhstan."

"Not a bad comparison," Race agreed.  "Before the dawn of the 20th century, this lake didn't even exist.  The Salton Sea was the accidental by-product of a portion of the Colorado River being diverted to provide irrigation to the Imperial Valley.  Unfortunately, maintaining a stable ecosystem in the face of ever-increasing demand for water decade after decade proved untenable.  Modern California owes its very existence to water management.  Bombay Beach might just be the canary in the coal mine as to what global warming could mean for Los Angeles and the West Coast."

Sinclair added, "I think it's a safe bet that if the New Patriots do take over comes Election Day, global warming won't be top of their to-do list."

Race paused to look back as they made their way back to the car.  Looking up and down the shoreline really brought home the stark isolation of Bombay Beach.  Aside from this rectangle of a few city blocks, there was nothing to be seen but desolation.  The twin ribbons of Route 111 and its adjacent rail line curved their way northward across a lifeless expanse of sand that could've been transplanted from the middle of the Sahara.  Even the barren hills visible across the water could've belonged to some Martian landscape.

They did return to The Sandcastle for cabbage rolls that were as good as any from back in Chicago.  Lorenzo greeted them as they entered, but was tied up with bar patrons.  Several tables were occupied with what looked to be a mix of locals and passers-through, many also ordering the dinner special.

By the time they left, the sun had disappeared below the horizon and the sky was a deep indigo with stars beginning to appear.  To their surprise, a new facet of Bombay Beach was revealed.  Several of the art installations were illuminated after dark with a combination of colored floodlights and neon tubing.  In addition, numerous residences had strings of miniature white lights strung through sparse trees and along fences, giving the town a cheery holiday atmosphere.  For all its stark isolation, seemingly perched at the edge of the world, Race began to comprehend the appeal of the place.  

Randy Jackson thrust his serrated combat blade in the direction of the practice dummy facing him.  Distracted by a cry echoing through the woods, his thrust went wide and glanced off the dummy's foam vest.  He was one among a line of a half dozen fellow Guardsmen, paired off against an equal number of inanimate opposites, following a series of commands from their ex-Marine trainer.

"Wake up, Jackson!" the instructor bellowed.  "If that was a real adversary, you'd be flat on the ground."

"Yes, sir!" Randy swallowed his pride and attempted to get his head back in the game.  The impromptu squad to which he'd been assigned were running through close-combat drills in a small, cleared practice station deep in the woods surrounding Camp Liberty.  Per Commandant Atwater, the instructor's aim was to turn them from a band of undisciplined street fighters into a coordinated breaching force.

Their makeshift practice targets were a row of wooden posts with straw-filled sacks cinched around them.  They'd been finished off with football helmets and life vests scrounged from the re-purposed camp's original inventory of sporting gear.  Finally, the line of dummies had been crudely spray painted dark blue to give them a more martial look.

The practice was not going well.  Several of their group were off their game, unnerved by the horrific feminine screams echoing through the woods from a disused machinery shed some hundred yards uphill along the trail to their practice station.

From what he'd picked up on the camp grapevine, before dawn an anonymous captive had been driven into camp, arms bound, a sack tied over her head.  From there, she'd been quickly moved out to one of the camp's remote, disused perimeter buildings.  Whispered scuttlebutt at morning mess had been that it was none other than Lynette Janssen, the turncoat Montana congresswoman who'd balked at the New Patriot party line.  While several Guardsmen openly scoffed at the audacity of the rumor, after overhearing the conversation between Atwater and the outsider, Corey, Randy had no doubt that they were in fact harboring an abducted member of the US House of Representatives.  Picturing a FEMA concentration camp, he could only imagine what Janssen's abduction would mean if and when the Feds ever came down on the Patriot Guard movement.

After several more minutes, the cries from uphill turned to whimpers.  Randy steeled himself.  Janssen was something worse than the Deep State liberals.  She was a traitor to the cause, a party insider who'd spit in the face of her fellow Patriots.  Besides, whatever was happening to her couldn't be any worse than the depravities he'd endlessly imagined inflicting on Judge Goldman or Julie's dirtbag lawyer.  No, Janssen deserved what she got, and next it would be the rest of the Washington elite's turn.

What happened next, Randy assumed to be a screw-up.  He couldn't imagine the Commandant or his ex-Green Beret sidekicks intending for them to witness a now unhooded Lynette Janssen being half-carried down the trail past them into the deep woods below.  What had they done to her?  One hand hung limply at the wrist, and trickles of blood ran down both her legs.  As they passed, her drooping head came up and locked eyes with him.

"Help me!" she pleaded.  "For god's sake, they're gonna kill me!  Please don't let them take me!  Oh god, I don't want to die like this!"

The two spec ops types holding her up gripped more tightly as she began to struggle, digging her feet into the ground.  Two more of her handlers stepped in, and the force of numbers quickly overcame the strength of desperation.

Unbidden, the terrorized cries of his daughter Becky flooded Randy's brain.  She'd been nine years old, playing in a friend's yard two doors down, when an aggressive neighborhood dog had gotten loose and took off after her.  He'd dashed to the door to see her screaming, running clumsily towards the house, the black German Pointer sprinting full bore after her.  He'd managed to scoop her up and slam the door before the snarling mutt closed the distance.  The police had to be called to quell the ensuing confrontation between Randy and the dog's white trash owners.  Becky'd been physically unharmed, but the trauma of that day had lingered in her psyche.  She'd been afraid to play outside until the dog's owners had moved away two years later, and she still shied away from dogs to this day.

For all of the rage and hatred that followed him every hour of every day, he was suddenly confronted with the reality that he wasn't prepared to see the results of his imagined depredations carried out in real life.

"This ain't right," he whispered to Josh Barlow next to him.

"Cool it!" Josh warned him off.

Noting the aside going on, one of Janssen's captors took notice.  "There a problem here, men?"

"No, sir!" Josh returned in the most authoritative voice he could muster.

"What are we doing?" Randy repeated his doubts once the party were out of earshot.

"Hey man," Barlow snapped back, "it's way past time to lose your nerve now.  We're all in on this.  You give Commandant Atwater cause to doubt you now and you'll end up in a shallow, unmarked grave next to hers."

Janssen continued to plead for her life as she was dragged further away.  Gradually her cries grew dimmer, muffled by the dense evergreen growth.  At length, the stillness of the deep woods returned, only to be punctuated two minutes later by the report of a single gunshot.

For all their collective bravado and rage against the system, the six training Guardsmen looked ashen, the enormity of what they were now involved in at least momentarily sinking in.

Hard to believe, Randy thought, that there was a time before everything got snatched away that he could look in the mirror and see a happy husband and father, not a hideous rage monster.

The muted vibration of their instructor's cell phone broke the awkward silence.  He listened for a moment, turning his gaze towards Randy and Josh.

"Jackson, Barlow," he snapped, "you're with me.  This is the real thing.  Commandant's got a mission for us.  The rest of you men, report back to camp.  And if you know what's good for you, you'll keep your mouths shut about what went down here." 

CHAPTER 13

Sitting strapped in on a center-facing bench, Jonny stretched his neck to look out the small porthole behind him.  Sunlight sparkled on the rippled surface of the Aegean Sea far below the speeding Navy Pavehawk he occupied.  An hour previously, the chopper had lifted off from the US Navy's Sixth Fleet headquarters in Naples.  Along with Leonard Bennett seated beside him, a Navy SARtech occupied the opposite end of the helicopter's spacious passenger compartment, giving Jonny and Bennett the privacy to converse freely.  Bennett wore a khaki sea-duty officer's uniform under a matching watch jacket, one of the few times Jonny had ever seen him in anything other than dress whites.  While Team Quest had a long association with Bennett, Jonny was slightly intimidated to find himself in the position of having to hold his own in solo discourse with the former Commander, now an Admiral.

"I can't believe I'm actually here," Jonny commented, a trace of his instinctive distrust of the military slipping out.

"I appreciate that this isn't your element, Dr. J," Bennett returned.  "Just understand why you're here.  First, this is a critical mission.  If there are any attempts to override the Q-Nav system once we get aboard the Monsoor, your presence will be invaluable.  More importantly, the work of the Quest Institute remains vital to the national interest.  The consensus of the Community, notably Intelligence 1, is that it's too dangerous for you and your dad to be found in one location during the run-up to Election Day.  That goes double with Race Bannon out of the picture.  New Patriots notwithstanding, you've still got a lot of friends in Washington who've got your back."

"And a Navy warship sailing into a potential war zone is the safest place you could come up with to send me?" Jonny asked skeptically.

Bennett answered frankly, "Under present circumstances, I couldn't guarantee that anywhere is a safe place to be.  At least where we're headed, you'll be surrounded by Navy personnel who've sworn an oath to defend their country and its Constitution."

"And what about Race?" Jonny pressed.  "You say you've teamed him up with this SEAL, Sinclair.  I'm sorry, I just can't picture you as the type to come to the aid of a group of SEALs who disregarded orders and deserted."

"You're right, Dr. J.  As a Naval officer, I can't condone what the Aziz Six did.  If every seaman thought he could decide which orders to follow or not, there wouldn't be a Navy.  But there's also an unwritten rule you won't find in the Naval officers' curriculum that every senior officer worth his salt knows.  You never give an order you know won't be obeyed.

"This is a case where you had a President who never served a day of military service ordering elite troops to abandon their comrades-in-arms to an advancing hostile force out to crush them, a dishonorable order that's just inviting a mutiny.  That kind of craven incompetence coming from the Commander-in-Chief is the real crime."

"Whoa," Jonny was taken aback, "not something I ever expected to hear coming from you."

"That's not the only reason I've aided the Six," Bennett confided.  "I needed those men.  A shadow agency, possibly with key assets inside our government, usurping missile launch control is a far greater national security threat than a squad of SEALs gone rogue to come to the aid of our allies.  Sinclair's team are already rogue assets, operating outside the system.  They can dig places where the Intelligence Community can't without inviting blowback.  And they're obviously invested in pulling back the curtain on whoever ordered them terminated."

"And have you learned anything?" Jonny asked.

"Not enough," Bennett shook his head.  "For decades, there's been an underground of ultra-wealthy donors and low-profile think tanks propping up the extreme right.  By now, many of them have been sucked into the New Patriots' orbit.  But tapping into military command-and-control networks and coordinating what's looking more and more like a potential coup takes the resources of a state-level actor.  There are the obvious suspects, but how any of them could be operating so extensively on US soil is still a mystery.  There have to be players out there who haven't shown their hand yet.  That's what I'm hoping Race and Sinclair can uncover."

"You really think things are going to go that sideways back home?" Jonny continued to probe.

"Yes, I do," Bennett confessed.  "I've seen a lot of global upheavals come and go over the course of my career, some the average Joe on the street will never even know took place.  I've never seen anything like the calculated, sustained effort that's gone into cultivating a climate of grievance and intolerance in our country.  Instigating division isn't even the whole story.  Since January 6th, the New Patriots have set out systematically creating the legislative framework to facilitate a power grab comes Election Day.

"And I'm not the only one seeing bogeymen lurking in the shadows.  The Community doesn't believe it's coincidence that the Russians are setting up for a potential new invasion into western Ukraine.  If this country's coming apart at the seams comes the first Tuesday in November, we may not be in any position to stop them.  That's why you and I are headed out to the Monsoor.  The Navy feels it prudent to have a flag-rank officer aboard in case the chain of command gets, shall we say, confused."

"ETA in five minutes," the pilot's voice came over the intercom.  "You can see the Michael Monsoor coming up on our portside."

Jonny looked out to see the angular, matte gray bulk of a singular-looking warship coming into view.

"There she is," Bennett expressed his admiration.  "Zumwalt class guided missile destroyer, with a complement of forty Tomahawk cruise missiles at her disposal.  Let's just hope we don't end up in a position of having to use them."

Leaning into the hatch connecting the cab with a rear living compartment, Randy Jackson watched alternating stretches of desert scrub and barren sand pass by as they headed down Beal Road towards Slab City.  Broxton and Jonker, two of Commandant Atwater's trusted inner circle occupied the cab seats, while six of his fellow Guardsmen, Josh Barlow included, sat along a pair of fold-out benches behind him.  The vehicle conveying them was a behemoth.  The Krug Rhino expedition vehicle was essentially an off-road motorhome constructed around a 4x4 all-wheel drive firetruck chassis.  The Austrian-built vehicle had originally provided backcountry transport for some United Nations agency operating in Central America.  After changing hands several times, title for it had eventually made its way to the Patriot Guard.

"Next best thing to an APC," Atwater had uncharacteristically bragged at his oversized toy.

At first sight, Randy hadn't known what to make of the vehicle's bizarro paint job.  Matte black with rust orange tigerstripes, it looked like something out of a Mad Max movie.

Taking turns at the wheel, they'd driven continuously through the night, making their way from Montana down Interstate 15 through Idaho and Utah to Las Vegas.  From there, they'd taken US Highway 95 further south until it intersected Interstate 10 for the last major leg of their journey.

While they were kitted out with full combat gear, they'd received specific instructions not to deploy in militia-style battledress.  Instead they'd opted for a mix of leathers, jeans, bandanas, and war-paint stripes of fluorescent sunscreen.  The result was even more Mad Max-looking than their vehicle.  Presumably the intent was to appear intimidating while not being identified as Patriot Guardsmen.  Whatever, he shrugged.

Passing an enormous sugarcandy-painted mound identified as Salvation Mountain, they pulled into Slab City, such as it was.  En route, they'd been briefed that their destination occupied the former site of Camp Dunlap, a minor World War II era Marine Corps base.  The name Slab City derived from the extensive concrete slabs, useful as RV pads, remaining after the base's long-ago demolition.

The community appeared to consist of a chaotic arrangement of RV's and house trailers, like someone had randomly scattered a set of dominoes about.  Some appeared to be set up as temporary campsites, while others were clearly rooted to this location.  Many were surrounded by carefully placed cairns of rusted junk, clearly marking off their occupants' turf.

People looked them over as they wound their way through the seemingly random lots.  A few smiled wanly while others appeared openly hostile.

Reaching the far end of a cluster of RV's, Captain Broxton, their squad leader, pulled into a vacant stretch of ground minimally sheltered by a few sparse trees.

"Good enough," Broxton told them.  "Fall out and take twenty.  Smoke 'em if you got 'em.  It'll be your last chance for awhile.  We'll be moving out shortly.  We've got an ambush to lay."

Weapons under cover for now, Randy and his fellow troopers stepped out through the side bay door and stretched.  It had been a long ride in close quarters.  Their conversation along the way had been restrained, all of them aware that the two regular Army types in charge were by no means their buddies or confidants.

It was hot but not unbearably so.  The bone-dry desert air though was a noticeable change from the rich loamy atmosphere of Powell Bluff.

Glancing backward, Randy noted that Broxton and Jonker remained seated inside the cab, intently conversing between themselves and with someone over Broxton's cell.  No surprise there.  The Guard operated on an absolute need-to-know basis.  They were aware that this was a wetworks mission and that their intended targets were an ex-Intelligence 1 operative and one of the Aziz Six Navy SEALs.  Broxton and his second were undoubtedly updating on the pair's movements with whatever New Patriot assets were operating in the area. 

"Hey man," a voice called out, "you can't park that monster here."

Randy looked around to see a wiry, sun-parched man likely pushing sixty emerge from between a pair of makeshift boundary markers.

"You're blocking my view," he protested.

Behind him, Broxton stepped from the cab.  He stepped forward, bracing his hand high up on his hip so that the oversized Desert Eagle magnum beneath his vest was revealed.

"We'll be out of here in a few days, a week tops," he spoke authoritatively.  "You don't give us any trouble, you can go back to enjoying your view in peace.  Do I make myself clear?"

"Perfectly clear," the man hastily backed down, his wide eyes darting between Broxton's face and his holstered gun.

"Jackson," Broxton called out once the man had disappeared behind his own eccentrically decorated trailer, "over here."

He motioned to the pair of dirt bikes mounted from the Rhino's rear rack.

Time to get down to business.  Good, Randy thought.  The calculated, execution-style killing of the woman Janssen had left him shaken, but this would be different.  Their two targets were the self-important tools of a Deep State that existed to enrich its privileged members while keeping everyday working people like him under its thumb.  How many years had he piddled away jumping that system's hoops just to get nowhere?  Now it was time for payback.  Bannon and Sinclair would be righteous kills.

CHAPTER 14

Seeing the interior of the Michael Monsoor up close wasn't Jonny's first experience aboard a naval vessel.  Still, he looked about with undisguised admiration as they were escorted by a junior officer down a series of antiseptic white corridors that looked like something halfway between a typical ship's passageway and an access tube out of the International Space Station.  A maze of tubing and cables snaked along the ceiling, occasionally dropping down to connect with electronics cabinets lining the walls.  Just above floor-level, yellow safety bumpers protected sensitive systems from errant dollies or pallet lifts.  Watertight doors along the way were coded to specify their precise shipboard location.  From his in-flight conversation with Admiral Bennett, the sci-fi look was apt.  The Monsoor and its two sister vessels were projected to be the vanguard of a fleet of some 32 next-generation guided missile destroyers.  That fleet had been sunk by a far more fearsome agency than any anti-ship missile.  It was enormous cost overruns that had spelled the premature end of the Zumwalt class of ships.  Still, Jonny had to admit that the Monsoor was an impressive work of naval design.

Like Bennett, the personnel they passed wore the latest generation of fire-resistant sea-duty uniforms, dark blue for enlisted seamen and khaki for officers.  The outfits were loose-fitted with buttonless Velcroed closures and attachment points for muted ID and rank patches.

At length, they arrived at a closed panel door on a deck Jonny estimated to be near the base of the truncated pyramid forward superstructure.

"Enter," a strong voice responded to their escort's knock.

A trim man with thinning, gray-brown hair rose from behind a neatly organized desktop.  Jonny noted the black captain's eagle on a patch Velcroed to the breast of his uniform.  At the sight of Bennett, with his own two vice admiral's stars, the man saluted crisply.

"Admiral, I'm Captain Russ Cunningham at your service.  Welcome aboard the Michael Monsoor."

Bennett returned the Captain's salute.  Jonny knew enough military protocol not to salute as a civilian, but he unconsciously drew his shoulders back to assume a more martial bearing as he returned Cunningham's proffered handshake.

"Dr. Quest," Cunningham offered, "we're glad to have you aboard.  I'm sure your familiarity with the Q-Nav 14 system will prove invaluable."

"I hope so," Jonny returned.  "My father's the real expert on Q-Nav, but I have a fair grounding in its operational history and the specific concerns raised after the Aziz incident."

"Good enough," Cunningham glanced an aside at Bennett.  Returning his attention to Jonny, "I understand that you prefer to be referred to as Dr. J."

"It saves confusion working in tandem with my father," Jonny explained.

"I also understand that you've been personally targeted, possibly in retaliation for the Quest Institute's involvement surrounding the Aziz incident.  I've been instructed that you're authorized to observe and/or participate in command-level discussions surrounding this mission.  I trust you'll appreciate that's quite a privilege to be extended to a civilian on a forward-deployment mission.  There are still technical aspect's of the ship's operations that will be off-limits to you.  If you have any questions, please consult with me or with my exec, Cmdr. Byrne.

"Speaking of which," he keyed the intercom on his desktop, "Mr. Byrne, Lt. Liefeld, please report to the captain's office."

It took less than a minute for the two summoned officers to arrive.  Byrne was a ruggedly handsome man in his early forties with blonde hair pushing the limits of regulation length.  Liefeld was younger with short hair, wearing round wireframe lenses that Jonny thought channelled more of a seventies student radical than a junior Naval officer.

Introductions were made before Cunningham continued.  "Admiral, I'm making my quarters available to you for the voyage.  I'll be berthing in one of the unused aviators' cabins.  Dr. J, I'm sorry that spare quarters are pretty limited on a ship with the crew complement of this one.  I'm putting you in with Lt. Liefeld here.  Mr. Liefeld completed an oceanography major simultaneously with working his way through officer candidate school.  I think the two of you should have some common interests.

"Now that we all know who's who, I'll let Mr. Liefeld show you around the ship, Dr. J, while the Admiral and I have a deep discussion about just what it is we're sailing into.  Dismissed."

Jonny followed Liefeld and the exec out into the passageway and Cunningham rose to close the door behind them.

"Ready to be impressed?" Liefeld gestured as Byrne headed off in his own direction.

"Lead the way," Jonny smiled.

Dropping down two decks, Liefeld led Jonny forward along the length of the ship, describing systems as they went.  Undogging inspection hatches, he allowed Jonny to peer into the belowdecks magazines and lifts servicing the ship's twin 155 mm Advanced Gun System turrets, the ship's main offensive armament.  To Jonny's astonishment, the enormous magazines were devoid of munitions.

"Where are the shells?" he asked perplexed.

"Long story short," Liefeld smiled sardonically, "there aren't any.  Back in 2005, four years post-9/11, the Zumwalt class was developed as a Naval surface fire support vessel to provide offshore supporting artillery fire for land-based operations, that's to say covering spec ops forces nosing around after terrorist cells, weapons of mass destruction, and the like.  In lieu of traditional battleship cannons, the Advanced Gun System fires rocket-propelled Long Range Land Attack Projectiles or LRLAPs, capable of in-flight course correction.  Unfortunately for the Navy, the Advanced Gun System proved unfeasable when the cost of a single LRLAP soared in excess of $800 thousand."

"You're kidding," Jonny reacted.

Liefeld continued, "With its Integrated Power System producing in excess of 78 megawatts, the Zumwalt class was the only US Navy ship potentially capable of fielding an electromagnetic railgun.  That was the proposed replacement for the AGS until Naval railgun development was suspended in 2021.  The current planning is for the three Zumwalts to be retrofitted with Advanced Payload Modules housing Conventional Prompt Strike hypersonic missiles by the late 2020's."

Liefeld read the unimpressed look on Jonny's face.

"Not to worry though," he hastily added.  "We are a guided missile destroyer.  Around the periphery of the ship, placed between the primary and secondary hulls, are twenty Mark 57 Vertical Launch System modules containing four launch cells each.  That's a total of eighty cells, loaded with an assortment of Tomahawk offensive cruise missiles, ASROC anti-submarine missiles, and Evolved Sea Sparrow anti-aircraft missiles.  That's a lot of firepower."

"Any of them fitted with nukes?" Jonny asked.

"That's classified," was Liefeld's quick answer.

They resumed their movement forward until they reached the bow sonar equipment room, a space filled with massive cables and high-voltage cabinets.

Liefeld resumed his narration, "The Monsoor's outfitted with hull-mounted AN/SQS-60 mid-frequency and AN/SQS-61 high-frequency sonars.  We also carry an AN/SQR-20 multi-function towed array."

Returning aftward, they descended another level to pass through the high bays overlooking the engineering compartments.  Liefeld pointed out the ship's twin Rolls-Royce MT30 gas turbines with their coupled electrical generators, along with a pair of electric induction drive motors turning the propeller shafts.

While not a military buff, Jonny had seen enough of oceanographic exploration vessels to be thoroughly wowed by the cutting-edge technology he was being shown.

At the very stern was a water-level bay capable of launching and retrieving two good sized Rigid Hull Inflatable Boats or RHIBs.

They ascended to pass through the crew living spaces immediately underneath the rear flight deck before moving up to the flight hanger occupying the aft extension of the superstructure.  Two MH-60R Skyhawk helicopters were secured within the massive hanger.

"Besides the ASROCs," Liefeld explained, "these birds are a critical element of our surface defense and anti-submarine warfare capability.  They have their own multimode radar, which can expand our long range scanning capability out to an extended horizon.  Each copter carries a retractable dipping sonar, deployable sonobuoys, and Mk 54 lightweight torpedoes.

"From its shape," Liefeld went on, "you've probably deduced that the Monsoor was designed for radar stealth.  The so-called tumblehome hull design tapers inward above the waterline, reflecting incoming radar skyward rather than back along its incident vector.  In addition, the superstructure cladding consists of carbon-fiber composite panels for minimized reflectance.  Designing a ship with a radar signature one fiftieth that of a conventional destroyer was one of the parameters that drove the development cost of the Zumwalt class out of sight."

Arriving at the Combat Information Center, Liefeld requested permission for Jonny to enter from Cmdr. Byrne, who was consulting with a petty officer over his console.

"Bring him through," Byrne nodded his approval.

"This is our CIC," Liefeld explained, "the heart of all our warfighting systems.  From here, executive command directives are authenticated, fleet operations are coordinated, threats are detected, identified and tracked, with in-depth layers of countermeasures initiated as needed.  This is also where offensive measures are initiated.  In lieu of the Advanced Gun System, that essentially means our Tomahawks."

Once again, the streamlined room was a step beyond the cramped, overcomplicated shipboard CIC's depicted in war adventure movies.  Rows of identical workstations mounting multiple standard flatscreen monitors faced a row of three large situation monitors mounted on the forward bulkhead.

"Most conventional destroyers across the fleet use the tried-and-true Aegis combat control system dating from the 1990's.  Another innovation of the Zumwalt class is that combat control is integrated into the Total Ship Computing Environment Infrastructure or TSCEI.  This architecture provides for enhanced integration across elements of combat management, communications, computing, ship's mechanical systems, damage control, and more.  This high level of automation enables the Zumwalt class to operate with a crew complement of just 147 seamen as opposed to 380 for a conventional Arleigh Burke destroyer.  The trade-off for this enhanced capability is that many standard naval systems such as radars built around Aegis have had to be reconfigured for compatibility with TSCEI.  That includes your Q-Nav 14, which I'm assuming is why you're here."

From the CIC, they proceeded forward to the bridge.  This consisted of a long wraparound console with several operators' posts along it.

"Never mind these guys," Liefeld chided.  "They just drive the boat."

The most distinguishing feature of the room was its continuous row of long, slitted observation windows, providing expansive forward and lateral views.  What he'd seen of the ship was highly contained.  The exterior decks lacked permanent guardrails and were clearly not intended to be manned at sea.  There were no portholes or casual observation windows, and functional openings like cargo hatches and auxiliary gun ports were fitted with heavy covers.  Jonny supposed this was to be expected of a warship suited to the chemical/biological/radiological threats of potential future wars.  The downside was that in terms of confinement, serving aboard the Monsoor would be close to deploying in a submarine.

Their tour completed, they ended off in the wardroom.  Per longstanding Navy protocol, Liefeld approached the senior officer present and requested permission to join the complement of off-duty officers present.  He then directed Jonny to a half-filled table and a steward momentarily appeared to hand them typed menus.  There were two main courses offered with a handful of optional sides.  Jonny selected meatballs and gravy with tater tots and a chilled petite pea salad.

Liefeld made introductions all around, and everyone was scrupulously courteous in steering their conversation to include their table guest.  Jonny was reminded of the Navy adage of being an officer and a gentleman.

Dinner finished, Liefeld guided Jonny to the tiny cabin they'd be sharing.  Along the way, he offered directions to the head and pointed out the most direct route to Jonny's battle station, which would be with Admiral Bennett in the CIC.

Jonny's duffel had been delivered and placed on the overhead bunk above Liefeld's.  After his extended flight and a full day's orientation to the Monsoor and its regimented onboard Navy culture, Jonny was relieved when Liefeld excused himself, his hosting duties momentarily fulfilled.

At least he was familiar enough with shipboard routine to have come prepared.  He slipped into the drawstring sweatpants and black tee he'd packed for nightwear and pulled out a book, knowing he wouldn't have wi-fi access aboardship.  After a visit to the head, with just a reading lamp and the cabin's night light left on, he settled back into his alcove to read and unwind.

The next thing he knew, the cabin door was opening.  His LED watch told him that three hours had passed since he picked up his book.

"Hey there," Liefeld greeted him after noting that he was awake.  "Get some shut eye?"

"Yea, I did," Jonny answered groggily.  "Guess I'm a bit jet-lagged, crossing so many time zones."

"We've all been there," Liefeld seconded, "although it always seems tougher starting out a deployment at sea than it does going home."

"The captain said something about your being an oceanography major," Jonny prodded, pulling himself awake.

"Yea," Liefeld beamed, "did my masters at North Carolina State.  And you?"

"Florida State," Jonny answered.  "How did you gravitate into the field?  Did you grow up by the ocean?"

"Hardly," Liefeld chuckled.  "I was born and raised in Columbus, Ohio.  The closest I ever came to the ocean was watching Animal Planet until I did an internship at Wood's Hole summer of my junior year.

"Impressive," Jonny voiced his approval at Liefeld's mention of the renowned Massachusetts oceanographic institute.  "How did you end up in the Navy?"

"I like the pure science of oceanography," Liefeld explained, "but I'm also interested in deep sea tech.  Ideally, one day I'd like to captain an oceanographic exploration vessel, not a straightforward career track to pursue in the private sector.  The Navy offered a path to build the training and experience I'd need, and to get paid for it."

"That is impressive," Jonny nodded.

"So what about you?" Liefeld asked.

"I grew up around scientists," Jonny explained.  "I came of age living in the Florida Keys, experienced a lot tagging along with my dad and Race Bannon on assignment.  My mom was a renowned cetacean biologist before she died when I was ten.  I'd have to say that a part of what drew me to oceanography was holding onto a piece of her."

"That's nice," Liefeld offered.  Changing tack, he asked, "Let me ask you something.  I could see the wheels turning when I was showing you the ship.  What were you thinking?"

Jonny hesitated before responding.  "If I answer, this stays between you and me.  I don't want to put Admiral Bennett on the spot by dissing our Navy hosts."

"Fair enough," Liefeld agreed.

"I guess I was taken aback by the politics of it all.  The Navy fits this ship with an Advanced Gun System and then can't afford the projectiles?  How does that happen?  And what's the point of trying to make a destroyer stealthy in this age of reconnaissance satellites, especially a class designed for shore bombardment that's going to be operating in coastal waters?"

"Don't take what I told you the wrong way," Liefeld returned.  "The Monsoor is a damn good ship for the mission and the threat environment it was designed for.  And that's the issue.  The Zumwalt class design specs were nailed down in 2005, four years post-9/11 and a year into Operation Iraqi Freedom.  The raison d'être for the Monsoor and her sister ships was to provide Naval fire support for spec ops forces operating in second-tier, terrorist-supporting states.  We're talking states that didn't have access to real-time satellite surveillance back then.  But the world moved on.  As strategic defense planning shifted from the war on terror to re-emerging superpower conflicts, the relevance of the Zumwalt class came increasingly into question.  Over time, the number of proposed ships went from 32 to 24 to 7 and finally to just three.  Spread out over a fleet of 32 ships, the development cost of the Zumwalt class was justifiable.  But each time the number of ships was cut, the overall cost per ship soared until some of the cutting edge technologies being developed specifically for the Zumwalt were no longer viable and were cut.  That's where we're at today."

Liefeld turned Jonny's questioning around.  "The million dollar question is, why send a repurposed ship like the Monsoor on a high-stakes mission that a traditional Arleigh Burke destroyer would be better armed and equipped to handle?"

Jonny suspected he knew the answer, but it was not one he was about to share with his new cabin-mate.  The smaller crew complement of the Zumwalt class meant less people aboard to potentially be turned if competing National Command Authorities emerged, as Admiral Bennett suspected they might in the coming days.  

CHAPTER 15

To all our listeners just joining us, we're following multiple breaking news stories this hour.

In Texas, an increasingly rancorous dispute between members of Black Votes Matter and the State's governor has escalated to a new level of confrontation this morning.  For days, BVM observers have been reporting that, under the state's restrictive new voter legislation, unprecedented numbers of inner city residents are being turned away from early voting at state polling places.  Many of those denied access claim to have longstanding documented voting histories.  There have also been widespread complaints of potential voters having difficulty finding out why they've been purged and what recourse they have to be reinstated.  In response, BVM demonstrators have begun blocking access to voting places in affluent, New Patriot-leaning districts.  Late last night, Texas Governor Abe Gilead mobilized the state's National Guard to secure polling places and keep protesters at bay.  Gilead is threatening arrests and vigorous prosecution for protestors who defy state court orders to cease-and-desist.  As polls open on the last day of advance voting before Election Day tomorrow, it's reported that many early morning voters are simply turning away when they arrive to find formations of heavily armed National Guardsmen standing outside.  Critics are already calling this a miscarried election.  The White House has weighed in, calling this state mobilization partisan overreach and an unprecedented effort to intimidate both voters and concerned citizens protesting the state's attempts at voter suppression.

Meanwhile on the international front, Russian military forces, who've been massing inside the Donbas republics for several weeks now have begun moving out of their staging areas and are now taking up front line positions directly on the border with free Ukraine.  This is similar to Russian troop movements seen immediately prior to Russia's initial 2021 Ukraine invasion.   

Race and Sinclair were up with the sun the next morning.  Though they'd taken turns sleeping and standing watch, they hadn't seen or heard any unusual activity on the deserted streets outside, and certainly no one had come near the trailer.  Sinclair had switched on the TV while Race scrambled four eggs out of the dozen they'd purchased at the sparsely stocked Bombay Beach General Store the previous afternoon.  He'd also found an electric kettle with which to boil water for instant coffee.  Eating their modest breakfast, both listened intently to the startling headlines.

"Jeez," Sinclair muttered, "the whole world's going off the rails."

"We're running out of time," Race seconded.  "If these events really are linked elements of some grand plan, the perpetrators aren't going to stand by and allow loose ends like us to disrupt their timetable.  We knew we were walking into the lion's den by coming here.  Now we need to find them before they find us.  We haven't seen anything overtly suspicious here in Bombay Beach.  I think it's time to start looking further afield."

"There's a lot of desert out there," Sinclair qualified.  "The two of us are never going to be able to cover it on our own."

"All we can do is what we can," Race shrugged.  "If we can somehow draw them out without getting ourselves killed, maybe one way or another they'll lead us back to their base of operations.  The bartender Lorenzo said something about UFO's out by Slab City.  That seems like as good a place as any to start."

Loading their weapons into the trunk and locking up the trailer, they headed out from Bombay Beach and continued southward along Route 111 as far as the town of Niland.  Passing through it as they turned eastward, they observed Niland to be another semi-ghost town, only slightly larger and less moribund than Bombay Beach.  Its most distinguished landmark seemed to be the boarded-up shell of a massive institutional-looking building at the crossing of Main and Niland Avenue.  An overhanging concrete façade was supported by rows of Doric columns running around the street-facing sides of the building.  The imposing structure seemed decidedly out of place surrounded by run-down trailer courts.

Beyond town, Main Street turned into Beal Road, which they continued to follow in the direction of Slab City.  The desert here was slightly less barren than around Bombay Beach, with a clutter of scrub brush and stunted trees visible.  At length they arrived at a perpendicular, intersecting thoroughfare marked as Gas Line Road.

"This looks like it heads out into the open desert," Race interpreted their road map.  "If we want to check out the airspace over the Chocolate Mountains, this might be our best bet."

"Sure, why not?" Sinclair groused.  "We've got as good a chance of stumbling across what we're after here as any other stretch of desert."

They'd travelled a couple miles, paralleling the range of mountains in the distance, when Race suddenly shouted out, "Hey, pull over."

As Sinclair pulled off to the side of the dusty track, Race leaped out, grabbing the SEAL's binoculars from the rear seat.  Sinclair quickly followed.  Race pointed to a dark speck travelling with ponderous slowness across the sky to the east.

"Helicopter?" Sinclair asked, observing the distant shape.

"I don't think so," Race answered, handing him the binoculars.

"Whoa," Sinclair exclaimed, sighting through the powerful lenses, "I've deployed in spec ops around the globe, but I've never seen anything quite like that.  You?"

Race accepted the binoculars back.  The distant, all black object now appeared to be hovering motionless.  Through the lenses, Race observed an elongated fuselage with long, straight perpendicular wings.  There was only a slight bulge where a pilot's cockpit should've been.  Most notably, a pair of turbofans mounted at the base of the wings seemed to be providing lift.  As he continued to watch, a steady torrent of incandescent white streaks issued from the nose, apparently striking at some ground target invisible behind the intervening mountains.

"It's obviously a drone," Race narrated.  "Overall, doesn't look that different from a typical RQ-4 Global Hawk.  But I've never seen any aerodynamic UAV that could hover motionless like that.  And what in Hades is it shooting?  Nothing that light could carry that much conventional ammunition.  No obvious missiles or heavy weapons.  I'd call it as an anti-personnel drone, configured for indiscriminate saturation fire, a pretty ugly piece of work.  I don't know if a weapon like that would even be legal under the Geneva Conventions.  Working with the Quests and Intelligence 1, I'd be in a position to know.  Nothing like I've ever seen on anybody's drawing board."

"If this thing's so outré," Sinclair came back, "what's it doing here where it can be observed from civilian overlooks?  Why not test it someplace like Dugway or Area 51 where no prying eyes are gonna get within fifty miles of it?"

Race returned, "If this is some way-off-the-books black ops project, its sponsors can't just call up and reserve a booking for Area 51.  You said it yourself, down here you've got active and decommissioned Marine Corps, Navy, and BLM lands.  You've got multiple services, multiple deployments rotating in and out.  Place like this, the right hand isn't going to know what the left hand is doing, so who's going to ask questions?"

Sinclair stated ominously, "You realize we may just have found what the New Patriots are doing down here.  Can you imagine the carnage if that thing was turned loose on a civilian population?"

As they continued to watch, the ominous drone suddenly accelerated and, with a burst of speed, disappeared somewhere beyond the mountains.

Sinclair continued, "You also realize we drove out here and just happened to see one of these things on our first recon.  What're the chances?  Makes me wonder just how many of them there are and how frequently they're flying."

"Maybe someone's on a timeline," Race suggested.  "If those drones are being prepped for some sort of Election Day coup, their handlers must be running out of time to get them checked out and operational.  I think we're on to something here.  If we push on to Salvation Mountain and Slab City, there may be witnesses who can tell us more."

Arriving back at Beal Road some ten minutes later, they made a left, continuing northeastward away from Niland.  Just over a mile further on, they spotted a low prominence that shone more brightly than the surrounding scrubland.  As they drew closer, it resolved itself into a most singular bit of topography.  To Race, it initially suggested a mountain-sized cupcake that had been left to melt in the desert sun, leaving a shapeless mound of white frosting drizzled with multicolored sprinkles and vibrant ribbons of icing sugar.

Momentarily, they arrived at a sign that read, God never fails, SALVATION MOUNTAIN.  They pulled into a vaguely defined packed earth parking area, which was deserted except for a battered pickup, a late-model minivan, and a pair of dirt bikes chained to a pipe stand.

On closer examination, Salvation Mountain proved to be an artificial rise, perhaps 150 feet in length, built up over the face of an existing ridge.  Rising perhaps fifty feet, it had been entirely painted over with a rainbow assortment of primitively rendered flowers, trees, lakes, and waterfalls.  A simple, thin cross rose from the highest peak.  Directly below it, GOD IS LOVE was prominently spelled out in red letters.  Lower still, an enormous red-painted heart contained the passage, "Jesus, I'm a sinner.  Please come upon my body and into my heart."  From his youth, Race recognized it as a line from The Sinner's Prayer.  Innumerable smaller painted text blocks articulated well-known Bible school adages and New Testament passages.

Stepping out of the car, Race collected a flyer from a clear plastic box.  On it was a site map and a brief overview of Salvation Mountain.  He saw that the painted body of water at the foot of the candy-colored mountain represented the Sea of Galilee.  Two additional structures to the right of the "mountain" were identified as The Hogan and The Museum.  The Hogan was a rounded earthen dome, clearly patterned after the Southwestern desert hogans traditionally built by the Navajo.  The Museum was another huge, brightly painted earthen structure apparently built over a twisted framework of barren trees.  Numerous irregular windows throughout suggested that the structure contained an interior space or spaces.  Several antiquated vehicles were also painted over and covered with verses.  God is love was repeated everywhere.

According to the flyer, Salvation Mountain was the decades-long work of one Leonard Knight, along with an association of volunteers who'd maintained the site after his passing.  Constructed from adobe-covered hay bales, it was finished with some 20,000 gallons of latex paint.  Race reflected that it was an astoundingly ambitious expression of religious folk art.

"Someone had a lot of dedication to his faith," Sinclair observed.

At ground level, a group of six young adults were working their way along the face of the installation, pointing out details and snapping photos as they went.  Visitors obviously, they presumably had arrived in the minivan.  Near the top of the inclined facade, two shirtless, sun-baked men in paint-spattered work jeans were packing straw into a sunken dimple in the construction.  These seemed like a more promising prospect from whom to glean information.  Perhaps exploring within The Museum, the owners of the dirt bikes were not to be seen.

Race and Sinclair approached the edge of the display's painted extent, cordoned off behind a continuous line of empty paint cans.

"May we come up and talk to you?" Race called loudly to the two workmen.

The pair conversed briefly before one pointed and called out, "Just follow the yellow brick road!"

With a chuckle, Race noted that a meandering, yellow-painted strip indeed marked a presumably safe path up the fragile straw and adobe incline.  They proceeded upward, Sinclair a half dozen paces behind Race.

"Welcome brothers, may the peace of the Lord be with you," one of the bronzed workmen greeted them.

"May the peace of the Lord be with you," Race repeated in kind.  Playing the innocent tourist, he continued, "My friend and I were driving up from Niland to check out Slab City, and we just saw something incredible.  It was this dark shape, looked sort of like a plane, but it was just hovering over the mountains.  Someone in Bombay Beach said something about UFO's around these parts.  We were wondering if that's what we saw.  You didn't happen to see anything, did you?"

Before the workman could answer, a soft metallic plinking noise sounded close at hand.  Race looked about to spot a paint can stacked amid the workmen's supplies suddenly gushing streams of bright red paint from front and rear.

"Sniper!" Race called out, instinctively shoving the two workmen over the top of the incline onto sheltered level ground.  As they tumbled behind cover, he threw himself down the steeply inclined right end of the "mountain."  He noted Sinclair headed in the same direction, while the tourists down below looked about in stunned confusion.

As he slid over the edge and down the steep slope, a second near-silent round left a hole in the soft adobe.  He could only guess that someone was targeting them from a distance, probably with a suppressed sniper's rifle.

Suddenly back on ground level, Race and Sinclair found themselves on a winding, shadowed pathway, also painted yellow, that ran between the domed Hogan on one side and the much larger structure of the Museum on the other.  They were well sheltered from the open expanse of the parking area, but also couldn't see beyond their immediate confines.

Race hadn't seen the source of the suppressed shots that had nearly found them.  Mentally he reconstructed their surroundings.  The little tree and brush cover present was too sparse to offer any real concealment.  The obvious probability was that their sniper or snipers had taken up position inside one of the painted-over derelict vehicles installed on the site.  He pulled the Glock from inside his camera bag, no even match for the rifle fire that had targeted them from afar.

He hand signalled to Sinclair, who had landed some twenty feet away.  The Museum offered their only sheltered avenue via which to close the distance on their would-be assassins.  Entering, they found the honeycombed interior of the structure looked like a trip through the bronchi of some gargantuan creature.  Sections of branching tree limbs provided the skeleton over which the giant mound's outer skin of hay and stucco had been poured.  The overhead spiderweb of intertwined branches had been painted with a gaudy palette of hues, adding to the organic feel of this bizarre environment.  Light filtered in from the multiple overhead windows that dotted the upper levels of the Museum.  Race couldn't help but wonder at the structural integrity of such a randomly constructed edifice.  Still, the fact that it was still standing intact gave testament to the ingenuity or else the blind luck of its architect.  Or maybe it was providence.

Out of sight of the outside world, there was no way of knowing if their attackers were maintaining their positions or moving in for a close range kill.  The winding passages formed a claustrophobic maze of blind corners and hidey-holes.  Race was reminded of the Vietnam-era tunnel rats who had, at enormous peril, gone underground to clear out the Viet Cong's extensive subterranean redoubts.

The sandy floor of the Museum deadened any footfalls that might betray an opponent's approach.  As it happened though, chance favored Race this time around.  The audible click of some unintended impact alerted him to an advancing presence.  He ducked sideways into a shadowed nook to one side of the entry arch into the next chamber.

The cylindrical length of a ten-inch suppresser poked its way through the opening, the slotted barrel guard of an AR-15 following.  A long rifle made for an effective sniper's weapon, but was a disadvantage in the confines of close-quarters combat.  It was likely the leading suppresser that had inadvertently tapped a limb, telegraphing its owner's approach.

Race could've just held back and taken the man out with a point-blank head shot, but a live prisoner, who could be interrogated, was far more valuable than a senselessly mounting body count.  Slipping his finger out of the Glock's trigger guard, he launched into an overhead swing intended to bring the bottom of the pistol grip down on the man's head.  But his opponent reacted with lightning reflexes, tilting and ducking so that the blow landed ineffectually on the shoulder of his tactical vest.  At the same time, he managed to pull a wicked-looking combat knife from a calf-mounted scabbard.  Unable to evade within the narrow passageway, Race dove on top of the man in a desperate attempt to deflect the deadly blade.  As they tumbled, a twisted section of branch caught the Glock, wrenching it from his grip.  At least he managed to secure a firm grip on the wrist of the man's knife hand.

Before Race could get him pinned down, the man kneed him in the thigh and twisted out from under him.  He found himself face to face with a sneering visage, cheeks and forehead bizarrely decorated in fluorescent war paint.  Race belatedly realized that he'd taken on a lethally proficient fighter.  Any concern for taking the man captive went out the window as the two wrestled for control of the knife, fighting for their lives.

Shifting his weight, Race managed to brace his upper back against a tree trunk, giving him the advantage of leverage.  Millimeter by millimeter, the razor-sharp point twisted closer to the attacker's sternum.  With a Herculean push, it slipped inside the webbing of his vest and into his chest, through to the level of his descending aorta.

The fight went instantly out of him as he clutched at the mortal wound.  The man's moments of horrified realization at his terminal fate were mercifully brief before he went limp on the ground.

Using a tree limb to pull himself up, Race looked down at his handiwork, studying his now-deceased opponent for the first time.  The day-glow face markings and leather arm wrappings were melodramatic, channeling some Goth comic book villain, but the USMC tattoo on his right bicep was genuine enough.  At one time, this man had been an elite serviceman, one of the country's finest.  What had turned him into a stone cold killer?  Was it the flip side of the same toxic divide that had led him to kill two American men in uniform in as many days?

Warily advancing chamber by chamber through the Museum, his Glock at the ready, he quickly came upon Sinclair standing over the clearly dead body of a second sniper, the man's neck twisted at an unnatural angle.

"You think that's all of them?" Sinclair asked.

"For now," Race replied, "but you can bet there'll be more attempts.  It's just a matter of where and when and how many?"

"We should clear out before the authorities arrive," Sinclair nudged.  "We're already fugitives.  Add this and the cops are likely to shoot first and ask questions later."

By the time they emerged into daylight, the previously parked minivan was already out of sight, with only settling dust to mark its panicked escape.  They made their way to Sinclair's sedan without incident, the two workmen still watching from over the crest of Salvation Mountain.

Necessity notwithstanding, as they drove off, Race felt a twinge of regret at leaving the two dead assassins inside the Museum.  He couldn't help but feel that they'd unwittingly desecrated Leonard Knight's shrine to his God's universal love.

CHAPTER 16

Welcome to our viewers just tuning in.  As of this hour, we have major developments to report in the twin crises we've been covering.

Tonight, our nation faces a historic crisis unprecedented in modern times.  For the first time since the Civil War, American men in uniform have engaged in armed combat against one another.  At 11:14 AM local time this morning in the city of Fort Worth, gunfire was exchanged between a unit of the US Army Fourth Infantry Division deployed there and members of the Texas National Guard called up by the state's Governor to police polling places.  Seven servicemen are confirmed dead tonight, with another thirteen hospitalized with gunshot wounds, four of them in critical condition.

While details continue to emerge, initial reports are that a US Army corporal among the federal forces fired the first shot, directed at his own unit commander.  In the ensuing chaos, a lethal volley of gunfire was exchanged between federal and state forces before commanders on both sides were able to stand down their respective forces.  Troops have now been repositioned to establish a buffer zone between them, but tensions remain high and the situation volatile.

In Washington, Congressional leaders across the political spectrum have expressed outrage and are demanding action.  Ominously, Governors in multiple New Patriot states have mobilized their own National Guards to confront what Texas Governor Abe Gilead is calling "a state-sanctioned multiple murder."  Meanwhile, the White House has issued a statement asserting that the violence was, and I quote, "the inevitable consequence of years of pandering in baseless election conspiracy theories by the New Patriots and other members of the far right."

As the political crisis at home deepens, the long-anticipated resumption of full-scale hostilities in divided Ukraine has begun.  Officials are reporting that just before dawn local time, multiple missile launches were directed against Kyiv and other western Ukrainian cities originating from the Soviet-backed Donbas republics.  Simultaneously, armored columns began their push into free Ukrainian territory from Belarus to the north and the unrecognized Donetsk and Luhansk Republics to the east.  Initial reports are that Russian forces are taking heavy losses in their initial assault.  Nonetheless, Ukrainian officials are warning that Russian forces have more robust supply-chain logistics in place now than in 2021, and that urgent Western military aid is needed to prevent a repeat of the massive civilian casualties and indiscriminate destruction seen in 2021. 

Jonny and Cole Liefeld stood amid a cluster of officers crowded around the ceiling-mounted flatscreen in the wardroom.

"Well, here we go," commented an African-American lieutenant.

"Guess this is where we start paying the Navy back for all the tech training they shelled out for on our behalf," another red-haired lieutenant philosophized.

A deafening klaxon abruptly cut off any further banter.

"General quarters!" Cmdr. Byrne's voice boomed over the intercom.  "All hands to battle stations!"

Officers sprinted from the wardroom in an urgent but orderly manner.  Liefeld gave Jonny a comradely slap on the back before disappearing into the rush of bodies.  Jonny made his own way to his station well behind Admiral Bennett and out of the way in a far corner of the bustling Command Information Center.

Captain Cunningham, at the front of the room, picked up a microphone.  "Attention all hands, this is the Captain.  As many of you are hearing on civilian news media, Russian forces have begun their predicted incursion into western Ukraine.  We have reports from USEUCOM of intermediate range missile launches from Russian vessels in the Black Sea inbound towards Ukrainian command-and-control sites.  We're also seeing mechanized units moving out of their forward staging areas and into free Ukraine from the north and east.  As many of you have no doubt surmised, the Monsoor has been positioned in-theater to conduct interdictory strikes if and when called upon by National Command Authority.  From here on, such an order could come at any moment.  Given our status and our forward position, we could also come under pre-emptive attack by Russian naval forces at any time.

"I have the distinct honor of captaining the most highly trained crew on the most advanced warship in the US Navy arsenal.  I know that whatever circumstances confront us, we will prevail.  Thank you."

Good pep talk, Jonny thought silently.  He didn't for a moment doubt Capt. Cunningham's sincerity or his integrity, but how successfully could they deal with the Russians if that very elite crew were to be divided by the political schism taking place back home?  Still, watching the precise functioning of the CIC command complement over the next hour, Jonny couldn't help but be impressed by their absolute professionalism.

It was nearing the top of the hour when the operative at one of the middle workstations called out, "Unidentified subsurface contact at bearing 190 degrees, 90 miles south/southwest of us."

Even as the operative was speaking, the Monsoor's TSCEI plotted and catalogued the sonar contact on one of the CIC's three main screens.

The operative continued, "TSCEI identifies signature as Akula class Russian hunter-killer sub.  Looks like they're pacing us at extreme range, probably tracking us via relayed satellite reconnaissance.  They may not realize we've picked them up."

Moments later, "Contact fading.  Looks like they're pulling back a bit."

On the big screen, the sub's location marker went from a bright white positive track to a muted gray estimated location.

"Well, they've closed the back door," Jonny overheard Cmdr. Byrne confide to the Captain.  "This far up into the Aegean Sea, we won't be able to backtrack into the Med without running a gauntlet."

Cunningham responded testily, "We won't be backtracking anytime soon in any case.  As long as we're sitting on the sidelines, the Russians aren't likely to risk starting World War III by pre-emptively attacking a US warship.  If and when we carry out launch orders though, then we have to assume we'll become a target for retaliatory tactical missile strikes, either land based or from our undersea shadow back there."

It took another thirty minutes for "if and when" to become certitude.  From the comms station, a junior officer spoke up, "Captain, incoming message from USEUCOM via Naples.  TSCEI confirms it as being a valid launch authorization."

Cunningham turned to face Bennett, who nodded his assent.

"Read it," the Captain ordered.

"Per JCS 702533, USS Michael Monsoor shall proceed to coordinates 40.2368º north by 24.8276º east.  At 0700 hours UTC plus two time tomorrow, you are to initiate the first of two missile strikes on multiple targets within Donbas Republics territory.  Targets and ordinance specifications are as follows:

"Target 01 of 10: Antonivka Railway Bridge at coordinates 46.6754º N, 32.7970º E, 2x BGM-109C Tomahawk Land Attack Missile.

"Target 02 of 10: Rusanivka Channel Bridge at coordinates 50.4397º N, 30.6083º E, 2x BGM-109C Tomahawk…"

"That's good enough, lieutenant," Cunningham interrupted.  "Put the strike profile up on Monitor 3."

Jonny watched an electronic map of Ukraine and the Donbas appear, with circles highlighting a string of locations.

"Just what you'd expect," Cunningham noted.  "We're hitting major choke points to blunt the Russian advance beyond the Dneiper.  With these crossings knocked out, they'll have to set up pontoon bridges.  Presumably, we'll hit those as well."

"If we can last that long," Byrne commented.

Jonny noted Cunningham's expression abruptly darken, but he didn't deign to respond to his exec's pessimism.

"We've still got fifteen hours to reach our positive control point," the Captain noted.  "Let's not alert our Russkie chaperone out there just yet.  Maintain current speed and gradually bring us around to a direct heading over the next half hour."

Jonny noted that Admiral Bennett had remained silent as Cunningham issued orders, but his calculated pose, standing erect at parade rest behind Cunningham's shoulder, implicitly leant the weight of his fleet command level authority to the Captain's directives.

As Cunningham stepped over to the display on Monitor 3 and the CIC complement returned to their duties, Bennett motioned for Jonny to follow him out into the passageway.  Out of earshot, he lowered his voice.

"Jonny," he confided, "things could get dicey from here on until we reach our launch coordinates.  If the Patriots back home do make some kind of move to assume National Command Authority over the military, the lines of authority aboardship may get murky.  So you're clear, you're a civilian, so you're not subject to the military chain of command.  Under normal circumstances, as a guest aboard a naval vessel, you'd be expected to take reasonable direction from any of the ship's officers or crew.  But as you're well aware, these are anything but normal circumstances.  Any instruction you get from Capt. Cunningham, you follow as if it came straight from me.  But you get an order from Byrne that you don't think passes the sniff test, you stand your ground and tell him you were instructed to run orders by me or the Captain.  I don't have to tell you how critical it is to the ship's safety to maintain a unified chain of command in any combat situation.  I'm putting my faith in your judgment to recognize when to follow a legitimate command without hesitation, and when to call for help."

"I won't let you down," Jonny answered nervously, realizing the enormous vote of confidence he'd just received, and the equally enormous responsibility that had just been placed on his shoulders.

It was well past sunset when Dibrana's SUV pulled into the packed earth drive of her dusty lot on Avenue B.  Good, she hoped her return would draw as little attention as possible.  She'd hoped to stay out of town and out of sight until Bannon and Sinclair were eliminated.  However, per her phone conversation with Marcus a few hours ago, the pair had instead managed to take out the two squad leaders of the Patriot Guard kill team sent in after them.  She was not reassured at the thought of a band of paramilitary wannabes operating under minimal supervision on her turf and, not for the first time, wondered at Marcus's reliability.  Still, they needed expendable foot soldiers, which the Guard provided.  From her own first-hand dealings with Bannon years ago, she wasn't all that surprised that he had bested Marcus's operatives.  She had to assume that Sinclair was a capable asset as well to have remained at large for so long with both the Navy and the New Patriots gunning for him.  Now they were ensconced just five blocks from her.  But, with them dead or alive, these were the final, critical hours before The Storm.  She needed to be here, shepherding her various followers, using the aliases the technology in her trailer allowed her to project herself as.

She bypassed her bungalow and headed straight for the trailer, still wearing the sleek violet jumpsuit, oversized hoop earrings, and multiple bangle bracelets she'd put on for an impromptu Palm Springs gallery appearance earlier in the day.  The first thing she noted in checking the trailer's automated communications log was that there were several flagged priority messages from the secretive New Patriot benefactors who gave her and Corey their marching orders.  Not surprisingly, they hadn't attempted to reach her by cell on the road, preferring to limit their communications to the trailer's ultra-secure encrypted comms channels.  Steeling herself, she keyed in a reply.

The screen remained black as the call went through.

"Dibrana," an electronically altered voice greeted her, though she knew full well who it belonged to.  "Events are falling into place just as we've planned.  A few more hours and we'll all be well on the way to achieving the objectives we set for ourselves.  We are however still dealing with one major wild card at the national level."

"The Aziz Six controversy," Dibrana offered.

"Yes," the mysterious voice confirmed, "the Aziz Six.  For whatever reason, all our algorithms continue to show it having an overlarge influence on the national political climate, possibly enough to turn the tide of public support against what we're about to do.  That said, we have a vital question for you, and we need a straight answer.  If we take Ryan Sinclair alive, can you turn him?"

"That depends on how you define turn him," she pushed back.

"Can you turn him sufficiently so that he'll consistently back the scenario of events we give him as to what happened with his unit in Syria?"

Dibrana considered before answering, "Consistently means that he needs to actually believe what he's saying.  Yes, given time, I can do that.  Give me a solid few weeks back in Denver and I'll have him saying –and believing- whatever you want."

"Good enough," the phantom voice approved.  "With even one of the mutineers turned, the credibility of their narrative will collapse."

"A suggestion if I may," Dibrana ventured.  "If we're taking Sinclair alive now, we may as well take them both.  At the very least, we could extract a wealth of information from Bannon on Intelligence 1 and the Quest Institute.  Beyond that, if he could be reprogrammed, with his access, he'd be an extraordinary covert asset."

"You think you could break him?" the voice asked.

"With the proper resources," Dibrana stated with cold assurance, "anyone can be broken.  Anyone."

In justifying her request, she didn't volunteer the personal satisfaction she would receive in belatedly breaking an old enemy.

"All right then," the voice returned, "We take them both alive.  Marcus has the facilities to keep them under wraps until events die down.  Then we relocate them to Denver for you to go to work on."

"Excellent," Dibrana concurred, "I'll contact Marcus immediately."

"What???" Marcus Atwater exclaimed over the line five minutes later.  "Denver wants them alive?  Jeez, my kill team are moving in on them even as we speak, not five blocks from you."

"Well stop them!" Dibrana commanded.

"And just how am I supposed to do that?" Marcus retorted.  "You know the comms protocols we're operating under.  This was supposed to be a deep black op.  The team went dark twenty minutes ago.  They lost their encrypted burner phones with the two squad leaders at Salvation Mountain this morning.  They won't make contact or pick up on an unsecured phone until they exfil out of the kill zone.  Unlike you or Westmorland Control, we're exposed here at Camp Liberty.  I've had the FBI and the ATF through here four times in the last eighteen months.  Under present circumstances, I have to assume at the very least that the NSA is recording our metadata, if not outright tapping our unsecured comms.  Even if the team would pick up, which they won't, I can't afford to have phone records tying an active kill team back here.  You're on-site.  You're going to have to manage this yourself."

"Useless!" Dibrana exclaimed, cutting off the feed.

She punched up another channel.

"Corey," she snapped, "Things have gotten messed up with Atwater's Guard team here.  I'm going to need a few of your forces to back me up here without drawing undue attention."

CHAPTER 17

Around 11 PM, a gusting desert wind picked up in Bombay Beach.  Cold moonlight feathered the edges of patchy dark clouds steadily advancing across the sky.  Billows of dust were picked up where gusts swept along the town's deserted avenues.  Tree limbs decorated in white Christmas bulbs undulated with the windstorm's rise and fall.  The hollow sound of wind chimes rang out from a residence close at hand.  One by one, lights winked out as the town's residents hunkered down for the night.  The lights of Race and Sinclair's rented trailer on Avenue G continued to glow warmly behind drawn curtains.

By half past midnight, the wind continued unabated, though the clouds passing overhead refused to yield any precipitation.  At intervals, flashes of sheet lightning lit up the desert flats beyond the defined rectangle of Bombay Beach.

Unexpectedly, the silhouette of a distant figure strobed in and out of sight, frozen by a silent flash of lightning.  Race barely registered a crouching military pose and the outline of a battle rifle atop the town's earthen east dyke.

"We've got company," he whispered to Sinclair.

The SEAL, who'd been facing the opposite direction, shifted over to Race's side.  Predictably, the next flash revealed only an empty expanse where the figure had been.

"Armed man at the end of Third," Race volunteered.

The two of them were not in their snug trailer.  Instead they occupied the upper platform of a dilapidated wood-sided hose tower, part of a decommissioned fire station abandoned when a smaller but far more modern cinderblock structure had been constructed to accommodate Bombay Beach's volunteer fire brigade.  The top four feet of the flat-roofed, three-storey tower consisted of full-width ventilation openings.  The wood slat louvers and mesh screening that had once protected them had long since been broken out by previous urban explorers, affording an elevated vantage over the surrounding lanes and single-storey structures.  Knowing that a follow-up assault was in the cards, under cover of darkness, they had taken up position within the tower.  Both were armed with their SCAR battle rifles and kitted out with the gear they'd collected from the Aziz Six's store in Wilmington.  While the defunct station's wood-sided walls were too thin to offer any real cover in a firefight, as long as they remained concealed, the tower afforded the opportunity to scope out whatever forces were coming at them.

Less than a minute later, multiple furtive figures crept into the light afforded by Bombay Beach's irregularly spaced streetlamps, converging on the pair's rented trailer from multiple directions.  From what Race was able to make out, they appeared to be some sort of military irregulars, each man uniquely armed and outfitted.  Their tactical skills were professional enough though as they closed in to breach the trailer.  The twosome watched the door being knocked off its hinges with a single blow from a heavy handheld breaching ram.  A moment later, the muzzle flashes of automatic weapons bursts lit up the trailer's closed curtains.  Race was able to make out the thumping sound of suppressed gunfire through the ambient wind noise, though the masked sound would likely go undetected by anyone not specifically paying attention.  Race counted seven attackers in all.  He and Sinclair had stuffed multiple pillows under their blankets in the age-old ploy to decoy intruders.

"Time to go," Race urged, knowing it would be only moments before the kill team began dispersing on a hunt through the streets and ruins of Bombay Beach.

The continuing wind was a mixed blessing, Race reflected as they moved out of the firehall.  It would mask the footfalls of both parties, making unexpected close-quarters confrontations the likely outcome.  They headed southward towards the more derelict portion of town.  The numerous empty structures would provide ample hidey-holes within which to play cat-and-mouse with their opponents, while hopefully avoiding collateral casualties.  Besides the omnipresent Christmas tree bulbs, several of the town's art installations were now illuminated with colored spotlights and neon signage, giving the semi-ghost town an eerie, surreal ambiance.

Before they reached Fourth Street, intact, lighted windows became less frequent and gaping openings more prevalent.  Picking a spot, Race hand signalled to Sinclair, and they each headed into adjacent darkened structures.  Inside, the graffiti-covered bungalow Race had selected was filled with pitch-black alcoves interspersed with areas of multicolored illumination filtering in from a gaudily lit abstract sculpture next door.

A blur of motion through a broken out window alerted Race to a pursuer's passage outside.  Likely the man was headed towards the same entranceway he'd just come in through.  He did a 180 and crouched in a firing position to ambush the man as he came through the room door.

Instead, to his mortified surprise, the searching barrel of an AR-15 abruptly poked through an exterior window close at hand, its operator's silhouette close behind.  Only the fact that Race was in deep shadow saved him as the probing muzzle panned right past him.  The telltale movement as he pivoted his SCAR drew the weapon back in his direction.  He squeezed off a semiautomatic burst a scant millisecond before his adversary homed in.  Three tightly spaced impacts sent the silhouette tumbling back from the window.

He hastily exited out the back of the bungalow in the event his encounter had been observed.  Not quite fast enough, as a burst of fire stitched a path along the wall of the next abandoned building.  Unable to identify its source through the gusting wind, he dove to the debris-strewn ground for cover.  A second suppressed burst from directly ahead whizzed over his position.  It took Race a moment to realize that this new round of shots was directed not at him but at the first gunman.

Under Sinclair's covering fire, he scrabbled the distance to the structure the SEAL occupied.  Reunited inside, the pair beat a hasty retreat through the bungalow and out onto Avenue F.

Moving southward along the east side of Avenue F, Randy Jackson spotted their two quarry emerging from an abandoned wood structure at the far end of the block.  Even in relative darkness, Bannon, the Deep State Quest bodyguard, was immediately recognizable with his distinctive white hair.  That meant the other man had to be the Navy SEAL turncoat Sinclair.  He animatedly hand signalled to Josh Barlow, who was advancing with him along the opposite side of the street.  The idea of picking them off on the spot flashed through his mind and was just as quickly rejected.  At his best, his marksmanship wasn't up to taking out a moving target some 130 yards distant.  All he'd be doing would be to drive them back under cover.  The sensible move was to follow and close their distance.

For all the Guard drills he'd been run through over the last eighteen months, he'd never experienced actual combat.  He felt wired with nervous energy, as if he'd just chugged three energy drinks in a row.  His grip on his AR was unsteady, and his mental state was flip-flopping between elation and abject terror.  He'd spent years imagining exacting vengeance on the crooked government pencil-necks who'd destroyed his world along with the country.  Now he was on the actual verge of putting actual rounds through two of those scumsuckers.  At the same time though, however much he despised his dead-end existence, he knew that after tonight there'd be no going back to the life he'd known.

Their two targets scurried further southward along Avenue F, like themselves, sticking to the shadows cast by trees and property fences.  Reaching Fourth Street, they paused to check over their shoulders for pursuers and dashed into the intersection.

Then, to Randy and Josh's surprise, they stopped short in the middle of the crossing, caught in a sudden flood of light that shone from somewhere out of sight down the street.

Coming up on Fourth, Race made the judgment to risk the dash across the lit open street.  They still had perhaps a half block's lead on the majority of their pursuers.  Once across, concealed within the derelict shells populating Bombay Beach's southernmost, most desolate row of city blocks, they'd have the advantage.  Then it would be the unidentified kill team who'd have to enter their unobstructed line of fire to make the crossing after them.

As he stepped out onto the road, Race immediately detected a high-pitched whine through the wind, coming from somewhere to their right.  He was reminded of the energetic sound produced by a power plant or transformer station, though he recalled seeing neither on their reconnoiter through the town.

Abruptly, four spots of blinding light lit up from impossibly high off the ground, capturing Race and Sinclair within their cone of illumination.  Race threw up a defensive hand to shield his eyes.  It took several seconds for his vision to recover.  A lone female figure stood erect on the packed-earth roadway some forty feet to their east down Fourth.  Twenty feet over her head hovered four improbable looking vehicles, their brilliant banks of LED headlamps the source of the sudden illumination.  Personal flying platforms had been a longstanding interest of Benton's, so Race was well versed in the subject.  The conveyances suspended overhead appeared to be militarized variants of the futuristic Xturismo hoverbike manufactured by Japan's cutting-edge ALI Technologies.  Each bike consisted of an elongated aerodynamic engine housing with a saddle seat accommodating a single rider.  Two ring-shaped housings on the underside held a pair of vertical uplift rotors.  Four smaller computer-controlled outboard rotors pivoted continually to provide forward thrust and stabilization.  The fact that the bikes remained upright and stationary in the gusting wind was ample testament to the success of their design.  These particular bikes had been retrofitted with FN M249 Squad Automatic Weapons mounted in front of the operator.

The hoverbike riders wore what appeared to be standard Marine Corps desert MARPAT BDU's with the addition of partial torso body armor, elbow and knee protection, and Kodenor advanced battle helmets with wraparound face shielding extending over the jawbone on either side.  Could they be actual Marines?

The tall woman standing posed below them was toned and svelte with long, flowing red hair.  She wore a deep purple jumpsuit and an excess of jewellery.  Despite the many intervening years, Race easily recognized her as being Dibrana Tereshkova, the infamous, mind-twisting Deprava.

"Drop your weapons!" she called out over the wind and whining rotors.

Race instantaneously calculated their options as he knew Sinclair must be doing.  With the four hoverbikes' guns trained on them, there were no options.  Reluctantly, he dropped his SCAR to the ground.

"And the rest," Dibrana insisted, her Russian accent on full display.

Race unclipped the web belt and drop-down holster he'd been wearing and dropped his Glock to the ground.  Sinclair did likewise.

Two more men appeared from down the street behind them, undoubtedly two of their original pursuers from the assault on their trailer.  Four more followed close behind, undoubtedly drawn by the bikes' lights.

"Patriot Guardsmen, stand down!" Dibrana called out.

Cautiously, the two forces converged around Race and Sinclair.  The squad of irregulars stared up in amazement at the flying bikes.

"Who are you?" one of the Guardsmen challenged Dibrana.

"I'm your supreme commander," she answered authoritatively.  "My name is Dibrana Tereshkova, though you know me as Kelly Allred."

Clearly the bewildered Guardsmen didn't know what to make of this declaration.

"Never mind," Dibrana relented.  "Just follow me and all will be explained."

CHAPTER 18

Slowly, a strange procession made its way through the empty streets of Bombay Beach.  Dibrana took the lead with Race and Sinclair following.  The four hoverbike troopers covered them from the air, and the contingent of Patriot Guardsmen brought up the rear.  The wind was still stiff enough to drown out the sound of their passing from the town's sleeping residents.  The very few who did peek out from around drawn blinds had the good sense to stay inside.

At length they arrived at a very ordinary looking bungalow and trailer not a hundred yards from the looming relay tower that had begun Race on his fateful trek to Bombay Beach.  The four hoverbikes settled to the ground as Dibrana strode purposefully around back to the trailer.

"You and you with me," she commanded, pointing out two bike troopers and two Guardsmen.  "Bring Bannon and Sinclair."

Unlocking the trailer, she led them inside.  Within the innocuous-looking mobile home, Race was confronted by a compact, futuristic-looking command and communications center whose antiseptic brushed steel walls and advanced tech were at least the equivalent of anything to be found on Quest Key.  Between the hoverbikes and the comms trailer, he was beginning to get a sense of just how technologically sophisticated the New Patriots' dark benefactors had to be.  This was tech that only a corporate or state-level actor could provide.

"Race Bannon," Dibrana looked him over contemptuously.  "It's been a long time."

"Not long enough," he returned.

"I think I'm going to enjoy reprogramming you," she teased.  "Once The Storm has passed, you're both going to become useful tools for the New Patriot order."

"And what New Patriot order is that?" Race shot back.  "From everything I've seen, your new order is just plain old political fraud and kleptocracy wrapped up in Stars and Stripes.  Since when does a homicidal GRU brainwashing specialist give a rat's tush about any world order that doesn't include a reconstituted Soviet Bloc as its centerpiece?  Do your little tin soldiers here know that your New America will be taking its marching orders from the Kremlin?"  Turning to the two Guardsmen, "This woman is poison.  She destroys mens' minds.  Don't be somebody's' puppets.  Look at what's going on here!"

"Enough!" Dibrana cut him off, slapping him sharply.

"What are your names?" she addressed the militia pair.

The two exchanged questioning glances before one answered, "I'm Randy Jackson, and this is Josh Barlow."

"Very well, Guardsmen Jackson and Barlow, I'm giving you new orders.  In a few moments, I'm going to put these two under.  You and your team are to deliver them safely back to Camp Liberty, where they're to be held alive and unharmed until we collect them back.  Do I make myself clear?"

Josh Barlow shot back, "I don't know who you are, lady, but we take our orders from Commandant Atwater."

"No, soldier," Dibrana returned sharply, "you and Commandant Atwater take your orders from me."

She pressed a touchpad on the panel beside her.  A stylishly attractive blonde woman in chic business attire appeared on a large central viewscreen.  An oversized Patriot Guard emblem provided a backdrop behind her.

"No, soldier, you and Commandant Atwater take your orders from me," the woman onscreen repeated, mimicking Dibrana's inflection and gesticulations perfectly.

"Kelly Allred," Randy stammered.

It took Race a moment to realize that he was looking at a computer-generated simulacrum and not a real person.

"She's an avatar," he pointed out.

"The Storm is a highly compartmentalized operation," Dibrana offered.  "I need to maintain deep cover until we consolidate power in this country.  Your Commandant is well aware that I'm the real voice behind Kelly Allred, and now you know it too."

"Consolidate power in this country?" Randy questioned.  "You're not even American."

From their bewildered looks of incomprehension, Race surmised that this was a level of subterfuge and foreign complicity that the militiamen were unprepared for.

Dibrana responded, "There are people around the globe who want the same things you do.  They want national leaders to take care of their own people first, to preserve their societal values, and to maintain law and order in the face of foreign newcomers out to steal away the way of life you and your countrymen built.  In fact, you share more common interests with us than you do with your own Deep State elites, who've been selling you out for years.  Everything I've told you as Kelly Allred about the inevitability and the necessity of The Storm is true."

"Why do you want these two alive?" Barlow asked.  "Sinclair's a freakin' traitor who murdered his own fellow SEALs, and Bannon's a tool for the Quest Institute sickos who're experimenting on our kids like they were freakin' lab rats."

"The New Patriots have use for them," Dibrana answered testily, clearly unaccustomed to being repeatedly questioned by subordinates.  "That's all you need to know, soldier."

"She's gonna turn us into mindless zombies to do her bidding!" Sinclair burst out.  "Talk about lab rats, she's the real mad scientist here."

Race could read the doubt on Jackson and Barlow's faces, but he could also read that it wasn't going to be sufficient to overcome the thoroughness of their Patriot Guard indoctrination.

Dibrana flashed a coy smile in Race's direction, seemingly picking up on his thoughts.

He didn't back down.  "All these years and you're still as twisted as that first time we crossed paths in India.  You didn't succeed then and you're not going to succeed now.  You can't turn everybody into puppets dancing at the end of your strings."

"Really," Dibrana's faint smile widened into something diabolical.

She keyed another pad on her controls.  Once again, the big screen lit up, this time split into three panes.  The left displayed a recording of Dibrana sitting in this very chamber.  The last one showed a view looking down into a painted cinderblock room with chain link-screened windows.  Recognizing himself and Roy Ziegler, he realized he was looking at the closed circuit feed from the improvised cell at NAVCOM 90.  The center pane remained dark until the recorded Dibrana began to speak.  As she did, an image of Jonny appeared, echoing her words in perfect synch.

Dibrana mouthed the words as Jonny delivered his horrific message.  "You need to know, something awful has happened.  There's been another attack on Hadji in Bangalore.  Race, somebody threw a vial of acid in his face.  He's blind!"

As the call ended, he watched himself launch into a devastating lateral kick that landed squarely on his restrained captive's knee joint, twisting it into an unnatural angle.

He felt a lurch in his stomach as he realized that his crippling cheap shot had been delivered in unthinking response to a deep fake provocation.

"Oh, Jeez," he let out as it sank in that for the second time in as many days he'd carried out a consequential attack on the basis of a misapprehension of his situation.

As Dibrana smirked in enjoyment of her moment, the two Marine Corps hoverbike troopers suddenly seemed distracted from the events at hand.  One placed a hand over the headphones that were integral to his combat helmet.  Race realized that they must be receiving a message over their personal comms.

To his astonishment, one of them depressed the transmit button on his chest-mounted switchbox and replied in perfect Russian, "Understood.  We'll return immediately."
From his Intelligence 1 training, Race's Russian was sufficiently fluent for him to follow the remark.

Dibrana momentarily sneered and narrowed her eyes in that a layer of concealment had been needlessly compromised, but she just as quickly rolled with it.

"What's happening?" she asked in Russian, addressing the bike trooper, who, uniform notwithstanding, was clearly not a Marine.

"Westmorland Control is preparing to go live right now," The trooper explained.  "All security forces are being recalled to base.  We have to go."
"Go then," Dibrana snapped, reverting to English.  She turned her attention to Jackson and Barlow.  "You take charge of the prisoners.  Get them to your Commandant and out of sight."

If Dibrana's previous self-revelation had disconcerted the militia pair, the Russian-language exchange had clearly left them dumbfounded.  Race guessed that collaboration with Russians wasn't a part of their America first worldview.

As Race and Sinclair were led at gunpoint from the trailer, Dibrana's disparate forces were clearly regrouping per their new marching orders.  Two of the hoverbikes were already airborne, kicking up clouds of sand with their whining rotors.  The Patriot Guardsmen appeared to be in disarray, obviously looking to Jackson and Barlow to explain the unexpected turn of events.  The remaining two emerging bike troopers appeared to be carrying on a last exchange with Dibrana as Race and Sinclair were marched carelessly close beside their parked hoverbikes.  Noting their captors' momentary disorganization, Race made a snap decision.

"Hop on!" he called to Sinclair as he leaped onto the nearest bike.

He'd read the technical readout on the Xturismo and made the gambit that he could fly the thing.  The hybrid internal combustion/battery motive system was already in standby mode, so the lift rotors engaged the moment he squeezed the handlebar-mounted throttle lever.  Before they could bring their guns to bear, the Guardsmen were blinded by the sudden blast of dusty sand kicked up by the twin rotors.

Built for a solo pilot, the bike momentarily struggled to lift off under the weight of two riders, but ponderously it did begin to ascend.  Race engaged the smaller quad forward thrust rotors.  A burst of automatic weapons fire spat into the sky, but before it could find its mark, the bike was over the nearest rooftop and out of the Guardsmen's line of fire.  Glancing back over his shoulder, Race saw an enraged Dibrana frantically racing back inside her comms trailer.

Forty miles east of Bombay Beach, somewhere along the eastern extremity of the Chocolate Mountain Aerial Gunnery Range, Derek Steiger stepped from his Humvee and walked up to a locked gate situated along an extent of razor wire-topped cyclone fence illuminated by periodically spaced area lights.  Receding into the darkness beyond sat a squadron of slender, matte-black aerodynamic shapes.  He shook the gate and inspected the glowing digital combination lock panel, ensuring that this access point was secured.

The Chocolate Mountain Range hosted multiple live-fire testing and training deployments, each restricted to its own designated area within the facility's 20 x 50 mile extent.  While the likelihood of outside intruders was small, internal security remained tight to ensure that no one inadvertently wandered into someone else's target zone.

Area X, the enclosure he now faced, was particularly mysterious, even by military standards.  During the daylight hours, technicians in anonymous black BDU's were delivered by unmarked vehicles to service the squadron of advanced drones.  No one seemed to know anything about what military branch or agency operated what was clearly a deep-black project, only that they were to be left to their own.

"Access Point X-9 secured," Derek called out to his partner behind the wheel of the Humvee.

As he turned to return to the vehicle, a series of mechanical clicks caught his attention.  He turned to see an array of tiny blue LED's cycle on and off on a small, blister-shaped control module on the underside of the nearest drone.  Flaps and control surfaces waved back and forth in what appeared to be a diagnostic routine.  Not just the nearest drone, but all of them seemed to be ticking through the same start-up sequence in near perfect synchronization.

"Hey," he called out, "these crates are going live.  There aren't any night exercises scheduled for this sector, are there?"

"No way," his partner returned.  "Even those Area X spooks have to log in with flight control.  There's nothing on the roster."

A surprisingly soft whine could be heard as VTOL turbothrusters mounted inboard along the wings powered up.  Lastly, a forward-facing sensor eye in the bulbous nose came to ominous life, its intricate embedded microcircuitry visible within the glowing blue lens.

One by one, the wicked-looking drones rose vertically before speeding off to the east.  To Steiger's surprise, the last vehicle broke with its fellows and headed westward towards the Salton Sea.  By the time the patrol had called in the unauthorized take-off, the automated fleet had disappeared out of sight over the moonlight-edged mountains.

Some fifty feet in the air, Race and Sinclair did a slow orbit over Bombay Beach.  Thankfully, the wind was finally dying down.  The two previously airborne hoverbikes had already disappeared into the darkness.  When the fourth bike lifted off, it fortunately followed the first two southward out over the Salton Sea rather than coming after them.

Having made good their escape, Race considered their next move.

"Do we cut and run?" he shouted the question to Sinclair, already knowing the answer.  Cut and run to where?  Outnumbered as they were, through some combination of tenacity and sheer luck, they were on the actual verge of uncovering the dark forces targeting them.  If they backed off now, the window of opportunity would be lost and they'd be on the run, ever looking over their shoulders, wondering from what unexpected quarter the next furtive attack would come.

"Hell, no," Sinclair answered, undoubtedly making the same calculation.

Glancing down at the highly automated bike's sparse controls, Race noted a military-style GPS unit that clearly was not a part of the bike's original features.  A button below the tiny screen read dom, home in Russian.  On impulse, Race pushed it.  Immediately a location to the south of them was highlighted, along with a course to it.  Of its own accord, the bike began a gradual turn to align to the displayed path.

They had barely pulled out over the gritty sand flat between Bombay Beach's south dyke and the waterline when an incandescent stream of projectiles whizzed past them and tore up the ground below.  His fighter pilot instincts kicking in, overriding the autopilot, Race came hard about, turning the bike sharply in an evasive maneuver.  He craned his head, searching for whatever had fired on them.

Some 200 feet above them, its menacing silhouette outlined against the moonlit clouds, was the same type of unidentified drone they'd previously seen hovering over the high desert east of Niland.  Its approach muffled by the whine of their own rotors, the lethal craft had managed to zero in undetected and take up position on their six, pacing them from far above.  As impressive as the hoverbike was, it was clearly no possible match for the next-gen strike drone.

Their deadly pursuer continued to fire downward at them as the bike came about.  Tracers blew apart the rotted wooden hull of a beached sail yacht half buried in the sand.  Realizing their trajectory would take them back over Bombay Beach, Race maintained his effort to turn the bike away from the populated bungalows and mobile homes below.  In spite of his best effort, the bike sped westward over the row of largely derelict blocks between Fourth and Fifth Streets.  The rain of projectiles streaking past them tore through buildings and trailers like they were balsa and tinfoil.  Race could only hope that there were no casualties below.

The looming relay tower with its flashing red aircraft warning lights swept past to their starboard as they once again overshot the town.  Of course!  Dibrana's little studio with its ability to generate deep fake personas seemed to be central to whatever the New Patriots were scheming.  Undoubtedly it had to be transmitting through the relay tower.  Dibrana's forces would be unlikely to risk damaging the mast, even to get at them.

The hoverbike was not a true aircraft that could perform vertical rolls or other aerodynamic maneuvers.  All he could do was to turn it as sharply as possible to evade the closing projectile streams.  The two hung on tightly to keep from being tossed out of the saddle.  Zipping back towards Avenue A, he jockeyed the bike to put it between the relay tower and the pursuing drone.

Sure enough, the deadly gunfire ceased.  Closing on the tower, Race throttled down to circle it at little more than an arm's length distance from the steel trusswork.  A single wild burst sprayed in their general direction from the Guardsmen still on the ground below.  A wildly gesticulating Dibrana quickly brought her undisciplined forces under control, and the firing ceased.

What now?  Would they simply orbit the mast until their batteries ran down and they were forced to descend into enemy hands?  Thankfully, they didn't have to find out.  After some five minutes of hovering in wait, the drone peeled off and headed off into the darkness.  The Guardsmen began to disperse as well.  Venturing from the sanctuary of the relay tower, Race and Sinclair watched the kill team make their way to a boxy expedition vehicle parked just beyond the earthen east dyke.

Their pursuers scattered, Race re-engaged the autopilot.  It resumed its programmed course away from the sparsely lighted outpost of Bombay Beach and out across an inky dead sea surrounded by trackless desert and jagged peaks.  Now they could only sit back and wait to discover whatever awaited them at their unknown destination somewhere in the darkness ahead.

CHAPTER 19

"ETA at positive launch coordinates in fifteen minutes, sir," The Monsoor's navigator called out from behind his console in the CIC.

"Thank you, Mr. Hansen," Capt. Cunningham acknowledged the perfunctory notification.  "Weapons officer, missile status?"

"All systems programmed and ready for launch, sir."

"Very good," Cunningham approved.

From his station on the sidelines, Jonny watched the destroyer's command staff performing their duties with practiced efficiency.  The fact that once their missiles were launched, the Monsoor would itself become a target didn't seem to faze anyone.  That's the way military discipline was supposed to work, he told himself.

Captain," an unexpected voice called out, we're receiving an Executive Action Order, but it's not coming from either NMCC or USEUCOM."

"Who then?" Cunningham asked confused.  "Are we looking at a valid message?"

The comms officer answered, "Message identifies as coming from AltNMCC, whatever that is.  It's coming from Stateside through NAVCOM 90."

"What the???" Cunningham glanced sideways at Admiral Bennett, who nodded a subtle no.  "What about a JADC2 recognition code?"

"I don't know, sir," the officer answered.  "It's a Congressional code, not military, but TSCEI reads it as valid."

"Play the message," Cunningham ordered.

Bennett opened his mouth to protest, but the room speakers cut him off.

AltNMCC to USS Michael Monsoor, this is an Executive Action Order overriding previous Order JCS 702533.  You are ordered to abort offensive missile firing and stand down from war alert status.  The Monsoor is ordered to withdraw from the Aegean Sea back to the Mediterranean and await further orders.  I'm instructed to read the following statement:

"Captain Cunningham, officers, and crew of the Michael Monsoor, the orders you are receiving are coming from emergency alternate National Command Authority, designation Patriot One, operating out of the Pentagon offices of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

"Several hours ago, the President of the United States, without legitimate cause, invoked the Insurrection Act and illegally ordered United States Armed Forces deployed on American soil.  This unwarranted action exceeds all Constitutional authority and has resulted in those forces firing upon and killing state National Guardsmen who were carrying out orders to maintain the integrity of election polling places.

"Concurrently, this same Administration is acting to involve our great nation in a regional conflict between former Soviet Bloc republics, a conflict which is none of our concern and which clearly does not serve the national interest to enter into.

"Under these unprecidented circumstances, in order to preserve Constitutional constraints and the rule of law, uniformed Patriots within the upper echelons of our Armed Forces have been forced to take extraordinary steps.  We are temporarily establishing an alternate National Command Authority to ensure that US military forces are not hijacked by a corrupt Deep State establishment that is clearly running amok in Washington.  We cannot in good conscience stand by while our servicemen and our citizens are being placed in harm's way to serve some globalist agenda that our Founding Fathers and the American people never signed onto."

As the message finished, Jonny watched the reactions around the room.  From their crossed arms and rigid posture, it was clear that many of the officers and seamen were having none of it.  But it was also clear from their rapt attention that a sizeable minority were eating up Patriot One's message.  In that regard, it appeared that the Monsoor was a representative microcosm for the nation as a whole.

"Attention everyone," Admiral Bennett stepped forward.  "You just heard a very compelling speech, demagoguery at its finest.  But let me remind you that each and every one of you has taken an oath to defend the Constitution and to bear true faith and allegiance to the legally constituted chain of command.  However divisive this moment in our national history may be, don't ever doubt that the steps being taken by the White House are essential to ensure that you –all of you- can cast a vote and know that it will be counted.  For the moment, we're still a country where the voters choose their leaders, and not the other way around.  The Monsoor is operating under orders issued through legitimate National Command Authority, and we'll carry them out in accordance with our sworn duty.

"We have no way of confirming whether or not this so-called Patriot One are who they say they are, but it doesn't matter.  Attempting to deter a US Naval asset from carrying out their mission in a combat situation is out-and-out sedition.  There has to be a place for legitimate dissent in any truly democratic nation, but that place isn't aboard an active duty warship.  I hope I make myself clear.  Now carry on.  We've got a mission to complete."

Jonny noted the subdued expressions on some of the faces that had seemed to respond most affirmatively to Patriot One's subversive broadcast.  If push came to shove, whose orders would they follow?

"Two minutes to launch coordinates," the navigator notified.

"Attention all stations," Cunningham's voice was repeated shipwide.  "Secure for missile launch."

Switching back to local, he continued, "Fail-safe officers, release arming safeties."

While their current mission called for the use of conventional warheads, Jonny was well aware that the Monsoor could potentially be armed with nuclear-tipped Tomahawks as well.  Clearly the fail-safe procedures for any offensive launch accounted for this fact.  Jonny had already taken note that the four fail-safe officers were wearing sidearms, a carry-over from Cold War era launch control protocols.

"On my mark," Cunningham prompted.

The Captain, exec Byrne, Chapman, the missile officer, and a fourth weapons safety officer all withdrew keys from around their necks and inserted them into highlighted slots on their respective panels.

"Mark!"

As all four keys were turned, a warning chime sounded and banks of indicator lights came to life.  Numbers counted down on the center screen as the ship closed on its designated launch coordinates.

"Weapons officer," Cunningham directed, "you're clear to launch at countdown zero."

As the counter ticked down to zero, Chapman pressed a button on his console, engaging the launch sequence for the first group of firings.  Even inside the heavily armored and shock-insulated CIC, a low bass roar echoed and the deck vibrated.  On one of the big screens, a closed-circuit view displayed an outboard deck hatch spring open and a deadly BGM-109C Tomahawk burst from its vertical launch cell, shooting skyward on a pillar of flame.

Precisely fifteen seconds later, a second hatch on the opposite side of the deck engaged and the process repeated itself.  At fifteen second intervals, missiles continued to ascend until the Monsoor's TSCEI cycled through its programmed launch sequence.  The closed circuit view was replaced by a digital map tracing the trajectories of their salvo.

The next hour and twenty minutes were a tense waiting game as the multiple tracks closed on their targets.  The Tomahawks were geolocated by their telemetry, but quickly passed beyond the circumference of the Monsoor's radar umbrella.  It was impossible to determine what countermeasures were being launched by the Russians, but one by one, four of the digital pinpoints winked out short of their targets.  One fortuitous target saw both its primary and backup missiles taken out.

Still, that was nine out of ten targets hit, nine choke points closed off, blunting the Russian advance.

Cunningham turned to Bennett, lowering his voice.  "We could re-target the missed objective with the second launch sequence, but I'll need flag-level authorization to expend the extra missiles."

"Go for it, Russ," Bennett didn't hesitate.  "It's not like we're saving them for a rainy day.  If the Russian advance crosses the Dneiper, then it'll be all-out war to stop them.  Right now, this is our one chance to shut down this conflict before it goes ballistic."

"Mr. Chapman," Cunningham gave the order, work up a revised loadout to add the Kryukiv Bridge to the second launch sequence."

"Aye aye, sir."

"Captain!" a frantic voice abruptly called out as an alarm simultaneously sounded, "I'm tracking a submarine-launched anti-ship missile, just broke the surface 212 miles north/northeast of us."

"Countermeasures stand by," Cunningham barked.

"Confirming missile inbound our position," the radar officer continued.  "Single 3M22 Tsirkon hypersonic missile.

"Launch countermeasures," the Captain commanded.  "Triple compliment."

Jonny knew enough about missiles to know that the latest generation of hypersonics were difficult to intercept.  Anxiously, he watched three RIM-162 Evolved Sea Sparrow missiles blast off seconds apart from a single multi-cell vertical launch module.

"Enemy missile evading," the radarman announced as their first and second missiles detonated.  "Negative interception.  Third missile closing."

"Yes!" he jubilantly called out as a fuzzy circle appeared where the remaining two missile tracks converged on one of the big screens.  "Threat neutralized."

Jonny released a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.

"Our tail couldn't have circumvented us in these tight waters," Cunningham told the exec Byrne.  "We've got a second hostile somewhere up ahead of us."

"If that was a 3M22," Byrne pointed out, "that means our hostile is Yasen class, specifically a Yasen-M."

"The Yasen-M is Russia's most advanced attack sub," Bennett whispered to Jonny.

"Alert the flight deck to put up a Skyhawk," Cunningham ordered.  "I want that sub."

"He won't be hanging around," Byrne cautioned.  "Either he'll be high-tailing it out of Dodge, or he'll drop down and sit silent on the bottom."

"He can't high-tail it that far," Cunningham countered.  "In these waters, he's boxed in just like us."

Multiple shipboard camera views showed the Monsoor's aft hanger door open and one of the twin MH-60R helicopters being towed out onto the rear flight deck.  It took a minute for the copter's collapsible main rotors to be locked into flight position.  Then the airborne hunter lifted off and sped northward ahead of the Monsoor.

"Putting one of our ASW choppers in harm's way is a calculated risk," Bennett explained for Jonny's benefit.  "It has the capability of pinpointing and torpedoing an enemy sub beyond the Monsoor's sonar range.  But once it drops its dipping sonar, the sub can pinpoint it as well and launch its own anti-aircraft missiles, which in turn reveals the sub's position to the Monsoor.  It's a dangerous gambit who'll come out on top, but that's the nature of modern high-tech naval warfare."

Twenty minutes later, the Skyhawk radioed back that they'd lowered their dipping sonar into the precise waters from which the Russian missile had emerged, only to detect a pronounced thermocline some 330 feet below the surface.  The underwater temperature gradient with its associated discontinuities in seawater density and salinity was sufficient to dissipate the copter's relatively low power sonar, making it impossible to read their Yasen class adversary even if it was there.  The positive aspect of the mission was that the Skyhawk made a safe and uneventful return.

"We're boxed in," Cunningham observed to the Admiral.  "We've got ninety minutes and forty-five nautical miles to our next scheduled launch."

"Can we move it up?" Bennett asked.  "Fire from here?"

Cunningham nodded no.  "These Tomahawks are smart, but not that smart.  The point of launching from a set launch position is that we can load our birds with pre-programmed routes to take full advantage of the topography and avoid known countermeasures sites en route.  Reprogramming twenty-two Tomahawks on the fly would take more than ninety minutes."

Bennett nodded his understanding.  "Then I guess we've got to hang in for another ninety minutes.  Then we can start thinking about getting home in one piece."

The American electorate will be experiencing an Election Day like none other when polls open on the East Coast just minutes from now.  Tensions nationwide continue to escalate in the aftermath of yesterday's shootout between federal troops and Texas National Guardsmen.  Consulting well into the night, six New Patriot governors have jointly issued an ultimatum to the White House to withdraw regular Army troops from their states or face being challenged by state National Guard forces.

If violence does erupt, a key battleground is likely to be the Texas State Legislature in Austin, where some 1,500 troops are surrounding a smaller deployment of National Guardsmen who have vowed to defend the state seat of government.

Adding further provocation to an already hair-trigger standoff, militiamen from the controversial far right Patriot Guard have been arriving at polling stations to face off against federal troops.  Kelly Allred, an unofficial but widely recognized spokesperson for the militia group, posted a statement to social media stating that "the masses of illegal and illegitimate voters in minority urban districts must be prevented from stealing another election from the American people."  She went on to reference the adage that "the tree of liberty must periodically be refreshed with the blood of patriots."

The White House has condemned the statement as "a grossly reckless declaration of wanton malice and abject contempt for the will of a diverse and robust electorate."

The next several hours promise to be crucial in determining the very future of American democracy.

Dibrana switched off the car radio.  Dawn was breaking as she pulled off of Route 78 onto an unnamed dirt road just short of the town of Westmorland.  As she'd neared the southern end of the Salton Sea, unbroken desert gave way to a patchwork of cultivated fields.  These were the irrigated farmlands of the Imperial Valley.  From multiple trips along this route, she knew well that in full daylight the multicolored vista of varied fruits, leaf and root vegetables, and flowering plants was spectacular.  In terms of flowers alone, there were delphiniums, snapdragons, sunflowers, and more, in a rainbow of hues, providing much of the country's supply of floral shop product.  Heading westward however, she soon found herself back into parched wasteland.  The makeshift road gradually petered into nothingness, disappearing altogether in the midst of a small cluster of half-collapsed buildings, the remnants of some bygone outpost.  She pulled under the shelter of a garage-like corrugated metal structure.  This was the end of the line even for her 4WD SUV.  Even as a relatively recent arrival in these parts, Dibrana maintained a healthy respect for the desert.

Less than five minutes later, a rising cloud of dust telegraphed the arrival of a desert tan military Humvee.  It pulled up to the garage where she stood waiting and a passenger in the same USMC garb as the previous night's hoverbike troopers stepped out and opened the rear door for her.

"Please transfer the items in the back of the SUV," she directed, 
"and handle them carefully.  They're important."

"Yes, ma'am," the soldier replied.

A little over an hour previously, she'd received a call from one of her sources in Sacramento informing her that multiple calls had been placed from Bombay Beach to law enforcement, and that State Police were currently descending on the town.  It was an unfortunate development.  Marcus's kill team was supposed to have made their Race Bannon problem disappear unobtrusively.  However it had been Corey's reckless decision to dispatch his flying bike troopers that had irrevocably blown her cover.  She'd come to the belated realization that his personal axe to grind with the Quest bodyguard had unduly influenced his judgment.  Damn, it was hard to soar when you were surrounded by incompetents.  While her role in helping instigate The Storm was largely completed, she'd hoped to be available to deal with any last minute complications that might arise among her varied followers.  Instead, she'd been left with no option but to abandon her carefully cultivated station in Bombay Beach.

Just as bad, Marcus's would-be assassins had seen and heard far more than they were supposed to.  Having word spread among the Patriot Guard grunts that Russians were actively backing The Storm would be enormously damaging.  She'd had a very unpleasant conversation with the Commandant, delivering the ultimatum that steps would have to be taken.

She'd detached and packed up the external drives and the holocameras that were the source of her ability to conjure digital doppelgangers.  Then she'd triggered the self-destruct system to make sure she left no hard evidence behind.  To outsiders, it would appear to be an unfortunate but not overly unusual trailer fire, but strategically placed thermite micro-charges would ensure that nothing would remain of the unit's computers and electronics but a pile of slag.

Her precious drives loaded into the Hummer, she climbed inside and settled back for the short journey to a most singular destination.
CHAPTER 20

Driving the big Krug southward along Highway 111, Randy's attention was split between the road and the strained conversation going on among the six remaining Guardsmen, himself included.  He glanced over at Josh in the passenger seat beside him.  His buddy's ashen face and wide eyes reflected the uncertainty they were all feeling following Bannon and Sinclair's escape on one of the fake Marines' incredible flying bikes.  They'd slunk back to their expedition vehicle, eager to get back on the road and put some distance between themselves and the Russian woman Dibrana.  Randy sensed that, in her fury, she was looking for scapegoats to pin the two fugitives' escape on.  Better the "Marines" than them.

They didn't even have Broxton or Jonker's burner phones to report in on, and were forbidden from carrying their own personal cells on a mission.  Having seen a rare pay phone in Niland, they made the decision to backtrack and use it to contact Camp Liberty, though they didn't know what to expect when they did.  Making the middle of the night call, they got through to Col. Greer, the Commandant's tough-as-nails adjutant.  Greer had sounded disorganized, beyond being pulled out of bed at 4 AM, more as though things were happening back at Camp Liberty as well.  Well, why not?  This was quite literally the night before The Storm.  They'd been told to stand by, that Commandant Atwater would call them back shortly.

Some twenty-five minutes later, the outdoor public phone rang, echoing loudly along Niland's deserted night streets.  They had a million questions about Kelly Allred, Dibrana, and Russian troops in the California desert impersonating Marines, but the Commandant cut them off before they could ask a single one or even make a report.  Like Greer, the usually unflappable Atwater sounded unsure, even fearful.  Again Randy had the sense that events were transpiring back in Montana.  Atwater's new orders to them were enigmatic, only that they should enter a given latitude and longitude into their GPS and to connect up with the forces they found when they got there.

Randy'd expected to be excoriated over their failure to eliminate their targets.  Instead, Atwater's last words were, "Well done, Patriots.  Your nation thanks you for your service."

Climbing back into the Rhino, Randy and Josh were immediately confronted with the question of whether to follow orders or simply make a run for it.  Thinking of where they might end up if they crossed the Patriot Guard, Randy relayed what he'd seen and heard of Lynette Janssen's execution, alone in the woods below Camp Liberty.  Resigned, they'd keyed in the coordinates and set off on their journey southward.  Now they were nearing a mapped turnoff just short of Westmorland, a route that would ominously take them into a vast tract of desolate government land.

"What are we doing?" one of the Guardsmen in the back repeated Randy's own misgivings of just a few days ago.

"So was Kelly an impostor all this time?" another asked.  "We're supposed to be fighting to take back our country, not hand it over to the freakin' Russians.  Nothing makes sense.  I can't believe the Commandant would sell us out."

"Hey," a third voice spoke up, "the Russians backed our side the last couple elections.  So what if they wanna help us?  Maybe they're the ones we should be thanking."

Josh got in the final word.  "The truth is that we don't know who we're dealing with anymore.  Maybe we never really did.  Let's just follow orders and concentrate on staying alive." 

The pinkish glow of the rising sun rimmed the mountains to the east as Race and Sinclair clung to the speeding hoverbike making its way southward over the Salton Sea.  Race kept a watchful eye on the battery charge indicator, ready to turn landward should their power supply dwindle too low, but the modified bike proved to have an astonishingly robust flight range.

"Looks like we're coming up on the Westmorland Naval Reserve," Race called out, recalling the site from his Naval test pilot days.  "Used to be an aerial gunnery range for training flights out of NAS El Centro south of here.  Lot of area to hide something in."

"We're running out of nighttime," Sinclair called back.  "If this is some sort of Patriot base camp, I don't think we want to put down right on top of them.  We'll need to set down and scout ahead on foot."

Race slowed the bike and studied the terrain as their GPS homed in on its destination.  Sinclair was right about scouting ahead of course, but trekking unequipped and without water over miles of open desert was a foolhardy proposition as well.  They needed to find a landing zone that balanced cover and distance.  Fortunately, they found themselves entering an interface zone between desert flats and a jumble of low rises forming the foothills of the next mountain chain.

They came down behind the shelter of a low ridge.  Sinclair immediately set about dismounting the FN SAW that provided the hoverbike's retrofitted armament.  The heavy-duty weapon would be weighty but not unmanageable for someone of Sinclair's physique.  To his surprise, Race found a pilot's bug-out kit affixed to the bike.  Among its contents were first-aid supplies, a mini-flashlight, matches, a spyglass, water purification tablets, and a decent-sized military survival knife.  He transferred as many items as he could into his pockets.  Knowing the temperature would rise precipitously as the sun ascended, he also tore off a portion of his shirt sleeve and tied it around his head as a makeshift bandana to keep the perspiration from running into his eyes.

Equipped as well as they could muster, they shimmied up the sand and rock embankment to peer over the top.

A dirt roadway consisting of little more than tire tracks ran from the open desert through the small gully below and westward into an area concealed by more substantial rock formations.  Directly below them was a faded, barely legible sign reading:

ZONE 2

Westmorland Naval Reserve

Warning:  Live fire zone.  Do not proceed

without notifying the Range Commander's office.

An equally ancient wooden guard shack stood opposite the sign, a relic of an era before electronic surveillance.  A four-wheeled ATV sat beside the shack and a sentry outfitted similarly to last night's hoverbike troopers stood just outside of it.  The guard wore a visored duty cap and shooter's glasses in lieu of a helmet.  Also similar to last night, the ATV was equipped with a field radio that was squawking various check-ins and instructions –all in Russian.

Race studied the available cover.  They'd be able to make a close approach to the guard shack while maintaining concealment, but there was no avenue by which to proceed further without being seen.  Regrettably, the only option forward was to take out the guard.

Unsheathing the survival knife, Race crept forward, keeping his feet to the soft sand and his advancing form in the shadows.  Armed with a highly accessorized military AR-15, the guard stood feet wide in a casual stance, his attention focused out towards the open desert to the east.  Using the guardhouse itself as cover to conceal his final approach, he slipped silently up behind the sentry.  Only in the very last second did the soldier detect movement behind him.  Before he could react, Race had a hand over the man's mouth while the other drew the razor-sharp blade across his throat in an arcing sweep that cleanly severed both carotids.  The ambushed sentry's struggles lasted only a few seconds before he went down.

Once again, Race was reminded that the wetworks aspect of covert ops was a gray, ambiguous world he'd chosen to avoid wholeheartedly entering.  Now here he was in southern California, in the midst of a covert civil war, being sucked back into that world.

Race recovered the man's AR and stripped him of his web gear and magazine pouches.  He and Sinclair dragged the body back behind the rocks.  Then they proceeded forward along the edge of the gully.

A hundred feet on, the landscape opened up again.  From behind cover, Race and Sinclair peered out at an expanse of perhaps a thousand feet of flat desert backed by another ridge of rocky formations.  Occupying the small plain were sufficient vehicles and temporary shelters to comprise a respectable mobile command post.  At its center sat two Rheinmetall HX 10x10 military tractor-trailer rigs, each large enough to carry a tactical missile launcher.  They were not transporting missiles however.  One carried a fold-out cargo module, which mounted an array of dish antennae, microwave receivers, and a single collapsible mast antenna.  The second rig was fitted with what appeared to be a large command trailer.  Each of the rigs was serviced by its own trailer-mounted mobile generator.  Race noted the command trailer was also armed with a top-mounted, servo-actuated heavy machine gun, presumably operated by a gunner inside.  Parked around the two large vehicles were half a dozen enclosed military Humvees.  Also sitting on the ground were an equal number of the armed hoverbikes they'd already seen in action.  All of the vehicles were painted a matte desert tan.  Four pneumatically supported Quonset huts completed the field installation.  From the air, Race realized, this would appear to be just another US military exercise in progress.

"Looks like a mobile command-and-control center," Race focused on the two comms trailers.  "You could oversee a full-scale, multi-service military campaign from an operation like this."

"Or a full-scale coup d'état," Sinclair noted.  "Not much point in running any kind of legit domestic C&C site from out here in the middle of nowhere."

Race focused his attention on the site personnel.  Well organized troops, all in USMC desert BDU's, moved purposefully about the site, some tending the massive comms gear, others maintaining perimeter security.

"That's one tight operation," Race observed.  "These guys are too practiced for weekend warriors or even most private military contractors."

"They're Russian Spetsnaz," Sinclair stated assuredly.  "I've seen elite Russian spec ops brigades operating in Syria.  You're looking at a textbook Spetsnaz deployment.  The question is, what in Hades is a Russian detachment doing operating on US soil?"

"I think that's pretty obvious," Race replied.  "Forty-eight hours from now may be a different story, but as of right now the New Patriots aren't running the country yet.  No matter how deep their pockets, there are secured executive and military communications networks they couldn't commandeer without extensive organized technical resources.  I'd say we're looking at those resources.  The Storm isn't any great patriotic revolt, it's a covert Russian takeover attempt, carried out with high-placed domestic seditionists as accomplices.  And right now, you and I are standing at ground zero of that attempt."

Jonny looked up at the digital countdown display that had become so crucial to their mission's success and to their ultimate survival.  Since the return of their Skyhawk ASW copter, the Monsoor had intercepted two more missile attacks, one from the Yasen ahead and one from the Akula behind them.  The critical concern in defending the ship against multiple attackers was that they were forced to expend their stock of anti-missile Sea Sparrows.  Once they carried out their second launch in another twenty-two minutes, they still had to make it back directly past the Akula to the open waters of the Mediterranean.  Adding another layer to their defenses, their second Skyhawk was prepped and secured to the flight deck in hot standby mode.

The sudden unexpected sounds of a violent altercation in the passageway outside disrupted the smooth functioning of the CIC, diverting attention, causing operatives to turn away from their consoles.

"Captain, Chapman, I'm going to need your launch keys!" a familiar voice called out.

Jonny looked about to see the blonde-haired exec Tom Byrne standing in the aft hatchway, his service automatic in his hand.  Incredibly, he was backed up by the better part of a dozen officers and seamen, several in ballistic vests, all of them armed with either AR-15's or handguns.

"Tom!" Cunningham voiced his astonishment.  "What the hell is this?"

"We're not going to carry out another launch," the exec informed him.  "We have a new National Command Authority."

"You can't be serious," the Captain gasped.  "You've never shied away from letting everyone know what a right-winger you are, but I never took you for an outright traitor.  Whoever these Patriot One seditionists are, they have no Constitutional authority to be issuing orders to anyone.  What you're doing is mutiny."

"Who're the real traitors?" Byrne sneered contemptuously.  "We've got a White House that lets globalist think tanks dictate American foreign policy while our own citizens are being slowly stripped of their liberties.  Look at us.  This is the former Soviet Bloc we're throwing our weight around in.  We don't belong here."

"This isn't a political debate," Admiral Bennett snapped sharply.  "Put your guns down now!"

"Not gonna happen," one of Byrne's mutineers defiantly spoke up.

"Lt. Ortiz," Byrne strided to a technician manning the launch control station.  "Purge the VLS sequencing buffer now!  I want those missiles disabled."

He held his pistol up to Ortiz's head.  Terrified, Ortiz looked back and forth between Capt. Cunningham and the muzzle two inches from his head.  It was one thing to do battle with an enemy one only experienced as shifting blips on a tactical display.  It was another to look into the hate-filled eyes of a man seconds away from blowing your brains out.  Jonny watched in horror as the scene played out, knowing that Byrne had issued a mission-ending ultimatum that the Monsoor's captain could not acquiesce to.

"Do it!" Byrne raised his voice, his self control slipping.

At the same moment, the missile officer Chapman pulled the SigSauer M18 service pistol from his web belt and raised it in Byrne's direction, pulling the trigger.  His reflexes amped by adrenaline, Byrne whirled and dove sideways, taking a grazing hit to the shoulder.

Incredibly, one of the seamen standing in the cramped doorway swung his AR-15 in Chapman's direction and fired.  An automatic burst tore through the missile officer's chest, sending him sprawling back over the console behind him.

Another CIC operative, whose workstation sat close to the entrance, sprang at the seaman who'd fired, attempting to wrestle his AR away.  Byrne, still standing unsteadily, raised his own Sig to take out the operative.  Cunningham and Bennett, also armed, had managed to draw their weapons and simultaneously fired at Byrne.  This brought return fire from the rebel band.  Someone in the CIC managed to trigger an internal alarm, adding to the chaos.

The insanity peaked as a mutineer lobbed something through the hatchway.

"Grenade!" someone shouted, sending everybody diving for cover within the enclosed space.

Jonny landed on the deck at the foot of a large lighted table.  He heard the grenade clatter on the deck just feet away.  An instant later, a deafening roar drowned out everything else around him.  He felt himself being slammed into the steel deck by a concussion wave of sizzling air.

He lay there stunned for several moments, the omnipresent hum of the ship's systems suddenly silenced, as if he were swimming deep underwater.  He tentatively opened his eyes to realize that he had landed next to one of a pair of large structural steel channels securing the heavy light table to the deck.  The anti-personnel frag grenade had landed mere feet from him, but he'd been shielded by the twin channels.  Swinging himself upward, he was greeted by the sight of Byrne's forces storming into the CIC.  He spotted the fallen Chapman's M18 on the deck close at hand.  Snatching it up, he squeezed off two fatal head shots at the lead attacker, an AR-15 wielding warrant officer wearing a protective ballistic vest.  He realized that Cunningham and the Admiral were still standing, as backup fire rang out from either side of him.

Before they could all pile through the aft hatchway, the attackers at the rear swung around to face some new threat arriving from somewhere behind them.

"Weapons down!" a deep voice echoed from out of sight through the hatchway.

This time the mutineers complied, dropping their guns to their feet.  A larger contingent of armed ship's forces strode into view, disarming the surrendering mutineers.  Jonny noted that the captors were none too gentle in slamming their former shipmates against the steel bulkheads, as their hands were zip-tied behind their backs.

The immediate armed threat neutralized and his hearing returning, only then did Jonny's attention return to the scene at hand.  The first thing to register was blood everywhere, spackling the walls and control surfaces.  Some of the CIC contingent, like himself, had been shielded from the grenade blast by their workstations, but several lay sprawled on the deck, some writhing from their injuries, a few obviously dead.

The Captain and the Admiral, both ignoring minor cuts from flying glass, were already organizing a recovery, calling for medics and damage control parties.  Many of the room's vital systems monitors were shattered, controls damaged.  Opposite where Jonny had landed behind cover, the inner sidewall of the CIC was blown out where the grenade had exploded, revealing a chaotic tangle of dangling wires.

As the wounded were carried out on stretchers, Cunningham returned his attention to his vessel's ability to carry on.  "Ship's systems status," he called out, "sound off."

Those operatives still at their stations, along with arriving replacements, answered in turn.

"Power and propulsion are nominal."

"Flight deck remains operational."

"We have external and internal comms."

"Radar and sonar functioning."

"Several TSCEI nodes are down, mostly stations here in the CIC.  But several other stations around the ship are offline as well."

"Sir," the weapons safety officer called out. "Weapons control systems are completely out.  I have no control over any of the vertical launch modules or TLAM programming access to the missiles themselves.  We can't launch a thing, sir.  I'm also getting no response from the 30-millimeter guns.  We're basically defenseless."

"The whole concept of TSCEI is supposed to be that ship's functions are transferable," Cunningham protested.  "Can we re-route fire control somewhere?"

"I don't think so, sir," the officer squirmed.  "It's not a matter of switching workstations.  Everything converges here.  The main firing control buses are routed behind that wall."  He pointed to where the grenade had taken out the side of the room.  "When you come down to it, every defensive system on this ship is ultimately designed to protect this very room from any conceivable outside assault.  But they never anticipated the contingency of a ship's crew at war with itself inside the CIC."

"Is there any way this is repairable?" the Captain pressed.

"Not without an army of electricians dismantling and refitting the CIC in port, sir.  I'm sorry."

"So be it then," Cunningham conceded.  He cast an aside at Bennett before continuing, "Navigator, bring the ship around.  Comms officer, inform USEUCOM that the Monsoor has sustained damage and is unable to carry on its mission.  Tell them we're withdrawing from the conflict zone.  Just whatever you do, don't broadcast that we're unable to defend ourselves."

"Aye, sir," the reply came.

"Submarine contact at close range!" the sonar operator called out.  "It's the Yasen, sir, coming up off the bottom a thousand feet aft of our port.  We must've steamed right over her."

"Skyhawk, immediate launch!" Cunningham played his last card.  His eyes unintentionally meeting Jonny's, he whispered, "It's all we've got left."

CHAPTER 21

From their concealed vantage, Race and Sinclair had a singular perspective back through the gully they'd traversed and forward to the hostile encampment of troops and command vehicles on the desert flat ahead.  What they didn't have was any means of progressing further undetected.

Sinclair vented his frustration, "There are real US forces deployed all around us, at Chocolate Mountain and El Centro, enough to round up these impostors without breaking a sweat.  If there were just some way to get through to someone."

"Ironic," Race agreed, "we're looking right at a strategic command-and-control center.  All it would take would be to get inside that trailer and turn a frequency dial."

"You left out getting through a detachment of Spetsnaz killers," Sinclair qualified.

"Yea, that too," Race smiled.

He noted an officer and a female figure emerging from the distant trailer, conversing animatedly.  Retrieving the spyglass from a cargo pocket, he focused in on the pair.

"The woman is Dibrana," he noted matter-of-factly.  "And I'll be a son of a gun if I don't know the officer she's talking to."

"What're you talking about?" Sinclair queried.

"His name is Mace Corey.  Some years ago, he was head of security for a real scumbag named Von Romme, who was enriching weapons-grade uranium for illegal foreign buyers.  Their operation was secreted inside a supposed ecological bio-dome not far from Rachel Quest's father's ranch in New Mexico.  Jonny, Hadji, and Grandpa Wildey were instrumental in uncovering and bringing down the operation.  Ironically, it was Benton's genius that pulled Von Romme through after he was massively irradiated during the confrontation.  Corey would be just the type to be involved in something like this."

As Race watched, two Spetsnaz on ATV's carrying Javelin anti-tank missiles approached the pair, apparently summoned.  Corey barked orders, pointing towards the gully approach, and the two headed off in Race and Sinclair's direction.

"We must've been spotted!" Sinclair warned.  "They're coming right for us."

"Hold on," Race countered.  "They're carrying anti-vehicle weapons.  If they were hunting us down, they'd be more likely to send a squad of infantry."

Race proved to be correct.  The two split up and assumed concealed positions among rocky outcroppings to either side of the gully mouth.  Their stations were logical points from which to ambush a vehicle emerging from the gully.  Race looked back to search for potential targets.  Sure enough, a plume of dust could be seen closing on the gully from the other end.  Using the spyglass, Race barely made out the Patriot Guard kill team's tiger-striped expedition vehicle.  The approaching vehicle was still outside the line-of-sight of the two ambushers.

'They're waiting to take out the Guardsmen," Race surmised.

"In case you hadn't noticed," Sinclair protested, "they're on the same side."

"Are they?" Race asked.  "You saw the looks on the Guardsmen's faces when Dibrana addressed the bike trooper in Russian.  A plot this far reaching has got to have layers within layers of secrecy.  The Patriot Guard are like most far right militias, militant anti-authoritarians who believe Washington has been co-opted by some New World Order.  You can bet those guys had no idea they were taking orders from Russians.  And now that they do, they're a threat just like us.

"Dibrana wants you and me alive.  If the Guard were to have us as captives, it might get us all inside."

"I know that necessity makes strange bedfellows," Sinclair noted, "but a couple hours ago those guys were trying to kill us."

"Dibrana's forces can't see the truck yet," Race pushed.  "We still have time to intercept it."

Sinclair shook his head.  "This plan sucks, but I don't see that we have any better options."

They backtracked along the gully until they reached the deceased sentry's ATV.  Inside the guardhouse, Race found a half-empty bottle of sunscreen in a white plastic bag.  He tied the bag around the ATV's whip antenna as a makeshift flag of truce.  Hopping on, the two sped back into the open desert to cut off the approaching Rhino.

Race braked the 4x4 directly in the Rhino's path some five hundred yards from the mouth of the gully.  The two stepped off the ATV and held their hands aloft in an effort to avoid being shot on sight.  Randy and Josh jumped down from the cab, AR-15's pointed.  Four more armed Guardsmen dismounted from a side door and fell in behind them.

"You two have a death wish or something?" a puzzled Barlow lashed out.  "If you had any brains, you'd be halfway to the next county by now."

Race ignored him.  "The people –the Russians- you've been taking orders from have a mobile communications post about a half mile ahead on the other side of that ridge.  They also have a pair of soldiers waiting in ambush with Javelins.  You may notice there isn't a lot of traffic headed this way.  My guess is that they're waiting for you to pull into that gully."

"These guys are full of it!" one of the Guardsmen at the rear groused.  "Deep State liars, they're just trying to turn us against each other."

"You've been played," Race pressed.  "Even I know enough about far right politics to know who Kelly Allred is, or is supposed to be, the great Patriot who united the militia movement under one banner.  Except no one but you knows she's really a Russian agent provocateur.  You don't think it would complicate her situation for you to go back to your fellow Guardsmen and spill the beans about what you've seen here?  You think the real New Patriot power players in our military and in Washington would let that happen for the sake of a handful of weekend warriors, who also happen to be implicated in multiple attempted murders at their direction?  Whatever alternative political world you live in, whatever you think they're going to do for or to the country, you're no longer a part of it.  You've become a liability to them.  There's no way this doesn't end badly for you –unless you help us."

"What do you want from us?" Randy asked.

"We intend to get inside the Russians' command trailer and call for help," Race explained.  "Whether the country goes left or right in the next few hours, Russian Special Forces have no legitimacy operating on American soil, tampering with our elections and our military.  New Patriot ideology be damned, this is a foreign-backed coup attempt, and the weight of the entire country will come down on it once it's exposed.

"We need you to call up Dibrana on that radio," Race pointed at the ATV, "and say you're bringing us in alive."

"What makes you so special anyway?" a Guardsman challenged.

"Dibrana thinks she can break us.  Under her control, Sinclair could discredit the Aziz Six, and I have access to highly classified scientific and intelligence resources."

"If you're right, what's to prevent her from killing us once we hand you over?"

Race answered, "A few hours ago, she was prepared to hand us over to you.  As long as you can deliver us back to your superiors to keep on ice, you're useful to her."

"Don't believe these scumbags.  If we carry out Commandant Atwater's orders, we'll be okay."

As they went back and forth, the radio on the ATV continued to squawk Russian language chatter between posts.  With perfect timing, a strong English-speaking voice commanded, "You men stay sharp.  According to their Commandant, your targets were reported to be pulling out of Niland forty minutes ago headed this way.  They should be emerging through the pass any moment now."

The Guardsmen were momentarily silenced by the bombshell revelation that had just been dropped in their midst.

"I don't freakin' believe it!" Dibrana's firmest backer exclaimed.  "We put our lives on the line, risked decades in prison, for Kelly and the Commandant.  Now they're just gonna snuff us cause we heard something we weren't supposed to?  That's bull!"

"We'll do it," Randy forcefully announced, cutting short further debate.  "I spent years jumping hoops for judges and family court administrators who didn't give a rat's tush whether I made it or not, as long as they could siphon off the lion's share of my paycheck.  Well, no more.  I'm nobody's freakin' tool.  We didn't sign up to throw our lives away for some Russkie witch who's been lying to us all along."

"What're our chances of making it through this alive?" Josh Barlow asked.

"Not good," Race answered straightforwardly, "but we're all on the New Patriots' hit list now.  If they're in control of the country comes tomorrow, we're all as good as dead anyway."

It was testament to the professionalism of the Monsoor's crew that order and discipline held sway inside the heavily damaged CIC.  The command crew could only watch as the ship's Skyhawk lifted off the flight deck and turned in the direction of the hostile submarine contact.

"The Yasen's close enough to use her torpedoes," the weapons officer superfluously pointed out.  "It's gonna be close."

Within moments, the MH-60R had lined up its shot and released a salvo of Mk 54 lightweight torpedoes.  Almost simultaneously, a sea-to-air missile punched through the surface and streaked skyward on a pillar of flame.  The ASW copter never had a chance to evade.  It exploded in a fireball of debris that rained down on the sea.

The sonarman minutely tracked rapidly unfolding events.

"Two, no, make that three hits on the Yasen!" he reported.  "Sounds like major hull ruptures.  We got her good, sir!"

He continued, "More noise, sounds like bulkheads rending.  Signal conduction density increasing.  She's heading for the bottom.  Hold on…

"Captain, torpedoes in the water!" his voice shot up an octave.  "One… Two… No, four torpedoes inbound.  "She must've gotten off a salvo before she was hit."

"Helm, come to port 30 degrees!" Cunningham exclaimed.  "Flank speed ahead!"

Even Jonny knew that with their countermeasures all offline, attempting to evade what would be homing torpedoes was a last ditch Hail Mary ploy.

"Torpedoes are correcting," the sonarman updated.  "Eight hundred yards and closing."

"Jonny, with me now," Admiral Bennett abruptly ordered.

Knowing this was no time to ask questions, Jonny blindly followed the Admiral out of the CIC and down the passageway.  Daylight shone through an open gunnery hatch where the Captain had ordered machine guns mounted back when.  Where were they going, and what did Bennett expect from him in the fleeting time to impact?

As they passed the gun mount opening, Bennett whirled unexpectedly and shoved Jonny sharply sideways.

"Swim for your life, kid!" the Admiral yelled as Jonny tumbled over the low safety chain.

Caught by surprise, he was sliding down the outward-sloping tumblehome hull before he could react.  He managed to hit the water feet first, momentarily plunging under the surface.  As he bobbed back up, he had the presence of mind to strike out perpendicular to the ship with all his might to avoid being caught up in its powerful wake.  A highly accomplished swimmer, he sucked in a breath and dove back under, doing his best speed swimmer's dolphin kick.

This close, even the stealth destroyer's electrically-driven driveshafts and screws sounded a mighty roar beneath the surface.  Desperately, he cut through the turbulence and into still water, surfacing to breathe at intervals.  Still, he pushed on, knowing that his best hope for survival lay in putting as much distance as possible between himself and the Monsoor.

Only when he was overcome by exhaustion did he pull the ring on his inflatable life vest and allow the device to hold him afloat.

In rapid sequence, four successive peals sounded like the heavens thundering.  With each concussion, plumes of water and debris flew skyward from the far side of the destroyer, progressing from stern to bow.  The third erupted directly under the forward superstructure housing the bridge and CIC, while the fourth detonated where Jonny pictured the forward Vertical Launch System to be.

Flames and toxic black smoke billowed from the splintered composite superstructure as lubricants and plastics ignited.  In horror, Jonny watched men, some of them ablaze, climbing through the hatch openings and diving into the sea.

With a loud, rending screech, the distressed keel tore in two amidships.  In moments, the two halves of the now bisected destroyer folded inward like the covers of a closing book.  Together they dropped into the inky blackness below, creating a vortex that pulled several of the closest bobbing survivors down with them.

CHAPTER 22

"Race Bannon," Corey sneered, looking his captive up and down.  "I've been looking forward to this day for a very long time."

"Pardon if the feeling's not mutual," Race shot back.

He and Sinclair were now standing some twenty feet from the open door of the Patriots' command-and-control trailer.  Randy Jackson's militiamen had their weapons trained on them along with half a dozen Spetsnaz "Marines."  Dibrana, still in her purple jumpsuit, stood beside Corey, hands on her hips.  From their body language, Race had the impression that both she and Corey viewed themselves as in charge.

Their ploy to have the Guardsmen escort them in as supposed captives had been successful.  Critically, the pair concealed in ambush had been withdrawn by the time the Guardsmen's Rhino had pulled out of the gully leading to the Patriot encampment.

"Welcome to Civil War 2.0," Corey gloated.  "Except this war isn't about North versus South or even coastal elites versus heartland Patriots.  It's more like neighbor versus neighbor and brother versus brother.  From your little side trip to NAVCOM 90, I've no doubt you've already surmised the crux of our operation."

Sinclair provided the expected answer.  "To establish an alternate National Command Authority to sway Patriot-leaning elements within the US military."

"Precisely," Corey smiled.  "We're not arrogant enough to think we can turn the military establishment as a whole.  But if we can enable individual soldiers, even scattered units, to refuse orders coming out of the White House, then we can create enough disruption to block any effective attempt to thwart us using the Insurrection Act.  As long as we can deny Congress and the Executive Branch clear-cut control over the nation's military, they'll be forced to make key concessions to New Patriot state legislatures to avoid total anarchy.  To the everyday man on the street, this nation will appear to be the same shining beacon of democracy it has been, but within the next few weeks an electoral framework will be enacted that will ensure that certain interests will prevail going forward.  How does the saying go?  The devil's in the details."

"And what's Moscow's interest in this silent coup?" Race addressed Dibrana.

She shrugged.  "No one wants to see the world's freest and richest economy destroyed, not even us.  We just want an America that doesn't insist on interfering in our key interests.  In that, we find ourselves in a position to align with the New Patriots for our mutual benefit.  Current affairs in Ukraine are a case in point.  Even as we speak, this installation is playing a critical role in neutralizing your nation's most formidable naval asset in the region."

"A very upstanding rationalization for a pack of nightcrawlers," Race spat in her direction.

"You haven't quite put the whole picture together though," Corey grinned evilly.  "We're not entirely relying on paralyzing your military to achieve our ends.  We're also taking more direct martial action.  The drone that pursued you over Bombay Beach was just one of an automated squadron under this base's control.  Right now, the rest are in flight over eastern Arizona.  Within the hour, they'll arrive over Austin, where they'll decisively tip the balance in the inevitable confrontation between the Army and the Governor's National Guard.  Our Patriot Guard military component will have an uncontested initial victory to inspire their campaign moving forward."

"You're insane," Race hissed.  "This is wanton butchery."

"It's the victors who write the history," Dibrana gloated.  "I can assure you that Austin will be remembered as a regrettable but necessary aspect of a popular uprising against unbridled Executive overreach."

What came next was not a part of their collective plan to overtake the command rig.  Randy Jackson, covering Race with his AR-15, suddenly turned the weapon on the nearest armed Spetsnaz.  His combat skills were sufficient to aim for the man's face, not his body armor protected torso.

Sinclair took advantage of their captors' surprise to snatch the battle rifle from one of the startled "Marines."  He sprayed the nearest rank of enemy troops with a full auto burst of fire.  The remaining Guardsmen whirled about and opened fire as well.

The surrounding encampment descended into chaos as troops dove for cover, taken by surprise by the gunfire coming from inside their perimeter.  All of Race and Sinclair's planning hinged on the supposition that the Russians would not open fire on the command rig so critical to their overall operation.

Indeed, they didn't come under fire in the critical seconds it took them to pile through the doorway into the armored trailer.  Taking the lead, Race snatched up a fallen weapon.

"Everybody out!" he shouted in Russian at the startled operatives inside.

Abandoning their posts, they dashed for a second doorway at the opposite end of the trailer.

The raiders found themselves in a compact control room, densely packed with communications stations, situation maps, and computers, all of them labelled in Russian.  For whatever reason, Dibrana followed them inside.

"If she moves, shoot her!" Race directed the Guardsmen.

Even covered by multiple AR-15's, Race was leery of her presence in their midst.

At the far end of the room was a station Race and Sinclair identified as a drone flight control apparatus.  Corey's threat proved to be genuine as a formation of blips advanced across a digital map, inexorably closing on the Texas state capital of Austin.

"Looks like they're being flown from here on some sort of pre-programmed remote guidance," Sinclair noted.  "Can you redirect them?"

"I can try," Race responded, examining the Russian language readouts.

He took a seat at the console and tentatively clicked an icon on an onscreen menu.  A red notification window immediately popped up as the instruction was rejected.  He tried several other promising icons with the same result.

"I'm locked out," he vented.  "There must be some sort of authentication required to input changes to the program.  We're not gonna get anywhere without it."

He looked Sinclair in the eye.  "I know we said we wanted this place taken intact for the world to see, but in another thirty minutes tops, those drones are going to be cutting everyone surrounding the Austin Legislature building into ribbons.  It won't just be a massacre; it might be the spark that ignites a full-blown civil war.  I'm afraid there's only one way we're going to stop it."

"Yeah, I kind of figured as much," Sinclair concurred.  "So how do we blow this place?  Even if we get through to someone on the outside, it'll take more than half an hour to get authorization and to mount a full-scale air strike."

"No it won't," Race stated flatly.

Race Bannon had a secret.

It was a dark, soul-sucking secret he'd stoically carried the burden of for well over a decade now.  From the first day he'd set foot on Palm Key, providing security for young Jonny Quest had not been his sole assignment.  Intelligence 1 had been clear in their instructions.  The highly classified scientific and technological knowledge that Benton Quest possessed could never be allowed to fall into hostile hands.  In the event of some catastrophic scenario involving the doctor's capture and compromise, if rescue was impossible, Race had the mandate and the authorization to terminate him.

Over the years, the Quests' increasingly revolutionary explorations into potentially earth-shattering technologies elevated the level of official concern at the possibility of some project getting out of control.  In response, Race's mandate was broadened.  Even after leaving I1 and becoming a full-fledged member of Team Quest, he secretly held the means and the authority to call in the full force of I1's affiliated military resources on his adopted family or their inventions anywhere in the world, even if it meant sacrificing himself as well.

The question now became, if he executed the directive under present circumstances, with himself a wanted fugitive, would it be heeded?  There was only one way to find out.

He moved down along the banked equipment to a recognizable teletype station.  Dropping into the operator's seat, he adjusted the broadcast frequency to a specific setting within a restricted military band.  Next he keyed in a long alphanumeric code.  It took only moments for the Russian terminal display to incongruously light up with the Intelligence 1 logo along with the words, "PLEASE STAND BY."

"They're coming!" one of the Guardsmen called out, peering through a narrow armorglass view slot.

Undoubtedly the renewed activity of an enemy-controlled broadcast dish had overcome their reticence to assault the trailer.

"I'm on it!" Sinclair responded.

The SEAL quickly located the controls for the servo-actuated gun mounted on the trailer roof.  It only took him moments to bring the gun around and lay down a withering fire directed at the advancing line of Spetsnaz.  Their advance broken, the Russians were forced to dive for cover.

A full minute that seemed like an hour passed before a new message appeared:

PROTOCOL 037-OMEGA INITIATED

TARGET COORDINATES: 33.05122° N x –115.78775° W

TIME TO SITE STERILIZATION IS:

11 MIN 37 SEC

Immediately the seconds began ticking down.

"Ryan," Race called to Sinclair, "can you lock that thing to keep firing without you?"

"Yes, I can," the answer was immediate.

"Then do it.  We've got just eleven minutes to get out of here before this whole area gets incinerated."

Turning to the Guardsmen, he went on, "You Patriots, make a run for your Rhino and gun it out of here as fast as you can.  Don't slow down for anything or you're gonna be cremated alive."

"What about her?" one of the Guardsmen pointed at Dibrana.

The Russian operative held her ground, defiantly staring down her captors.

Despite the ticking countdown, Race paused a moment to consider.  Dibrana was an arch-menace who'd no doubt return to wreak more havoc given the chance.  Their brief seconds ticking inexorably away, securing a cunning and manipulative captive for transport was a potentially disastrous prospect.  Still, for all the ghastly kill count he'd managed to wrack up in a span of days, he wasn't prepared to execute a prisoner in cold blood.

"I'm not an executioner," was Race's answer.

"Me neither," Sinclair concurred.  "Let her go."

"No!" Randy Jackson vehemently exclaimed.

Everyone turned in astonishment.

"No!" the Guardsman repeated, pointing his AR-15.  "She doesn't get to just walk away, not after all she's done, all the lies.  You guys get out of here if you can, but Dibrana and I are staying!"

For the first time, the icy Russian's composure visibly cracked.

"This spot you're standing on is about to become ground zero for one very, very large blast," Race attempted to reason with him.  "You really want to throw your life away?"

"I haven't had anything approaching a real life for a very long time," Randy's voice cracked.

"C'mon, man," Josh Barlow pleaded.  "You don't have to do this."

Jackson didn't budge.

Sinclair glanced over at the countdown onscreen.  "We don't have time for this," the SEAL interjected.  "He's made his choice!"

Picturing the distance they needed to cover to get clear of what was coming, Race realized that their chance of escape was already marginal.

"You men go!" he ordered the remaining Guardsmen.

Leaving Jackson and Dibrana to their fate, he and Sinclair raced outside to one of the parked hoverbikes.  The Guardsmen made the dash to their exploration vehicle.  All the while, the automated machine gun atop the rig kept the surrounding Spetsnaz at bay.   Before its magazine ran dry, both vehicles had made their escape out of the line of fire.

Clearing the jagged ridges surrounding the Spetsnaz base camp chewed up more time than Race had hoped.  The hoverbike wasn't designed to achieve high altitude, so they found themselves zigzagging along gullies and around peaks.  Once they broke through onto the open desert flats, Race maxed out the throttle, maintaining a straight line northeast back towards the southern tip of the Salton Sea.

Back inside the command trailer, a desperate Dibrana grasped for the line of persuasion that would deter Jackson from squandering both their lives in some imagined final act of defiance.  The Guardsman had managed to secure the trailer doors against Corey and his Spetsnaz outside.

Her singular life's mission had been to master the art of manipulating men's inner demons as a means of control.  Over the years, she'd succeeded in nudging the course of nations to her benefit and to that of her compatriots. Now her fate was solely in her own hands, her survival depending on connecting with one rage-filled loser.

"Randy, I'm not the enemy," she probed for a response.  "Kelly Allred was me.  I've fought for you and for Patriots like you, good men who paid their dues for the American dream only to have it snatched away by a system rigged against them."

"Shut up!" Randy half shouted, his battle rifle pointed at her head.  "You didn't fight for us, you used us.  Most people haven't a freakin' clue what it's like to have everything fall apart, and no matter what you do, you can't put it back together.  They don't know what it's like to choke down humiliation year after year, to have nothing to cling to but your rage.  But you know, don't you?  You, Marcus, the Guard, you feed that rage, cultivate it, to create monsters to burn down the country so you can take over.  You're just like the company execs, the family court lawyers, and all the rest.  You think people like me are just pathetic losers that you can use when it suits you and then throw on the garbage heap when you're done.  Well, I'm gonna show you how freakin' wrong you are.  Six more minutes and we'll be dead."

Watching the countdown display ticking down, Dibrana made a tentative step towards the door.  "C'mon, Randy, you don't want to be burned alive in here."

Jackson shifted the AR-15 and fired off a short burst that tore into the instrument bank in front of her.

"You're not going anywhere!" he cried out.  "This world doesn't need or want me, and it sure as hell will be a better place without you!"

Her throat tightening, Dibrana realized she wasn't going to get through to Jackson.  She'd spent her adult lifetime perfecting the art of creating monsters, and now she was going to die staring into the eyes of one of her creations.

Rectangular fields of crops and flowers swept under Race and Sinclair's speeding hoverbike.  The silvery surface of the Salton Sea was now visible in the distance ahead, but the bike's chronometer told them they were less than a minute from 037-Omega.

Race considered the nearest airbases, Twenty-Nine Palms, Holloman, even China Lake.  He wondered from where it would be coming.

As they sped northward, the stealthy black shape of a lone B-21 Raider rocketed past them just dozens of feet off the ground, streaking from horizon to horizon in a matter of seconds.  A split second after its passage overhead, a sonic boom buffeted the hoverbike and all but sucked the air from their lungs.

Race didn't have to see it to picture the GBT-95 multi-ton thermobaric superbomb released from the low-flying heavy-payload bomber, tracing a parabola that arced unerringly to the coordinates he had targeted.  A brilliant white flash behind them momentarily outshone the desert sunlight.  This was quickly followed by a churning column of flame rising above the peaks.  It took several more seconds for the concussion to reach them, a vortex of air being sucked into the fiery maelstrom behind them.  Race struggled mightily to keep the bike under control as it was violently buffeted.  After several terrifying moments, he was able to pull it level as the implosion of air passed.  While he knew in theory that the bomb was the most destructive in the country's non-nuclear arsenal, only later would he learn that the blast had shattered every window in Westmorland and was heard as far away as Niland.

The piercing sound of an alarm horn brought Jonny about in the water.  The Monsoor gone, he'd swum back to join the few dozen surviving crewmembers who were treading water or clinging to sections of buoyant debris.  To his astonishment, he identified the shape of a Russian cruiser bearing down on them.  Were the helpless survivors to be machine-gunned as they floated in the water?

Instead, the deep boom of a launcher sounded as the ship approached.  An irregularly shaped bundle the size of a depth charge was launched into the air.  As it struck the surface some fifty feet from them, a powerful hiss of compressed air could be heard.  The bundle rapidly unfolded itself into a large inflatable life raft.  A second and third compacted raft followed in rapid succession.

The sailors made for the inflatable boats, pulling along those who were too injured to swim.  With everyone out of the water, the cruiser gingerly pulled closer and lowered a small boat platform at the end of an extensible ship's ladder.  Russian sailors and corpsmen descended and assisted the Americans onto the platform and up the ladder.  Stretcher baskets were repeatedly lowered to retrieve the wounded.

Reaching the deck, Jonny was more than surprised to see that only a token few of the Russian seamen carried AK-12 assault rifles.  The uninjured were firmly but politely ushered aft into an enclosed helicopter hanger similar to the one on the late Monsoor.  The injured were transported belowdecks, presumably for medical treatment.

With relief, Jonny noted that Cole Liefeld was among those retrieved, though Admiral Bennett and Capt. Cunningham were nowhere to be seen.

Although guards were posted along an upper level catwalk, from the outset they seemed to be receiving the soft glove treatment.  Coffee was quickly distributed and one of the Monsoor's surviving medical corpsmen was selected to go below and observe the treatment of their injured.  An hour later, small sandwiches of cold sausages on dark bread were provided.

"What gives?  We're being treated more like guests than POW's," Liefeld observed to Jonny.

"God knows what's going on in the outside world," Jonny responded.  "Both we and the Russians have lost a major vessel with significant casualties.  That's a pretty dangerous provocation.  I can only guess that cooler heads in Washington and Moscow are pulling strings to make sure that this so-called limited war doesn't spiral into an all-out nuclear holocaust."

While Jonny's speculation was never directly answered, forty minutes later the cruiser's captain arrived along with an interpreter to inform them that transport helicopters had been dispatched to ferry them to a neutral port from which they would be immediately repatriated.

CHAPTER 23

In Washington and around the country, unconfirmed reports and alarming rumors are swirling forty-eight hours after the most fraught election in modern history.  While partisans on both ends of the political spectrum are calling foul and promising vigorous legal challenges, the threat of nation-wide violence erupting seems to have passed, and our nation's electoral system has held in the face of unprecedented threat from within.

Nonetheless, accounts from multiple sources suggest that some sort of Election Day coup may have been narrowly averted.  FBI and ATF tactical units have allegedly descended on multiple Patriot Guard militia compounds, making early morning arrests of militant militia cell leaders.  In addition, a handful of New Patriots in Congress and in state legislatures have been taken into custody, though specific charges have yet to be laid.  This network has confirmed that arrests have also occurred within all branches of the US military following what are being called, "substantial breaches of the Constitutionally-mandated chain-of-command."

Most bizarre and potentially alarming are reports out of the American Southwest.  Multiple overnight sightings of either UFO's or military-type drone aircraft were reported to local law enforcement and news media in Arizona and New Mexico.  Lending credence to these reports, US Marines have closed access to a thirty square mile area of west Texas desert for what are being cited as national security reasons.  Meanwhile residents of California's Imperial Valley reported an enormous explosion occurring in the desert west of the small town of Westmorland.  Some witnesses are speculatively describing it as being either an atomic bomb blast or a giant meteor impact.  The US Navy meanwhile is reporting that scheduled testing of an advanced fuel-air munition took place within the Westmorland Naval Reserve at the time in question.

Adding to these developments are reports that the fugitive Aziz Six have turned themselves in to federal authorities and that evidence in their possession paints a radically different picture of events surrounding their alleged desertion than what's been previously presented in the media.  Their attorney was quoted as saying, "Yes, these men may have defied morally questionable orders, but when the full story comes out, I believe they'll be seen as heroes.  It's the New Patriots, who pushed what we now know was a manufactured narrative regarding a missile malfunction, who're going to have a great many questions to answer."

Race, Jonny, and Benton listened attentively to the newscast playing out on the big screen in the Quest Residence's multipurpose Main Room. 

In the second major news event to develop over the last forty-eight hours, we're learning more about the unprecedented rescue of 42 American sailors by a Russian naval vessel.  This comes after a catastrophic Tomahawk missile misfire sank the Zumwalt-class USS Michael Monsoor, operating in the Aegean Sea.  The advanced guided missile destroyer was conducting a series of cruise missile strikes meant to break the advance of Russian forces in Ukraine when the fatal mishap occurred.  With 42 saved out of a crew of 175, this was one of the most lethal shipboard accidents in modern US naval history.  It's also an unprecedented example of combatants momentarily setting aside their enmity to rescue opposing survivors in wartime.

With the loss of the Monsoor, a speedy Russian takeover of all of Ukraine becomes increasingly likely.  The Kremlin has gone as far as to announce that they expect to see major combat winding down over the next two weeks and will shortly be drawing down their forces in the region.

"An accidental explosion aboard the Monsoor?" Jonny exclaimed.  "Weapons testing in California?  It's all bull.  What are they doing?"

Race answered thoughtfully.  "I think a lot of politicians in Washington and in Moscow have developed a sudden case of cold feet.  The military takeover attempt out of Westmorland and Russia's new offensive in Ukraine were well coordinated, with Dibrana and her various operatives at the center of it all.  With her and Corey gone, and with their drone blitzkrieg grounded, it all fell apart.

"With the hyper-polarized state the country's in, my guess would be that even the good guys aren't too confident in the American populace's ability to handle knowing how close we just came to totalitarianism here at home and to World War III abroad.  No doubt much of the story will leak out over the next few months, but not the whole story.  People need to be left with some belief that their leadership has the nation's affairs under control, whatever the truth may be."

"My god," Benton shook his head, "Back when I developed Q-Nav for the military, I never in my wildest dreams imagined that it would one day lead this family into this mess."

"Don't even go there, Doc," Race countered.  "This had nothing to do with your inventions.  We just had the extreme misfortune to get sucked into someone's attempt to cover up a politically inexpedient chapter in our nation's recent history.  Face it, there's no limit to what some people are capable of when they're cornered."

Race's attention was diverted by the chiming of the instrument wall's automated communications center.

"It's Ryan Sinclair," he read from the call display.

"Go ahead, Race," Benton offered, "take it here if you like."

Race depressed a switch and Sinclair's face replaced the newscast on the main screen.

"Hello, Race, Dr. Quest, Dr. J," Sinclair greeted them.

"What a difference a day makes," Race quipped.  "They were just talking about you and the Six on the news not two minutes ago."

"Good or bad?" Sinclair lightly asked.

"Controversial," Race answered carefully.

"Well, that's an improvement over the country wanting all our heads on a platter," Sinclair smiled.  "And you and your band are doing okay?  I understand Hadji Singh is alive and well."

"Hadji's fine," Race confirmed.  "The whole acid attack story was just another of Dibrana's twisted mind games."

"Well, things are moving rapidly here.  We're still a long, long way from people grasping the entirety of what went down two days ago, but enough has bubbled to the surface inside the Beltway that officialdom is looking very differently at the New Patriots and their dealings –including with us.  The Patriots here in DC are running scared, trying to distance themselves from Westmorland or the militias.  I've heard that several members up on The Hill are trying to cut plea deals with Justice.  It's just a matter of days now until everything breaks wide open."

Sinclair continued, "Meanwhile, we've been approached by more than one Representative, probing to find out what we know –and what dirt we have on the Patriots.  We're hearing that both Houses are calling for a special investigation into us, what really happened with the Kurds in Aziz, why we didn't abandon them, who really authorized the missile strike on us, the works."

Should be a lot of fireworks," Race acknowledged.

"What are you hearing at your end with your Intelligence 1 contacts?" Sinclair asked.

"A mixed bag," Race answered truthfully.  "With Corey's Westmorland outpost obliterated, there's no hard evidence of Russians inside the US or being instrumental in a coup attempt.  Dibrana's trailer, with all its tech, was incinerated as well.  Josh Barlow and the remainder of the Patriot Guard kill team were picked up in Nevada and are being held by law enforcement at an undisclosed site.  They've got every reason to cut a plea deal with the Feds.  They can testify as to what they saw, but without concrete evidence to back them, the New Patriots are likely to spin their testimony as fake news.  There are also a handful of witnesses from Bombay Beach, so who knows?

"I1's picking apart the drones that dropped out of the sky over west Texas.  Whoever built them did quite a job of covering their tracks.  Funding and procurement was routed through half a dozen black budget projects, so no one had the full picture of what they were working on, but there was a lot of classified tech that went into them.  If there's a smoking gun to be found, it'll be there."

"What about NAVCOM 90?" Sinclair queried.

"Cmdr. Zimmerman did manage to ferret out the mole there, but somebody took him out before an arrest could be made, another dead end."

"Then there's the Monsoor," Sinclair brought up.  Speaking to Jonny, he added, "You're lucky to be alive, son."

"It wasn't luck," Jonny confessed.  "In the last minute before the ship was torpedoed, Admiral Bennett made sure I got off by literally pushing me over the side.  I owe him my life."

"So I've heard from my sources," Sinclair acknowledged.  "I'll tell you this from my personal dealings with the Admiral.  Whatever differences you may have had over the years, he had a world of respect for the Quest Institute and for all of you.  As for you," he directed his attention to Jonny, "Admiral Bennett was confident that, even if you don't follow entirely in your father's footsteps in dealing with the military, the Quest Institute will still have an enormous contribution to make to the national interest under your leadership."

"That's quite an endorsement to live up to," Jonny was taken aback, "but I'll try my best."

"I know you will," Sinclair nodded.

"Do you know if any arrangements have been made concerning the Admiral?" he asked Race.

Race responded, "I've no doubt there'll be a memorial and a marker placed at Arlington.  Just what kind of service it'll be remains to be seen.  My understanding's that a Navy recovery team's been dispatched to the Aegean Sea.  They'll recover whatever human remains they can.  Then the wreck will be destroyed to prevent hostile forces from salvaging the Monsoor's sensitive technology.  I can only hope that they'll bring back Leonard Bennett."

"Then I guess we'll all see each other at Arlington," Sinclair ended off.

"I guess we will," Race confirmed the pact.

The viewer switched off.

"If you two will excuse me," Benton announced, "I have some analyses to run on an experiment that's just wrapping up.  If you need me, I'll be in my lab."

"I think Dad's trying to give us some space to decompress," Jonny confided once Benton had left.

"Your dad's a perceptive man," Race acknowledged.  "I think we've both got a lot to work through after the events of the last few days.  What do you say we get out of here?"

Twenty minutes later, the two of them sat out on a wooden bench on the compound's westward-facing Old Dock.  A comfortable Gulf breeze wafted in from the west, and the late afternoon November sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows and a golden light.  Race had taken the time to blend two large frozen Piña Coladas and a bowl of salsa, all made from scratch, before heading out with Jonny to the largely disused timber pier.

Only after sitting peacefully for several minutes, sipping their slushy drinks and picking at loaded tortilla chips, did they resume their conversation.

"You feel it too, don't you?" Race broke the ice.  "We've faced danger before, but this has been different from our other adventures."

"I don't think adventure is the right word for what I saw aboard the Monsoor," Jonny responded.  "That ship was one of the most advanced in the Navy's arsenal, more than capable of handling a Russian submarine.  It went down for one reason and one reason only, because its crew, US Navy officers and seamen all, literally carried on a pitched battle with each other inside the CIC of a destroyer operating in an active combat zone.  How did we become so fractured a nation as to allow something like that to happen?

Race picked up, "Westmorland notwithstanding, we still haven't gotten to the bottom of who's backing the New Patriot push.  I don't doubt for a second that there're more agents like Dibrana out there and right here at home who'd seek to turn us against one another.  How many more Randy Jacksons are out there as well, people who've fallen so far out of the everyday world we take for granted that they're ticking time bombs ripe for exploitation?"

"We really are living in a different world now," Jonny summed up.  "I'm just thankful that Intelligence 1 responded to your 037-Omega or we might've been waking up to an even more different world."

"Look Jonny, about 037…" Race stammered awkwardly.

"There's nothing to say," Jonny cut him off.  "I talked to Dad.  He said he's always assumed you must have that sort of mandate, even if you never acknowledged it.  As for me, I can live with it.  As one of a family of over-ambitious scientists, maybe it's good to know that there's someone there to pull the plug if one day my scientific hubris outstrips my humanity.  If that day ever comes, do what you have to do.

"As for Westmorland, Dad says it was pretty close.  Apparently it took Cmdr. Harris to step in and personally authorize the strike.  Guess that's a pretty good character reference if someone's prepared to drop a fuel-air bomb on California just on your say-so."

"Sounds kind of scary when you put it that way," Race chuckled.  Then more seriously, "You know, I've had to kill men on assignment before, but never like this.  The Spetsnaz, I can swallow, even the Patriot Guard kill team.  The one that's really eating me up is Peter Gordon, the SWAT trooper I killed escaping the ambush in Max's home in Crystal Beach.  He wasn't any seditionist, just a cop putting his life on the line."

"You were set up," Jonny protested.  "Considering the circumstances, it was a clear-cut case of self-defense on your part.  You couldn't have known who those men were.  You saw poor Max gunned down in cold blood, and you reacted in accordance with your training and your field experience.

"Besides, CalJustice isn't about to draw nation-wide attention to the fact that an assassin was able to infiltrate their most elite tactical police unit or that that unit could be pranked into conducting a shoot-first raid on an innocent household.  There won't be any prosecution."

"That doesn't change the fact that I killed an innocent man," Race wrung his hands.

Jonny answered, "In Canada, a couple years ago, when I killed that PLA Navy diver, you told me I'd have to learn to live with it.  Well, collateral deaths happen in wars, and for at least a couple of days, this nation was at war with itself."

Race's smartphone chirped for attention.  Checking the text-messaging screen he noted, "Your dad says he's ordered in from Cap'n Jack's.  We should head in and put on a brave face.  Benton's struggling with this too.  He feels responsible for getting us into this.  We don't want to put any more burden on him."

"Thank you, Benton, that was a treat," Race offered up, collecting empty take-out containers that had recently brimmed with fried clams, lime-dressed coleslaw, and Mexi-grilled corn on the cob.

Typically Jonny would've effused over Cap'n Jack's as well, conjuring childhood memories of boat excursions to Key West back when they lived on Palm Key.  Tonight, it was obvious that his thoughts were elsewhere.

"What's on your mind?" Benton asked, picking up on Jonny's distance as well.

"It feels different here," Jonny earnestly confided.  "This is home.  It was only a couple days ago that I left here to join up with Admiral Bennett.  Why do I feel like that was another lifetime now, that I don't belong here?"

From personal experience, Race knew the answer.  "As horrific as it is to live through at the time, there's a sort of perverse addictiveness to the trauma of warfare.  When you've spent time living pumped with adrenaline, reflexes primed, your senses heightened, face-to-face with your mortality, everyday life seems flat by comparison.  That's one reason why many wartime veterans have a hard time re-acclimating to civilian life.  With a little time, most warriors readjust.  A few never do."

He elaborated, "It'll take Hadji months just to get his company back on its feet.  You're going to have to explore how or even if you fit back into the Dolphin Center after what happened there.  We're all going to have to be more security-conscious, even here on Quest Key.

"And we've lost friends and colleagues.  You lost Max.  The nation's lost Lynette Janssen and Leonard Bennett.  It's been a consequential couple of days.  You're entitled to need to process what you've been through."

"This silent war isn't over," Benton sombrely summed up, "not by a long shot.  Pandora's Box has been opened.  Every Election Day from here on is going to be a mortal struggle to hold onto this nation's democracy.  Dibrana may've been the spearhead, but she didn't put Westmorland together all on her own.  Somewhere out there, the forces behind all this will be regrouping.  Unfortunately, as deeply as we're all now involved, we have to assume we've got new enemies out there that we don't even know."

"This is just messed.  I don't want to live a life looking over my shoulder," Jonny stated bitterly.  "I don't intend to be blindsided when the New Patriots or their accomplices come at us again.  I want to find who's behind all this.  It's time we took the war to them."  

EPILOGUE

Mace Corey stared out the passenger window of the sleek but anonymous executive jet that had flown him out of Palm Springs.  Like Bannon and the SEAL, he'd made his escape from the doomed Westmorland command post via one of the Spetsnaz' parked hoverbikes.  But he wasn't out of peril yet.  With Dibrana gone, responsibility for the Patriots' Election Day debacle would fall largely on his shoulders.  For the second time in his long clandestine career, Team Quest had thwarted a covert operation that had taken his employers years to put into motion.  He knew from the first time that his upcoming debrief would not be pleasant.

Ahead, the runways and terminals of Denver International Airport came into view.  One of the busiest commercial hubs in the US, the sprawling facility was also the subject of scrutiny for conspiracy theorists of all stripes.  Many pointed to its cost overruns, extensive subsurface service network, and the suggestive and vaguely sinister artworks that decorated its concourses as being clues to some vast, nefarious enterprise taking place behind the facade of its busy commercial status.  Few would ever know how right they were.

An announcement from the cockpit instructed him to buckle up for their final approach into Denver.  Five minutes later, the jet's wheels bounced once off the runway pavement before the aircraft touched down and decelerated.  Never going anywhere near the main terminal gates, it turned down a taxiway towards a remote corner of DEN on which sat a line of hangers housing various regional commuter airlines and private corporate fleets.  The jet taxied down to the furthest hanger and gingerly pulled inside through its broad bay doors.

With a whirr of heavy machinery, the segmented sliding doors ponderously closed.  As all trace of daylight disappeared, banks of floodlights lining the arched roof trusses dazzlingly illuminated the cavernous hanger interior.  Seconds later, almost the entire paved floor of the hanger began to descend smoothly into the ground.  The elevator's operation was similar to the flight deck aircraft elevators on a modern aircraft carrier, except this pad was some 100 feet square.

Interlocking floor plates converged to seal the gaping opening above.  Corey's jet continued its descent down a coarse concrete shaft until it emerged into a vast rectangular underground gallery.  The subterranean space looked like a vastly oversized aircraft carrier hanger deck, with additional planes being serviced by a fleet of fuel trucks, cargo trailers, and passenger shuttles.

The flight crew emerged from the cockpit to undog the door and acknowledge their departing passenger.  A portable stair had already been rolled into place, and at its base two operatives in white coveralls stood beside an electric utility vehicle similar to a Hummer.

"Mr. Corey," one of them acknowledged him, holding the passenger door.

Following painted lane markers on the pavement floor, the vehicle departed the gallery into a quarried stone tunnel some 20 x 40 feet.  Like the gallery, it was brightly lighted by closely spaced ceiling lights.

The vehicle navigated its way past various intersecting corridors, ending up at a glass-panelled entryway.  Leaving his ride behind, Corey checked his sidearm at an airport-style security-screening checkpoint and proceeded along a network of smaller, more finished pedestrian corridors.  His fellow pedestrians included civilians in expensive business suits, facility operatives in white coveralls, and the occasional security patrol in anonymous black fatigues.  He ended up at the reception desk regulating entry through a large double door.

Checking through, he stepped into a large circular conference room.  Unlike other areas of the complex, this room was indirectly lit by LED lighting strips inside troughs situated low along the concrete walls.  Some thirty men and women sat about an oversized, ring-shaped table, some talking quietly in small groups, others studying their personal devices.  He appeared to be the only late arrival.  Ominously, the conversation stopped as he seated himself at his appointed chair along the table.

There was no intuitive frame of reference with which to relate this underground warren with the layout of the airport above.  Still, Corey knew from his familiarity with the maze's incredible 3D schematics that this expansive executive chamber was situated directly under the controversial outdoor sculpture nicknamed Blucifer, a wildly defiant mustang sculpted in cobalt blue with sinister glowing red eyes.  Like all of the malevolently suggestive artworks installed above, it was designed by Dibrana to hint at the wildest possible conspiracy theories, diminishing the credibility of any suspicion that the airport's extensive underground construction actually housed anything untoward.

Corey looked about the room.  The faces looking back at him would be largely unrecognizable to the average man on the street, but to those in the know, they were among the elite rank who pulled the strings of the global socio-economic order, corporate heads, oligarchs, government regulators.  Any one of them would be capable of ending his life as he'd known it at the snap of a finger.

  Two faces at the head of the room particularly captured his attention and his apprehension.

"Welcome back, Corey," Dieter Von Romme acknowledged him in a voice that was anything but welcoming.

If anyone had more reason than he did to loathe the Quest team, it was Von Romme.  From a distance, the stocky, heavy-featured man appeared distinguished.  Only up close did one notice the subtle scars from the half dozen cosmetic surgeries it had taken to reconstruct his blistered and melted face.  The long ago injury was from a crash into a container of enriched uranium incurred when Jonny Quest, Hadji Singh, and Doug Wildey had uncovered his clandestine enrichment facility near Las Cruces, New Mexico.  Ironically, it had only been the advanced chelation treatment devised by Benton Quest that had spared him from what otherwise would've been a certain agonizing death from radiation poisoning.  His salvation clearly had not outweighed the loss inflicted on him by the Quests.  Corey had been Von Romme's security chief at the time, and he had not forgotten the then-disfigured man's unquenchable rage.

The bald-headed, moustached man sitting rigidly upright next to Von Romme was an even more dangerous presence to run afoul of.  More than anyone else present, General Yevgeni Vostok was the architect of the New Patriots' rise.  Rising through the ranks of the GRU, one of the KGB's successor agencies, Vostok was prominent among the school of Russian operatives who saw the fall of the Soviet Union as a historic defining loss, and who militantly schemed to bring about its return.  Over the years, Vostok had been behind such outrageous schemes as animating a Czech stone golem, unleashing a climate-altering freezing agent, and using deadly Vril energy to mask the orbiting of an advanced military space station.  The first two ploys had been thwarted by Team Quest, while the space mission had ended in horrific disaster for its crew.  Nonetheless, Vostok had held onto power.  Over the years, his political rivals and detractors had tended to meet with "accidents".  Today, his imperialist ambitions aligned perfectly with those of the Russian President.

"Mr. Corey," Vostok coolly acknowledged his presence.

The fact that the group was already assembled and had apparently been conducting business before his scheduled arrival suggested that he'd been included on the agenda, not an auspicious sign.  No doubt the outcome of The Storm was being minutely dissected and blame assigned.

"We did not achieve everything we set out to this political cycle," Vostok addressed the group brusquely.  "Nonetheless," his voice softened slightly, "our recent endeavours have yielded significant gains, particularly in the international realm.  We managed to decisively disrupt the functioning of the world's most powerful military at a moment critical to our strategic goals.  After the loss of the Michael Monsoor, the Americans have pulled back from further military intervention in Ukraine.  In the absence of the US's further involvement, our domination of the region is assured, a significant strategic success for the Russian Federation.  The supposed Manifest Destiny of Western democracy grows less assured with each successive election cycle.  Having to devote increasing focus and resources on maintaining domestic stability reduces America's inclination and capability to project global influence where it doesn't belong.

"Regrettably, we did not succeed in explicitly overriding the American voting franchise this time around.  Still, blood has been spilled.  Both sides have their martyrs now.  Overt political enmity is becoming increasingly normalized.  The domestic political climate is now sufficiently tenuous as to empower many of you here present to exact significant concessions from your country's traditional liberal establishment."

Vostok looked directly at Corey.  "We can't afford any more wildcards moving forward.  We're going to need to step up our efforts to either discredit or eliminate threats like the Quest team and the Aziz Six once and for all.  And we're going to need to assume more direct control to assure our own assets like Marcus Atwater's Guard can be relied upon to deliver.  In spite of all our efforts, we came up short this time around.

"Next time will be different."

Six Months Later

For the Aziz Six, the aftermath of The Storm had changed a great deal and then again nothing at all.  That Vince Gorman had fired first that fateful day outside Aziz had been firmly established by an expanded congressional inquiry.  The missile strike on them was traced back to an apparent New Patriot cell, now seemingly untraceable, operating inside the Pentagon in 2019.

That still left the inescapable fact that their coming to the aid of their Kurdish SDF partners, in violation of orders, constituted desertion.  Given the abysmal optics for the Navy, they'd been given the option of signing non-disclosure agreements and accepting general discharges in lieu of being court-martialled.  No rogue SEAL exposés or prime time interviews to tell their stories.

Their return to any sort of normal civilian life remained problematic.  The ongoing secrecy surrounding Aziz tended to undermine their exoneration in the public eye.  For all their supporters, they still had an equal number of virulent foes calling them out as traitors.  They did have new high-level backers now, but they were still pariahs, operating off-the-books, ferreting out the evolving agenda of a wounded but regrouping New Patriot insurgency.  In addition, they still had a personal score to settle.  The one man most responsible for the Second Platoon members lost in Aziz was still at large, seemingly untouchable by law enforcement, thanks to the reach of his nebulous partners and benefactors.

Today that search had led Ryan Sinclair and Ben Packard to the spectacular Seychelles, well off the African coast in the Indian Ocean.  The unspoiled island nation with its blue-green lagoons, luxuriant tropical foliage, and distinctive sinewy rock formations was an adventure tourist's paradise.  It was also a remote haven for Kremlin-connected Russian oligarchs to sink their unaccounted holdings into.  As such, the Seychelles had become a clandestine rendezvous for Eastern and Western interests seeking to do business away from the prying eyes of law enforcement.  In this case, that business was to firm up a seemingly unlikely deal the Six had painstakingly traced from Washington to Palermo and finally here.

Over the last three months, FBI electronic surveillance of the underground Patriot Guard network had repeatedly picked up on cryptic references to a new initiative named Quicksilver.  Nothing too alarming there.  The far-right blogosphere was rife with imagined secret agendas and black projects.  But when Quicksilver began turning up in NSA intercepts of top-level Russian comms, the IC had taken notice.  Ultimately, the Aziz Six had been put on the case.

"You think the Patriots will show?" Packard asked Sinclair.

"They'll show," the team leader declared confidently.

The two former SEALs were well camouflaged, high up on a foliage-covered hillside overlooking a remote beachfront compound on one of the Seychelles' mid-sized islands.  Directly before them, a telephoto camera with a long-range directional microphone was also concealed.  Since their arrival, the compound's occupant, a portly white-haired man likely in his mid-sixties, had been seen alternately lounging and conversing quite vociferously on his phone.  Besides the man of the house, some eight others went about their business.  One appeared to be a dedicated cook/housekeeper, another an executive assistant.  The remainder were bodyguards or "executive protection consultants" as contract guns-for-hire liked to market themselves these days.  At a glance, Sinclair pegged this lot as South Africans, coming from a country known for its abundance of mercenaries.

At noon precisely, a mid-sized inboard cruising well offshore turned abruptly inward and headed straight for the compound's white-painted plank dock.  As it approached, two silhouetted figures could be seen through the windscreen of the boat's canopied cockpit.

Dimitri Kislov stepped up to the foot of the dock.  Four of his guards took up positions to either side of him.  The other two proceeded to meet the boat as it pulled up.  The pilot, a well-muscled, blonde-haired man in beach clothing and a straw hat stepped onto the foredeck to toss a mooring line to one of Kislov's waiting men.  He repeated this at the stern, aft of the boxy engine housing.

"Oh my god!" Packard exclaimed as the second man, dressed in off-white tropical weight slacks and a black polo shirt stepped unassisted over the gunwale onto the dock.

Sinclair raised his binoculars.  The man on the dock was Vince Gorman.

"Well, we knew this day would come," Sinclair stated flatly, holding back his emotions.  "First and foremost, we get our mission accomplished, then we get Gorman."

He tracked Gorman's movements with the directional mike.  Its output was carried to each of their tiny earpieces even as it was recorded.

"Welcome, Mr. Gorman," Kislov greeted him, extending a hand.

"My pleasure," Gorman accepted the proffered handshake.

"Would you care for some lunch before we discuss business?" Kislov offered.  "The local selection of fish is superb, and I have an excellent chef."

"I'm afraid that won't be possible," Gorman shook his head.  "I'm scheduled to fly out on the four o'clock shuttle to the mainland.  I'll be pushing it as it is."

"Pity," Kislov commented, "the Seychelles have a great deal to offer.  But then I know your employers are anxious to see their political fortunes furthered.  I'm confident that Quicksilver will help to secure that end."

"No doubt," Gorman concurred.

"Please be seated," Kislov pointed to a pair of cushioned patio chairs.  A bound portfolio sat on a small glass table between them.

"Help yourself," Kislov noted Gorman's attention to the document.  "It's a finalized breakdown of the systems required to implement Quicksilver. 

Seating himself, Gorman picked up the binder and flipped through it.

Kislov opened, "It's Moscow's observation that in the aftermath of last November's Election Day events, your group's subordinate organizations have come under increased surveillance by your country's Intelligence Community.  Am I correct?"

"Essentially," Gorman conceded.  "Groups like the Patriot Guard and various New Patriot online forums are being closely monitored.  That's only to be expected.  The real concern is that the IC should inadvertently stumble upon the high-sensitivity communications coming out of our executive-level facilities, most notably communications with your country.  We assess that it's only a matter of months before our current level of encryption becomes compromised, placing our joint operations at risk of exposure."

"That would be an unfortunate development," Kislov concurred.

Gorman continued, holding up the portfolio, "As you've laid out here, we concur that Rinascimento Aerospaziale SpA offers the solutions we require."

"Whoa!" Packard took note.

Sinclair knew exactly to what Packard was referring.  The Italian aerospace giant Gorman had referenced had previously been traced as the source of many of the key components for the lethal drones launched from the Chocolate Mountains last fall.

Gorman continued, "We know that Rinascimento can furnish us our own dedicated tight-beam comms satellites, along with the next-gen encryption to throw the hounds off our trail.  All well and good.  As you're aware though, the problem we face is that global satellite launches are tracked, investigated, and catalogued by the US Space Force."

"So you need someone, namely us, to commission your satellites for you," Kislov cheerfully completed the argument.  "That certainly is doable.  The GRU assesses that the most plausible cover would be that the satellites are to establish a communications infrastructure for future Arctic oil and gas exploration by Russia."

"Good," Gorman nodded, "and as negotiated, in the interest of normalizing relations, the New Patriots will lobby Washington for a thirty percent drawdown in the latest round of Ukraine sanctions.  This drawdown will be implemented over the next eighteen months."

"Over the next twelve months," Kislov smoothly amended.

"Excuse me?" Gorman bristled.

"Your sanctions are creating substantial hardship for millions of ordinary Russians.  Hardship foments unrest.  Unlike your movement, we don't benefit from civil discontent."

"We had an agreement, Mr. Kislov.  The country's grown more hard-line on Ukraine since you first invaded in 2022.  New Patriot politicians in Washington won't risk alienating their base."

Really?" Kislov snorted.  "Dieter Von Romme is one of the New Patriots' most generous dark money contributors nationwide.  Of course your politicians can be persuaded."

"Fifteen months," Gorman countered.  "I'm confident I can sell that to the powers-that-be back home.  I needn't point out that this back door is as vital to you as it is to us.  Agree here and now, and we all keep our timelines on track."

"Fifteen months it is," Kislov forced a smile.

Gorman smirked, "A pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Kislov."

An agreement struck, the rendezvous quickly wound down.  As Gorman and his pilot made their cursory goodbyes, Sinclair noted that the identifier Bahia Marina was printed on the stern of their boat.

"Bahia Marina," he pointed out.  "That's the next cove over past Bahia Point.  It's a straight shot driving through, but Gorman'll have to go around by boat.  I can beat him there."

"I, not we?" Packard questioned.

"No way," Sinclair insisted.  "We know what Quicksilver is now.  That's too critical to risk it being lost if things go south for us.  I need you to flag down a ride, get to a secure phone, and report in.  I'll deal with Gorman."

The two backtracked stealthily until they were out of sight of Kislov's compound.  Then they raced back to the perimeter highway that encircled the island.  Sinclair dropped off Packard midway between the compound and Bahia Marina, then he sped the rest of the distance alone in their rented Jeep.  Leaving Bahia Point behind, he turned off the highway down an unpaved side road leading to the marina.

Too late in the day to be starting out on a boating expedition and too early to be calling it a day, the marina road was devoid of traffic at this hour.  Sinclair spotted an overgrown drive that appeared to lead to some abandoned outbuilding.  He pulled the Jeep around and backed into the shadowed drive, such that he wouldn't be noticed by traffic approaching down the marina road.  He jockeyed slightly to where he had a small view window through the dense jungle foliage.

It was another 35 minutes before he saw a rental Jeep similar to his own approaching rapidly from the marina's direction.  In it sat Gorman and the man with the straw hat.  Timing his move carefully, Sinclair gunned his engine.  His Jeep rocketed out from the unseen drive and resoundingly broadsided Gorman's vehicle on the driver's side.  Both occupants were tossed sideways as the side of the second Jeep stoved inward.  Shaken but unharmed, Sinclair leaped from his own Jeep, his suppressed .45 automatic at the ready.

Mr. Straw Hat had taken the brunt of the impact.  He appeared to be unconscious with a severely dislocated shoulder.  Chances were that he'd pull through, Sinclair estimated.

Stunned but seemingly uninjured, Gorman hastily pulled himself to his feet, his P226 coming about to point in Sinclair's direction.  Sinclair fired off a single, perfectly placed shot that sent the pistol careening from Gorman's hand, likely breaking a few fingers in the process.

"Sinclair!" Gorman snarled, grasping his injured hand.  "Always knew you and I would play out our final chapter one day, though I have to admit I didn't see it coming today.  How'd you manage to track me down?"

"Didn't," Sinclair admitted.  "We had our sights on Kislov and Quicksilver, yet, lo and behold, here you are."

"Still the perennial Boy Scout, throwing in your lot with those gutless armchair warriors back at ODNI.  Too bad.  The Navy shelled out a king's ransom to mold you into the warrior you are.  The real patriots out to save our country desperately need men with your combat prowess and gift for leadership.  But no amount of prowess makes up for the moral rot infecting your ilk.  One day you'll wake up and realize you chose the wrong side."

"It didn't have to come to this," Sinclair cut him off.  "If not for you, we could've gotten those Kurds out of harm's way with no one back home any the wiser.  The better half of Second Platoon didn't need to die for refusing to desert their brothers-in-arms."

"You deserted me!" Gorman lashed out.

"Eccleston, Collins, Barnes, and all the rest, they were good men, good SEALs who died an honorable death for an honorable cause.  They deserve better than a House report so heavily redacted that no one outside the Beltway will ever see three quarters of it.  They deserve one day to see the men who thought it was patriotism to launch a cruise missile at them face justice.  We may never track down all the puppet masters behind Aziz and Westmorland, but for you, Gorman, that day is today."

"Always knew you had it in you, Boy Scout," Gorman taunted.

With lightning reflexes, he went for a throwing knife concealed in a calf scabbard, one last act of defiance hurled against an establishment he despised.  He never got the lethal blade past his thigh before four .45 rounds shattered his sternum and tore through the chambers of his heart.  Tossed violently backward, he landed in a tangle, the knife still clutched tightly in his broken fingers, an expression of frustrated rage frozen on his lifeless face.

Sinclair looked down at his handiwork without remorse.  He'd taken out more than his share of men and women his country had deemed enemies of freedom, both in Syria and on obscure battlefronts most Americans never even heard of.  Not that many years ago, his world had been neatly divided into black and white.  Within that world, it would've been inconceivable that he could've placed a fellow SEAL into the enemies of freedom category and lethally acted upon that judgment.  Now it was difficult to remember a time he hadn't inhabited a world consisting only of murky shades of gray.

Perhaps his lost Second Platoon comrades would rest easier with at least one of their scheming executioners brought to some measure of justice.  Perhaps justice was only for the benefit of the living.

He'd become a SEAL and put his life on the line because he'd believed his was a country worth defending.  Even after Aziz, he still believed that.  Tomorrow he would board a flight back to an America he barely recognized, a country waging an unacknowledged war with itself.  Once there he would carry on the mortal struggle to preserve his country from enemies both foreign and domestic.
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