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Part I
______________________________
Trouble With Trouble
*****
Chapter 1
The sun had come up about three hours ago and the hunt had begun. I didn’t care that six men had entered the woods with full intentions of hunting me. I was comfortable where I was, having been in this same spot for about an hour already. I was lying on the floor of the woods, fully camouflaged, watching two whitetail deer yearling bucks that were slowly feeding their way towards me. I had sprayed a scent masking spray all over my gear, but the animals where still weary about approaching me.
Suddenly, the bucks raised their heads and froze. Minutes seemed like hours as they meticulously examined the woods in search of the source of the undetermined sounds. Then one of the young bucks decided to bolt, dragging his buddy along with him.
The deer had done their job. Somebody was approaching and from the looks of my animal friends, I knew they were coming from somewhere behind me. I started to control my breathing to shallow breaths. My rifle was loaded and ready to fire. All I needed now was a target. The woods got quiet, as they do when man encroaches upon it. Then I heard the faint sound I was listening for.
Three men, maybe four, coming from my five o’clock. The first man appeared on my right, about ten feet from me. His weapon was up, as if he had seen something. He went right past me without even looking my way. Towards my left, about ten yards away, I saw two other men come past my position. One was holding his weapon up; the other had his slung on his back. I waited until they were well ahead of me just to make sure there wasn’t anyone taking the rear. Once I was sure that there were only three men in this party, I began to plan my strategy.
My targets came together about 15 yards from me, scanning in all directions. They saw nothing threatening. Two of them were facing each other and the third was looking in my direction. At this distance I wouldn’t need my scope, but it didn’t hurt to use it anyway. The hunters started talking about their next move. They had apparently come up quick to this area of the woods, the back lot, as they called it. They were now going to work their way backwards to their starting point. As they were picking sides, deciding who was going to be the point man and who was going to take the sides, I picked my prize. I scoped him and aimed to put my shot right between his eyes. I slowly squeezed the trigger and my projectile flew off to find its mark.
“Where the hell did that come from?” asked one of the men, as all three dropped to the ground. The man who had asked the question turned around to his buddy to ask him if he had seen anything. That was my next opportunity for a kill and I took it. I got my second victim with a head shot. The first guy turned around, but it was already too late. He had missed his sole opportunity to find out where I was shooting from. Almost as soon as he turned back to face in my direction, I fired my last kill shot.
I slowly slid backwards about five feet, coming out from under my camouflage. I sat up and leaned against a tree, with my rifle butt on the ground and the barrel leaning against shoulder. The three men came up to me and each handed me blue laminated cards. In their hands they had their yellow paint covered facemasks. I grabbed the cards and put them in my chest pocket.
“You suck. How did you know where to find us?” asked one of the men.
“You three always either come here or go to the Northwest corner. Last time you went the other way. I figured you would come here this time. You guys are too predictable.”
They shook their heads as they walked back towards our staging area. Per the rules they weren’t supposed to tell anyone where they were killed, but they would anyway. Life wasn’t fair and neither was war. I was still a hunted man. I figured I would get between ten to twenty minutes before more men would come this way. I had to get ready for them.
I pulled out a Twinkie from my pocket, as well as a couple of quick exploding, homemade, red paint grenades. The rules stated that we couldn’t kill with a grenade, but that wasn’t the purpose here. I set up my trap. I moved my position about 20 yards back and to the left. I found a good spot with an indentation on the ground. With my camouflage net on top of me, it would look like any other flat ground in the forest. I lay down, covered myself and waited.
Three men arrived ten minutes later from my eight o’clock. They walked right in front of me about ten yards away. When they had barely passed me, the point man put up his fist and all three dropped to one knee. They started scanning around. After about a minute, one of the men came up to the point man.
“What do you see?” The lead man pointed at the Twinkie sitting on the rock ten yards away.
“That’s weird, not his style at all. When have you ever seen him coming? He might be here watching us. It’s surprising he hasn’t killed us yet. He might not have a clear shot. You two go check it out. One of you faces away and scans the area, while the other investigates.”
The point man kept his stance as the other two men moved past him to go check out my gift. When they arrived at the sponge cake they walked around it examining it closely. One of the men kneeled near the cake, facing away from it and scanned the area. The other man pushed over the note and it fell to the ground. He picked it up and read it to himself before reading it out loud.
How is it that you guys know exactly where to find me? Looks likes somebody is cheating. I’m moving on. Now you have to find me again. I left this little cake for John. He likes them and he gets hungry easily.
“Hey, he left me a Twinkie. Man, that guy is just too nice,” said the guy reading the note. He then reached for the little cake.
I put my finger on the trigger of my gun and aimed for the point man, who was now taking the rear. Within a second of John pulling the booby trapped Twinkie from the rock, my two grenades went off. At the same time I put two shots to the back of my target. I then turned to my other two targets.
John was standing there stunned, with his arms out, still holding the Twinkie. He had taken the full frontal blast of one of my grenades and was covered in red paint. I put two of my yellow paint balls on his chest. The other man had been thrown forward, with his side covered in paint. He had stood up, thrown down his gun and started cursing. Two shots to his face mask quieted him down for a couple seconds, before he took of his mask and continued his tirade.
I stood up so I could be seen. The man in the rear looked at me and started laughing hard. I laughed too. I grabbed my gear and started heading back to our meet up point. I could still hear the cursing behind me all the way back. When I got to the parking lot there were four men waiting for me, the three that I had shot earlier and Buck, who had stayed behind to be the referee for the game.
“You done already?” asked Buck.
I just smiled at him and pointed behind me. I walked to my pick up truck to put my gear way. As my victims emerged from the woods, I could hear laughing. I walked back towards Buck. I threw a towel at John.
“Ken cheated, he used grenades. Look at me. Hell, look at John. He can’t cheat. He should be disqualified.”
“Ken, okay obviously you used grenades,” said Buck to me, trying to hold back his laughter.
“I didn’t cheat. You can see my shots on John’s chest. Tom got two to the back and Tim got shot in the face mask. The grenades weren’t for the kill. They were just distractions. They got killed because they can’t see an obvious trap. I mean, who picks up a Twinkie from the middle of the forest? Especially after I leave a note saying it’s from me. And answer me this Buck, how is it that we have 25 acres here and these three know exactly were to find me ten minutes after I kill Larry, Little Ray and Tex? They told them were I was. They cheated, not me.”
“Alright, I’m calling it a fair kill. Ken shouldn’t have used the grenades but it’s to strange for you guys to know where he is. Now let’s split into teams and play capture the flag.”
“Sorry guys but I have work to do this afternoon. Thanks for the exercise,” I said as I went towards my truck. John ran over to me and handed me a sealed manila envelope. He looked me straight in the eyes for a second, expressionless, before he walked back to the group.
I got in the cab of my old red pickup, started the engine and, as my truck warmed up, I pulled out the report from the envelope. The information told me nothing I didn’t suspect already. When I was done, I put the papers down, put my truck in gear and got moving.
The men I has just been with were part of a small band of US militia. At least that’s what they had called themselves. Truth was they weren’t that at all. They were just fun loving country folk who loved to hunt and play games. I had initially joined them as part of an investigation to see if the group had become home grown terrorists. One of my information operatives had noticed that a couple of these men had bought large quantities of bomb making material. What they had actually purchased were materials needed for their ranches, which also happen to be the kind of stuff you made explosives with. It was an honest mistake. I had stuck with them after that, partly as a cover and partly just to have fun.
John was a medical doctor who drove out about ninety minutes for our games. Buck was a rancher. These two men were my closest friends. They didn’t ask a lot of questions and I knew they suspected I was more than just a local rancher. It was obvious that I had served in the military. My skills as a marksman and a hunter were too good to be self taught.
Summer had just ended but there was still a bit of warmth in the air. It wasn’t a subtropical paradise but it was warm enough for a September morning in Montana. I was headed into Miles City, a small town of roughly nine thousand people which was about a two and a half hour ride, to see Doug, one of my information operatives. He had called me yesterday evening and asked me to come see him today. He hadn’t specified what it was about, but I knew something was up.
I got into town at around eleven and found a parking spot near the diner. I walked into the restaurant and asked the waitress Rosie if I could have a breakfast sandwich to go. Fifteen minutes later I headed back to my car with my food and a cup of coffee. Doug’s place was a few blocks away. He lived in a house that was owned by our employer. As far as anyone was concerned he was a local townie.
I walked up to his front door, walked right in and called out to him in the foyer. Doug called me into his office. My operative had an amazing computer set up. He had five flat screen monitors, two stacked on top of the other three. He had maps running on the top two and a bunch of data running on the other three.
“Alright I isolated six possible targets. All of them bought material that was way beyond the capabilities of their ranches. Two of them have shooting ranges. I can’t isolate them further thought. What’s my next step?”
Doug was new with us. He had graduated from The Dominion a couple of months ago and been sent to take over Montana. In his first week he had created a list of seventy six possible targets. He had been surprised that there were so many bomb making facilities in the state. That first list even had my ranch on it, though he wasn’t aware of it. I had been teaching him about the uses of these materials for things other than bomb making. It was a very difficult job for him to find terrorists. It was a lot of research, verification and just a bit of intuition. His current list of six was good, but he still had a couple of factors he wasn’t looking at.
“Doug, you do know winter’s coming, don’t you? Some of these ranches stock up material for the season. Look at their previous year’s purchases. Also look to see if any of them are looking to acquire any more animals. It’s improbable this late in the season, but it’s not unheard of. As far as the shooting ranges, every ranch has them. I even have one. I mean, aside form the one our employer uses for training. Look to see if they are firing anything besides hunting rifles, guns and shotguns. You can usually find some of the bad guys if they are hoarding an unusual amount of ammunition. Look at whatever my ranch buys and use that as a guide. Remember to use my ranch’s account to look at ammunition purchases. If you use The Dominion’s account for the ranch, it will look like were about to start a war.”
“Hey, is the report ready?” asked Doug.
The report he was talking about was a close look at the workings of my ranch. All three of my information operatives, as well as some of the others around the US and even some of the field agents had looked into working ranches that were being used as a disguise for terrorist activity. It was hard to tell the difference between supplies being used by the ranch and those being used for more sinister purposes. I had therefore worked on a report of my own ranch with a full accounting of the supplies we used, what they were used for, how much was needed, and a host of other factors. It had proved to be more difficult than I had initially suspected it would be.
“The report should be done this week. What is it that you needed to show me anyway?” I asked.
Doug pulled up a satellite image on his computer and pointed to it. I got close to the screen and looked at it carefully. It was a rectangular black spot in the middle of a field, about half a mile from what looked like a barn and a house.
“What the hell is that?”
“I don’t know. Our last image we got showed a dozen armed men walking into it. They didn’t look like they were carrying shotguns either. I have very little information on this property. It wasn’t even on my short list. I just spotted the black spot as I was flipping through the pictures.”
“What does infrared show on this?” I asked.
“Infrared shows this as a white spot. Same shape, but apparently it’s a hot spot. I’m not even sure what could be throwing out that much heat while still retaining its shape.”
“Alright put these guys at the top of your investigations. Figure out who owns this land and if anybody leases it or rent it. Get a full background file on them. Also find out if those are solar panels. That’s what it looks like, but who would put panels on a building that big and why? That thing couldn’t have been built overnight. Find out if there are any satellite images of that area from the last year or two. I want to know what the hell that is. Also find me a hunting or social club in the area, preferably one that the owner belongs to. Let me know when you get a hit on anything.”
I spent another half an hour going over other less pertinent information and concerns with him. I left by mid afternoon to head back to the ranch. I would probably get there right before dinner.
On my way home I called Bethany, my information operative in Rapid City, South Dakota. Bethany handled both the Dakotas as well as eastern Wyoming. She had recently been working on two cases on her own. They both involved financials and would be completed within her home. After I was finished talking to her, I called Kirstin, my information operative in Idaho Falls. Kirstin’s operational command was the whole state of Idaho, western Wyoming and the western most parts of Montana. She told me that she was on the watch but nothing interesting was on her radar. She was currently compiling some data for our central headquarters in Washington D.C.
I wasn’t the only field agent The Dominion had with multi-state jurisdiction, but I was the only one that was actively working with more than one information operative. The four of us handled about 16.6 percent of the land mass of the continental US. About ninety percent of the work was done by the information operatives. Every once in a while one of them needed someone to go into the field. That’s were I would come in. We also got help from field agents in Seattle, Los Angeles, Denver and Minneapolis. For the most part though, field work needed to be done by somebody who knew how to work a ranch, someone that didn’t stand out as a city slicker.
The sun was about two hours away from sunset as I drove into my place. The Blue Hook Ranch, was a seven thousand five hundred acre working cattle ranch, with one hundred acres of irrigated hay fields, as well as being a hunters’ paradise with plenty of hunting, fishing and outdoor recreation opportunities. I currently had fifty two heads of cattle, but the ranch could easily cultivate ten times that amount. I also had the opportunity to grow seven hundred acres of hay. The reason I didn’t go full steam with the ranch was that all I needed was to look like the place was being used. The place paid all its expenses, but it really didn’t turn a profit.
The ranch itself was run by Domingo and his family. Four years ago Domingo had come to me as a migrant worker to help me for the spring and summer. I had been impressed by his skills from the get go. I asked our information gurus at headquarters to do a full background check on him. They had come up with very little information.
Domingo had owned a small hundred acre ranch in Mexico about ten years ago. From one day to another the ownership of the land had switched without any evidence of a sale. Domingo had been robbed and forced from his land. After that, he had disappeared as an illegal into the United States. There was some evidence of money transactions back to Mexico. He apparently sent most of his money back to his family. His wife had been in Mexico City with their three sons and two daughters.
During our first summer together I had asked him to stay, but he was reluctant as he wanted to see his family again. With the help of my employer, I had flown his family to the ranch and then offered him and his family US citizenship if he pledged to work for me for the next ten years. He jumped at the opportunity.
Domingo and the two older boys took care of the cattle, the other farm animals, including my horses, the purchase and sale of agricultural products and all the hiring and firing of temporary workers. The oldest daughter had a fine gift with children and she spent a lot of time as a teacher to her youngest brother, as well as any of my workers’ children. Domingo’s wife, Maria, with the help of her second daughter, took care of the cooking, the grocery shopping and the cleaning.
I parked my truck around back of my place. My living quarters were more than adequate for me, though they were not nearly as big as the main house. Domingo lived there with his family. My place was a small home with two bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, a full bath, my office and my personal secure armory. I hardly ever cooked, though I had the equipment for it. Dinner was usually served in the main house at six. At five thirty I took a quick shower and headed over to eat dinner.
*****
Chapter 2
The Lt. Colonel walked down the hallway of The Dominion on her way to her command. When she had gone past the first double locked door, she still had to go through a handprint ID, as well as an eye identification to get through the second door. The room she entered was dimly lit, but it still radiated light from the two dozen active computer monitors. The four men in the room didn’t acknowledge her entrance even though it was customary to do so in every other room in the facility.
“Report.”
Starting on the left of the room and going around, the men started to give information on all the active field agents and information operatives all over the country. When they were done the Lt. Colonel took a seat on her executive chair.
“What is Ken up to?” She asked.
“He returned from an assignment last week in west Missouri. Since then he has visited with Doug and checked up on Kirstin and Bethany. Otherwise he’s been silent. Currently he has his GPS on and is at the cabins used by the trainees during the annual field training trip. He’s been there half the morning and is probably doing upkeep. From the speed of his movements we believe he’s on horseback.”
The commander started asking about several agents and their current status. This would take her through the next few hours. As was expected, she would report at the end of the day to the Colonel the status of all active agents.
The room she was in was not only the nerve center of the facility, but it was also the nucleus of all activity of The Dominion. From here she and her gurus had access to all US government databases, including those that were highly classified and encrypted. She could access all state, city and local computer systems, as well as military networks. The men who worked here with her, in rotating shifts, twenty four hours a day, were among the world’s elite computer programmers and hackers. If they couldn’t do something, it probably couldn’t be done. The equipment was beyond state of the art. Their capabilities had never let down any of the field agents or operatives.
Currently her men were working on scanning the north western United States. They had been doing this project, on and off for the last four months. It was tedious for her gurus as they had some trouble identifying land marks. Unlike the cities, the wide openness of this part of the country didn’t offer very many traffic camera views. The pictures they got were taken from a couple hundred miles in space. As they compiled lists of potential targets they were sent to the field agent in Montana. According to him, the gurus had identified one chicken coop, three slaughter houses, a large herd of cattle, three barns and a large, but remote vacation house as potential threats. Somehow the agent could spot what the gurus couldn’t. This uncanny ability had prompted the Colonel to promote Ken, though it wasn’t set in stone yet.
The amount of open land west of the Mississippi River had proven to be a training ground for foreign and domestic terrorists. It was difficult for the agent teams in the cities to cover so much land. The plan was to set up a post in Montana that would scan and search these open lands continuously. When threats were suspected, the information would be turned over to the nearest teams covering the area. It was a massive project that would require at least a dozen information operatives working collectively and covertly.
To achieve this goal, the Dominion was in the process of converting thirty five thousand acres of federal land into an expanded Blue Hook Ranch. The new land would be used to house, train and employ the operatives of this undertaking. Ken would be the acting commander to the outpost.
After about three hours in the control room the Lt. Colonel left to go see the commander in his office. At his office door she knocked three times before letting herself in. Aside from emergency situations, she was the only person allowed to walk into the Colonel’s office like that. Everyone else had to wait for an invitation from the commander.
“Cindy, what news do you have for me?” asked the Colonel, without looking up from his paper work.
“Everything is quiet. The operatives and agents nationwide are out and about doing their thing. No major terrorist threats on the horizon. The gurus are still compiling information from the satellite photos but it’s beginning to take its toll on them. Our recruits are doing well. I’m ready for my trip tomorrow.”
“You sound tired.” said the Colonel, looking up from his work. “It looks like we will be acquiring our land this weekend. I’ll give you the information as soon as we have it. Please let Ken know this weekend that I need to see him here as soon as he’s free.”
“He’s not currently working on anything that I know of. I’ll try to bring him back with me if I can.”
“Good. Go get some rest Cindy. Don’t work too hard in Montana. Try to catch up on your sleep there. I’ll take care of everything here, even your men.”
“Thank you Colonel.”
The Lt. Colonel maintained an apartment outside of work but was only there two days a week, if things were calm. Most nights she spent in her sleeping quarters within the walls of The Dominion. Tonight she would stay, just in case anything came up in the middle of the night.
The Colonel told everyone he also kept an apartment on the outside. He had had one for his first six months as the commander of The Dominion, but he had given up. The Colonel spent maybe two nights per month outside of the training center. At one point he spent over a month inside the underground facility without ever going outside. When he did go out, he would always sleep at the Lt. Colonel’s apartment. On the very rare occasions in which both of them where in the apartment on the same night, they would continue a romantic relationship that had started when they were both in the field. Over the last eighteen months, they had slept in the same room together only five times.
The Lt. Colonel went to bed around nine that evening, over three hours earlier than her usual bed time. She had a 5 am flight to catch to Billings, Montana. There she would hop on a private, single engine Cessna and flown to Ekalaka, Montana, about thirty five miles from the ranch.
The weekend itself was set up for the purpose of bringing one of The Dominion commanders, the agent and the three operatives together to make sure everyone was moving in the same direction. They met like this twice a year. The first meeting had happened at The Dominion and Ken had hated being cooped up inside. The second one had been held at the ranch and attended by the Colonel. While the Colonel had grown up on a farm, he had disliked the great outdoors of the ranch. The last three had been held at the ranch and the Lt. Colonel had attended. She had loved the ranch from the minute she stepped on it.
Aside from the usual business, for Cindy this was a scouting mission. She needed to find out what the full capabilities were of the ranch. The current status of the ranch operations was good for what it was currently being used for, but with the added needs of a dozen Dominion personnel the ranch would have to expand its business so as to be able to keep the real nature of the place secret.
The Lt. Colonel was picked up by Ken at the small municipal airport in Ekalaka at about one in the afternoon. They stopped at the Wagon Wheel Café for some lunch and made small talk. By two in the afternoon they were on the way to the ranch.
*****
Chapter 3
Cindy was the last of our expected guests to arrive at the ranch. I had put Bethany, Kirstin and the Lt. Colonel in my place. Doug and I would share a guest house on the other side of the main house. The rest of today would be spent relaxing and we would start our business tomorrow.
After I dropped of the Lt. Colonel I went back to my place to put on my work clothes. Domingo had asked me to go check on some of the fencing on the other side of the ranch. There were reports of some bison in the area and Domingo wanted to me to check to see if that was the case. Doug had volunteered to go with me.
As I was saddling my horse up, the three women walked out to meet us. The Lt. Colonel wanted to come with us too and Kirstin and Bethany didn’t. I preferred not to go with any of the women, but Cindy was my boss and I couldn’t say no to her. After our three horses were prepared I brought out three rifles. Cindy and Doug thought I was being too dramatic. After warning them of the kind of wildlife in the area, they thought better of it and took the rifles.
Doug knew how to ride and Cindy had remembered her lessons from her previous outings. For the first five miles I led at a slow pace with Doug and Cindy chatting behind me. After our first stop to look at some mule deer, Cindy came up and rode with me.
“So what exactly are we going out to check?” she asked.
“Well, were looking for bison tracks or any damage done by them. We’re also checking on the fencing. We’re actually looking for a lot of things.”
“And what should Doug and I be looking for?”
“You’d never spot it even if you were looking straight at it. I guess, check to see if there are any cattle in your line of sight. If you see anything that looks odd or weird just let me know.”
“You like it out here?”
“Yeah, it’s honest work and honest living. It’s quiet, you can’t see the air like in Los Angeles, and the beauty is never ending.”
“You like your job with the Dominion?”
I stopped my horse and looked at the Lt. Colonel.
“I’ve been trained by the most powerful army in the world to be the best at what I do. The Dominion takes advantage of those skills and I take advantage of The Dominion by living a great life here. What kind of question is that anyway? What are you getting at?”
The Lt. Colonel just smiled at me and prodded her horse. The horse started moving forward. Doug’s horse followed Cindy’s. As Doug passed smiling, he spoke.
“Hey, what’s that?”
I turned to look in the direction he was pointing in. There was something about half a click away. I turned my horse and kicked. The horse bolted. The horse moved quickly under me as we approached the perimeter fence. I slowed down as I got close. At the fence, I dismounted and tied my horse. I looked behind me and saw Doug and Cindy galloping towards me. Doug could move as fast as I had but he was going slower so as to ride with Cindy. The Lt. Colonel wasn’t that good a horseman that she could ride at full speed.
“Hey Buck, what are you up to?” I asked.
“Probably the same thing as you, looking for bison. I found some tracks, but I haven’t seen them. Looks like two adults and an older calf. You got guests this weekend?”
“Yeah, Cindy, Kirstin and Bethany. Doug, an old friend of mine also decided to join us.”
The Lt. Colonel and the information operative finally caught up to me.
“Hi Buck, how have you been?” asked Cindy.
“Good. I see you’re still the spectacular beauty I remember.”
“Thank you. Save your romance for Kirstin though. Maybe we can all get together tonight at the Old Stand bar?”
“Sorry I got to get up mightly early in the morning. I have a busy day tomorrow. How about tomorrow night?”
“Deal. You know Doug?” Doug tipped his cowboy hat at Buck and he responded in kind.
After a couple more minutes of chatter we moved away from Buck and headed back towards the ranch house. We still had sunlight but the temperature was beginning to drop. Cindy came up to me ride next to me.
“Ken, what are the full capabilities of this ranch?”
“With our present labor force and equipment, we are operating at our full capabilities. Without taking into account personnel and equipment we don’t currently have, we could probably do 600 acres of hay and close to five hundred head of cattle. Why? When are we going to start operating like that? Because I’ll need a heads up. We can’t just expand our operations ten fold overnight.”
“Nobody said—”
“Right. That’s why you’re asking all these silly questions.”
Dinner at Domingo’s house was great. Maria had really outdone herself. It was like a Thanksgiving feast except we had pot roast instead of turkey. We capped the meal off with a great peach pie. By nine that night everyone was in bed. We had a long day tomorrow.
I woke up at four to start my work on the ranch. Everyone else slept in. They were on vacation this weekend. I was not. I joined Domingo and his son at the barn to begin our chores. In our ranch, as most ranches or farms in the United States, our animals got fed before we did. Two and a half hours was barely enough time for us to do all the things we needed to do before breakfast. We fed the horses, pigs, dogs, chickens and cattle. We also cleaned the barn and the stables. Lastly we collected eggs for Maria. After everyone had gotten up at six and we had eaten breakfast, I went back to my room to clean up. We would spend a lot of the day going over what my guests had come here for.
We convened in my living quarters, where the women were spending the weekend. Most of the morning was dedicated to the Lt. Colonel going over some old cases and new procedures. Before lunch she started talking about the work that her men in Washington DC were doing.
“The gurus are looking over satellite images of potential targets west of the Mississippi River. They are staying out of the cities as those can be covered by the agent/operative teams. They are doing a lot of what you guys are doing but there been a lot of confusion about what is a target. Ken has some pictures.”
I gave each of the information operatives a packet with satellite photos that the gurus had sent me. Each of my team members correctly identified the chicken coop, the barns, slaughter houses and the herd of cattle. The last photo stumped all of them.
“What is it?” asked Bethany.
“We don’t know. Doug found it last week. He didn’t even have this property as a potential target. This is what a good terrorist organization does. It’s quiet and flies under the radar. A week of research later, we still don’t know much about it. I suspect the roof is covered in solar panels because it shows up white in infrared. This is what we should be looking for; the things that just don’t fit in. Obviously the gurus are having trouble with this stuff. That’s not what they are trained for. We need to figure out how to cover more ground between the four of us.”
“Ken we are already working on a solution for that back in Washington. In fact, the Colonel would like to see you as soon as possible to talk to you about it. If you could return to D.C. with me that would be optimal,” said Cindy.
We took lunch shortly after that. I agreed to go to headquarters, but I had a lot of questions. I knew Cindy would have told me anything that she was authorized to tell me. Since she hadn’t said much to me about it, I assumed the Colonel would fill me in.
After lunch we got back to working. Each of the operatives gave us a rundown on their operational command, including possible areas of present and upcoming threats. It was a long and tedious process for most of the afternoon.
At four I got a call from Domingo on one of our walkie talkies. I put in an earphone to keep the conversation private. He relayed some information to me and I just took it all in.
“Excuse me Lt. Colonel,” I said. “I need to go take a look at something. It’s very important and it can’t wait.”
“Ken, right now? We’re in the middle of something. What’s so important?”
“Lt. Colonel we have visitors twenty clicks away. They are in the Federal property. Domingo spotted them coming in this morning and sent his son to investigate. Unfortunately he got caught and got turned away. He says he saw a couple of black Humvees, a deuce and a half and some heavily armed men with what looked like Army rifles. Lt. Colonel could you contact your men and have them try to find out if these are government people and just what they are doing here? Kirstin, Bethany, Doug, get me some pictures and any info you can find.”
“Ken, shouldn’t you wait for the information before you go?” asked the Lt. Colonel.
“I’m not going to engage anybody; I’m just going to go take a look. I’ll have my GPS tracking unit on me. Don’t wait up for me, I’ll be back late.”
I went to my bedroom that was being used by the Lt. Colonel this weekend to get some fatigues. After I had changed, I went to my armory and got a handgun, my marksman rifle and some ammunition. I then headed out towards the barn.
In the stables was the older of Domingo’s sons, getting my horse ready. I talked to him to try to get more information on what he saw. According to what he told me, these men were probably carrying M16s. He had gotten surprisingly close before he got caught, which meant these guys weren’t guarding the place closely. If they were that carefree in the daytime, then the night would offer me a lot of protection and opportunity to see what they were up to. It would be dusk, or close to it, by the time I arrived at their camp.
The young man wasn’t alarmed by my weaponry. It wasn’t common rancher armament, but he had seen me with them before. He knew better than to ask any questions.
I mounted my horse and got moving northward at a trot. I reached the tree line less than two hours later. I dismounted and got ready to move on foot. I didn’t bother tying the horse. He had to be able to run away in case of any danger, since the evening was the time many animals hunted. He wouldn’t go far, but even if he did, I knew my way home and so did he.
I had a two mile hike through the trees up to where these men where. I took the last 100 yards slowly. At 50 yards I got down and crawled to my observation post. I stopped 15 yards out and looked around. It looked like six men, all of them armed with side arms. Two of them had modified M16s, but both of them had them around their backs. There where the three vehicles, including the covered truck. None of the vehicles had markings or license plates. The faded green paint of the deuce and a half truck gave away that it was an Army vehicle, or at least that it had been at one point.
Two of the men where standing and talking around a table, looking at some architectural drawings. They were pointing around the woods, as if to make a point of what would go where. The other four where sitting around the campfire, talking. I heard a buzz and saw one of the standing men reach for something on the table. It was a satellite phone, common Army issue and not too readily available to the public. He was on the phone for less than a minute before he turned to the men around the campfire.
“We got company.”
What? Who the hell had called him? The four men stood up and pulled out their weapons. They all started looking into the woods as if they could see past the light radiated by the fire. I had to go, now. The men would be coming into the woods and would need half a minute for their eyes to adjust to the darkness. Even if they heard me leaving, they wouldn’t effectively be able to give chase without full darkness adjustment.
I moved as quietly as I could but quickly back towards my horse. When I was about a hundred and fifty yards out, I heard a crashing sound behind me. The idiots where coming through the woods in a Humvee. I picked up my pace to full speed, not caring if I made any noise. They wouldn’t be able to hear me over their own noise. In these woods, I had the advantage being on foot. I could move fast and not worry about obstacles. Once in the clear though, not even my horse would help me. They would easily be able to catch up.
As I ran I came up with a plan. I would try to make it quickly to my property with the horse and make a stand there, or, if the horse wasn’t around, I would keep going out on the plains until the truck cleared the woods and then defend myself. Luckily for me, my steed had not gone very far. I whistled and it came trotting up to me. Win one swift motion I mounted, kicked and the horse took off.
I had about three miles to go to get to my property. I figured I could reach the fence in about five or six minutes at this speed. A few minutes later I saw the fence over the rolling hills half a mile away and I turned around to see the lights of a vehicle in the distance. They had cleared the woods and were coming my way. I didn’t bother opening up the fence. I just slowed up the horse and had him jump it. On the other side I picked up speed again. They were gaining on me and I would have to stop and fight. Over the next hill, about one third of a mile from the fence, I slowed up and dismounted. I smacked my horse and he took off. He would run for a bit but then slow down again. I didn’t want him to get hurt in case there was a fire fight.
I lowered myself just over the hilltop and looked out through the tall grass. I wasn’t worried about the trail the horse might had left on the grass. There were after all four trails from today alone; two coming and two going.
The Humvee came roaring up to the fence and slammed on the breaks about ten yards away from it. They crashed right through onto my property and then came to a stop. Four men jumped out. The passenger and the driver started arguing pointing at the fence. I looked through my scope on the rifle. The two in the backseat were scanning the area with nightvision goggles. Once they thought they were safe they flipped up the goggles and turned toward the other two.
I had trespassers who had done damage to my property. It was time to get them out. I set my sight on the front grill of the truck and squeezed the trigger. The bullet hit before they even heard the shot. I had a flash suppressor on the rifle but I didn’t dare take another shot from this position. I backed on down the hill a few yards and moved ten yards east. Once I had them in my sights again I noticed they were using the truck as cover. I saw a white t-shirt being waved over the truck. Whoever they were, they didn’t want a fight. I kept them in sight as they got into the Humvee. They tried to turn it over but it wouldn’t start because of my single bullet fired into their engine. I moved back down the hill and jogged in the direction my horse had gone in. I found him half an hour later and we headed back home.
*****
Chapter 4
I had driven my truck the long way around the ranch property to get where I had been last night. It was still dark out, but the sun would be cresting soon. Walter, one of the cattle dogs, hung his head out the window as we slowly drove up to the north gate of the property. I had come back here this morning to fix that damage from last night. First though I had to look around and see if I could find any information.
The Humvee was gone. From the track marks it was obvious that the deuce and a half had towed it away. I walked over to where the Humvee had landed after crashing through the fence. With my flashlight I started searching the ground until I found what I was looking for. I picked up the crushed electronic device. They had run over my GPS tracker. I had purposely dropped it here while evading my pursuers.
I put the broken apparatus in the cab of my car, along with my gun. I then started to unload the back of the truck. The repair would probably take all day. The first thing I had to do was take out the old fence posts so I could plant new ones. I got my shovel and started my work.
By seven I had gone through my large bottle of water and I was hungry. Still I kept working. Now too much later I saw a pickup truck heading my way. I went back to the truck and got my gun and holster. I put it on my belt and waited. The truck parked right next to mine and Domingo’s second oldest son, Diego, hopped out. He proceeded to put a cooler with some food in it in my cab and a large water cooler in the bed of the truck. His passenger also got out. I thanked Diego and he drove away, leaving the Lt. Colonel standing looking at me.
“I thought you weren’t going to engage them?” she said.
“What makes you think I did? I was on horseback last night. No way could either me or my horse have done this damage.”
“So what happened?”
“I went to observe, they chased me to here and then we came to an understanding. I don’t know where they went to after that.”
“Who were they?”
“You tell me, Lt. Colonel.”
“Excuse me?”
“Funny thing about last night is that while I was observing them they got a call on a sat phone warning them of my presence. Then they jumped in their Humvee and started chasing me. I mean, of all directions they could have gone in, how did they know exactly which way to go? Unless of course somebody gave them my GPS coordinates. I dropped the GPS tracker right past the fence and when they ran over it, they suddenly stopped chasing me.”
“What makes you think it was me who called them?”
I pulled my gun from the holster and pointed it at Cindy. She could play innocent all she wanted but she had sent people out to kill me. Either she had turned or my employer was trying to kill me. Either way I would be justified in killing the Lt. Colonel.
“Domingo was in the barn about three hours after I had left. He says he saw you on a large phone, kind of like a satellite phone. The only other people who knew where I was and had access to my GPS tracking device where Kirstin, Bethany and Doug, who were still in the house finishing up dinner. So, who were they?”
“I can’t tell you, Ken. You’re going to have to talk to the Colonel about that.”
“Kneel down, cross your ankles and put both your hands on top of your head. If you move, I’ll kill you. Let me remind you, you can’t out fight me. You can run and maybe beat me, but I have my sniper rifle in the truck. You can’t out run that.”
I moved slowly towards the truck and brought out my own satellite phone. I called The Dominion.
“Washington Post obituaries. How may I help you?”
“This is Ken. I have the Lt. Colonel at gun point. I need to talk to the Colonel.”
“Hold on.”
There was a short pause while the gurus located the commander.
“Ken, put your gun down.”
“Colonel, she tried to kill me. She called in my position to enemy forces.”
“You mean last night? She was calling me. I called in your position.”
“What? Why? Are you retiring me? Am I done at The Dominion?”
“No Ken, we’re promoting you. You weren’t supposed to see what you saw last night. My people were just trying to find you. According to them you fired the first shot. Come see me and I’ll explain everything. Now put your gun down. The Lt. Colonel is innocent. She was unaware of what I did and she had no part in it.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll see you on Sunday.”
I put down my gun and held it by the barrel. I walked over to Cindy and handed her the gun, butt first. It was a sign of trust.
“I’m sorry. I had it wrong,” I said.
“No need to be sorry. You were trained to follow your instincts. I would have never thought that you would implicate us so quickly. Good work, soldier. Now, do you need a hand with this fence?”
We worked on the fence until we were done. At two I drove us back home. We rested the rest of the afternoon. After dinner, we all got ready to go out to town.
There wasn’t much choice of where to go in Ekalaka. With a population under 500, the only place to go was the Last Stand Bar. Anyway that’s where Buck was going to meet us. The bar itself wasn’t big, but it did offer some good country music, some dancing and every once in a while, a band. Tonight it would just be drinks and conversation.
The owner remembered Cindy, Bethany and Kirstin from the last time we were here months ago. It wasn’t too often that the bar got visitors, especially pretty, fit young women. Several cowboys had made a move on the girls but only one had ever succeeded at charming any of them. That person was Buck and the girl had been Kirstin. They danced together the first time they met. She spent the night at his ranch the second time. Over the last year Buck had visited Kirstin twice and they talked about once a week on the phone. Of course, I knew all about it. It was part of my job to take care of and track my information operatives.
Buck had eaten dinner at the bar and was already waiting for us. We sat down taking up two small tables. Cindy bought the first round and after we got our drinks, I started the conversation.
“So Buck, when are you and Kirstin tying the knot?”
“What?”
“Yeah, make this legitimate. Last time she was here she went to your place where, according to her, you guys played cards all night. You’re not getting any younger Buck. Hell, you’re getting uglier too. Maybe we should get Kirstin some glasses, I don’t know what the hell she sees in you.”
“You know what you need, Ken? You need to get yourself some sheep. Then maybe you’ll be able to get some action. Butt out of my business,” Buck replied, smiling.
“No need to get hostile. I was just talking. I call it like I see it.”
“Kirstin’s a city girl. I wouldn’t survive two minutes in a city, plus I have my ranch here. We’re fine the way we are.”
The conversation and laughter continued through three more rounds of drinks. Eventually we were all tired and headed out. As expected, Kirstin decided to go home with Buck. She would meet us back at the Blue Hook for breakfast tomorrow. I drove one of the trucks home with Bethany following me in the other.
Saturday morning we concluded our business. The Lt. Colonel had some final notes to go over, including our focus in the coming months. I also went over some things for my operatives. At noon, we were done.
I left with Cindy at mid afternoon. I told my operatives to make themselves at home and that they could leave at anytime. Bethany and Doug had plans to leave by the evening. Kirstin had decided to stay at Buck’s one more night before leaving Sunday morning.
With the flights, time zone changes and a short layover, Cindy and I arrived at The Dominion headquarters in Washington D.C. at a bit after midnight.
*****
Chapter 5
I hated The Dominion facility. I was deep underground with nothing but artificial lights. All the damn saluting got to me too. I couldn’t even wear my boots or cowboy hat. I hoped I wouldn’t be here too long.
I was up at four in the morning, after close to four hours of sleep and found the place dead silent. No animals to feed, nothing to clean, and nobody to talk to. I dressed in my sweats and headed to the gym. Maybe I could get on one of those artificial running machines for an hour.
I stood on the treadmill and pushed buttons until the thing started moving. When I got it at a nice pace, I tried to blot out the fact that I was running and not getting anywhere. Fifteen minutes into my workout, the door to the gym behind me opened and closed. I didn’t even look. The Colonel stepped up to the treadmill next to me and started it up. We ran together for about ten minutes, without saying a word to each other.
“What are you doing up so early?”
“My regular wake up time, Colonel. Unfortunately, the ranch doesn’t run itself. The animals have to eat.”
“Well sorry I couldn’t get a stable for you. I was going to talk to you this afternoon but why don’t you come by after breakfast. I’ll even make it attractive for you. I just closed a deal yesterday to expand the ranch by thirty thousand acres.”
“Cool, more freedom.”
“Not quite. We’re going to get more hands to help you out.”
“So you’re going to explain all this after breakfast?”
“Yeah, after breakfast.”
We continued running until a quarter after five. We said nothing more to each other. We both just drifted off to our own worlds. After I was done exercising, I took a quick shower and headed to the Honor Hall dining room.
As soon as I walked in, the four trainees in there stood at attention. I waved them off and they continued eating. I got my breakfast and went to sit with the trainees.
“You guys agents or operatives?” I asked.
“Sir, we’re training to be information operatives. Right now there only one class training here. We should be finished training soon.”
“We? Operatives graduate individually, not in classes. I’ve never heard of a whole class making it all the way through to graduation,” I said.
“Our class is different, sir. We train together, we’ll graduate together and as I understand it, we’re all going to be working together.”
“There is a rumor that they are sending us to Montana.” said a second trainee.
“Sending who to Montana?”
“The whole class, sir. After we finish our training here, supposedly we are going to go to Montana to do more training.”
“All of you? How many are in the class?”
“Sir, there nine of us.”
“You got to be kidding me. Nine trainees at the same time.”
“What’s your operational command, sir?”
“Idaho, Missouri, the Dakotas and Montana.” I said as I got up to leave. I had lost my appetite.
I went back to my room to grab some papers for my meeting with the Colonel. I read the report in my hand one more time before I put it back in the manila envelope. I then went to see my commander.
As I walked into the office the Colonel was standing over some papers laid out on his conference table at the far side of the room. To the left and right of him where two men in military fatigues. One of them was explaining something as he pointed over the papers.
“Ken, come in.” said the Colonel. “I would like you to meet Major Irving and Captain Timpson.”
The two men turned around to greet me and I instantly recognized them.
“We’ve met before Colonel, though not formally.” I said as I went forward to shake hands with the two officers.
“I don’t recall meeting you. Where was it that we met?” asked the Captain.
“In Montana, a couple of days ago. You were chasing me in your Humvee.”
“That was you? You shot at us and in the process damaged a government property.”
“Captain, for the record, I didn’t shoot at you. If I had, you would be dead. All I fired was a warning shot. As for damaging government property, what do you call crashing through my fence? That property is owned by this organization, and while I built the fence, the materials where paid for by the government.”
“All we wanted to do was talk. What exactly did you think we were doing?” asked the Major.
“Look at it from my point of view. Four men armed with four handguns and two M16s chase me and my horse in a Humvee, through the woods and then through the plains. You crash through my fence, landing on my property and I’m supposed to declare peace with you. You’re lucky I fired a warning shot at all.”
“Enough, gentlemen. That’s in the past. Let’s move forward.” said the Colonel. “Major, Captain, why don’t you go get some breakfast. I need to talk to my agent alone for a few minutes.”
“Yes, Colonel.”
My commander waited until the men had left his office and closed the door before he offered me a seat. He walked over to his desk and sat behind it.
“The operations of The Dominion have gotten complicated,” he said. “The agent operative teams working mostly in the cities are doing very well. The problem that has arisen is that looking for terrorist threats, both foreign and domestic, that lie in the rural areas is a very time consuming process. It appears that many of our current operatives can’t look at a satellite photo and tell a threat from something that is supposed to be there. We are therefore establishing an outpost that will be looking electronically at rural areas west of the Mississippi River. If all goes well, this station will begin covering the whole continental U.S. and eventually Alaska and Hawaii also. I would like you to command this outpost.”
“I don’t know Colonel—”
“Before you answer, let me explain a bit more about it. The post will be on the current lands of the ranch, including the thirty thousand acres were adding to it. Kirstin, Bethany and Doug will be moving to the ranch. I am sending a whole class of nine recruits to Montana. Train them however you want to so they can do the job before them. As soon as you feel the information operatives are ready to commence their work, Bethany and Kirstin will act as their field instructors.”
“Colonel, I’m sure that—”
“Let me finish Ken. Those two men that just left are preparing to build a small facility that will house the operatives and give them a place to work from.”
“Colonel, I hope they are not planning to build the facility where I saw them.”
“Yes, that’s what they were planning. Why should they not build there?” asked the Colonel.
“They came in there two days ago with two Humvees and a truck and were spotted by three people. How do you think it’s going to look when they come in there to build with bulldozers and dump trucks? Everyone within fifty miles will come take a look. Sir, you need to build a facility like that at the same place as the ranch’s home. Have the living quarters built over an underground work facility. The home will cover the mess of wiring, antennas and satellite dishes you’ll need.”
“And how do we hide the construction?”
“Simple, Colonel. If you want the ranch to expand its operations, then well need to build a couple more barns, stockades and living quarters for the temporary help. We’ll also need a whole bunch of new equipment and the buildings to house them. Build the facility at the same time we build all the other buildings. Nobody will question it at all.”
“That’s good thinking, soldier. We’ll have to get together later this afternoon with the Major and Captain to inform them of the change in plans. We need to go over several other details but I have an important meeting this morning to get ready for. Please inform your operatives of the move. I will talk further with you this afternoon.”
“Colonel, there’s one more thing—”
“I know soldier. There are lots of things to discuss. This afternoon we’ll get to them, I promise. For now I have to get ready for a meeting with the President.”
“Yes Colonel. Thank you.”
I went back to Honor Hall where breakfast was finishing up. I walked in and sat down at a table with The Lt. Colonel.
“Good morning. Something on your mind?”
“Cindy, is the doctor in this morning?”
“Yeah, we have a 24 hour medical facility. Why what’s going on? Are you sick?”
“Yeah, kind of. I need to have some tests done. Look do you have an extra laptop you could lend me. I usually don’t travel with mine. And I also need a printer.”
“I’ll have those delivered to your quarters within the hour. What kind of medical tests do you need done?” I just looked at the Lt. Colonel expressionless, but didn’t answer the question. “Maybe I should go with you. Does the Colonel know your sick?”
“I tried to tell him but he wouldn’t let me finish. He was preoccupied with something this morning.”
“He gets like that when he’s nervous. He’s meeting with the President of the United States this morning. The President is coming in from Camp David with the First Lady and he’s going to ride with them to the White House. It’s a short meeting, but a rather important one. Let’s just do the tests and I’ll make sure he listens to you this afternoon.”
“Thank you, Lt. Colonel.”
I talked with Cindy about the upcoming plans for the ranch until she finished breakfast. Afterwards, we walked together to see the doctor. She didn’t ask me about my illness, but she was very curious. Since I was the only patient in the medical wing, the doctor saw me right away. Cindy came into the examining room with me.
“Agent, what can I help you with today?”
“I need you to confirm these findings. Don’t worry about the name, the tests were done on me. There are some x-rays in there also,” I said.
I handed the doctor the manila folder that Doctor John in Montana had given me a week ago. The doctor opened the folder and pulled out the contents. He started reading the report but stopped half way through to check the x-rays. He then continued reading.
“Agent, how long have you known about this?” he asked.
“A week, but I’ve suspected it for a couple of months now.”
“What are your symptoms?”
“Dull, aching, persistent chest pain, shortness of breath sometimes, coughing up blood three or four mornings a week.”
“Any pains elsewhere, fatigue, headaches, weight loss, blurred vision, anything?”
“I get headaches, my thigh bones hurt a lot sometimes, some days I can tire very easily.”
“I’ll run some tests to confirm these findings. We’ll need to start an aggressive treatment right away.”
“Doc, don’t bother. I know it’s gone too far already.”
“Doctor, what does he have?” asked Cindy.
“Lung cancer. It appears that it has spread. Based on the result I have in my hand, I give him eighteen months without treatment, at the most. With treatment, maybe four years, if he’s lucky.”
Cindy didn’t hang around for the medical tests. The diagnosis had hurt her considerably. She left without saying very much to me. The doctor performed some basic tests. I shunned any of the others. I had already done them. He gave me some medication, mostly to help with the pain and to help me breath better.
*****
Chapter 6
The Colonel put on his full military dress uniform to go meet with the President. It was a sign of respect more than anything. The Colonel would have rather not identify himself as a member of military. People just asked too many questions. His command was top secret and he couldn’t discuss that. His mission was a matter of national security and he couldn’t discuss that. His professional and military background just didn’t exist outside of two computers in The Dominion and he couldn’t discuss that. If you could find out his real name, all you would find was that he, like all his agents and operatives, had died in combat.
He took a weapon with him. It was not common protocol for him to be armed. He was proficient in close combat fighting. For anything else, he always had highly trained bodyguards. Meeting with the President though made him a bodyguard to the Commander in Chief. Plus the Glock 21 completed his uniform. The Secret Service was never happy to have an armed man near their charge, but they had no choice.
Even though the Colonel didn’t like to be seen in his uniform outside the facility, within its walls he liked the attention he got from his command. He made it a point to walk through the gymnasium on the way to the main elevator that would take him to his waiting car. The trainees, of course, all came to attention. The Colonel usually let them off the hook quickly, but today he just continued walking without a salute back. The trainees went back to their activities once the Colonel exited through the opposite door.
Once up at the garage the commander entered the waiting car. He usually had a driver and a second man in the passenger seat to act as a navigator and bodyguard in case of emergency. Nothing had ever happened, but the Colonel needed to be prepared anyway.
He was as ready for this meeting as he could be. He carried no papers, folders or any other material. Any unnecessary documents were an invitation to trouble. It was part of his job to be able to explain the complicated in easy to understand terms, without any documentation to support it. That’s what he was going to do today with the President. Every piece of information he needed was stored in his memory.
Air Force One was due to arrive at Edwards Air Force Base in an hour and a half. The trip out there would take about thirty minutes but they needed extra time in case they hit any traffic. The extra time would also be used make sure there would be no problems in getting into the base.
The problems of the entry were compounded one on top of the other. Fourteen years ago a captain had been killed in action. Since then that captain had been steadily promoted to Colonel. That Colonel had no identification or researchable history in the US Armed Services or even as a US citizen. Everything about the Colonel was shrouded in secrecy. Now, this mystery Colonel, not only had appointment with the President, but would be riding in the limousine with him and the First Lady. Moreover he was armed with a non registered and untraceable, loaded handgun.
Getting into the base had never been a problem, though it was a very complicated process to get all the required documentation. The Lt. Colonel and her team took care of getting through all the red tape and, for the most part, tried to do it all by the book.
The plane arrived ten minutes late. From here the President usually took a helicopter, Marine One, back to the White House. It was well known that he referred to the aircraft as Bathtub One. It was the safest way for him to be transported back to his office and home, but he still despised it. Having been given the opportunity to take the limo, he jumped at the opportunity. Our meeting would take place on the car trip back to 2600 Pennsylvania Avenue. My transport would meet me at the White House to take me back to The Dominion.
I met the President and his wife at the base of his plane. He walked right up to me and put his arm around me. His wife walked beside him, with their dog on a leash. I followed the all three of them into the Presidential limousine and sat on one of the side seats.
“Colonel, how are you?”
“Very good, sir. How was your vacation at Camp David?”
“I don’t know if I would call it a vacation. I just work six hours a day instead of my regular ten to fourteen. And then of course there were the hours we spent looking for Trouble. I have no idea what that dog is running away from. He’s got about the best life any dog could have. So why are we meeting today, Colonel?”
“You had expressed some interest on our expansion and I wanted to personally give you an update. Currently we have twenty agent/operative teams stationed in major metropolitan areas in the United States. We also have two floater teams and a team of senior field instructors, who can also act as backup. We believe that our coverage in the cities and local surrounding areas is very good.”
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