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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans: 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -



From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...
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THE BLACK SUV'S ROARED around them to a stop, boxing them in.

The only choice was to comply.

The family's classic pickup truck and it's older camping trailer eased to a full stop on that small-town main street.

"I thought we were done with these guys, Rosa."

"Must be a new department that didn't get the memo."

With black suits from each SUV pointing various weapons over the tops of their vehicles at the pickup cab, the couple sat with raised, empty hands to get them in view of the agents.

Their boy sitting between them didn't move, but smiled slightly and closed his eyes.

Almost synchronized, the agents all holstered their weapons and returned to their vehicles. Then sped off in a single line, only to stop less than a block away with screeching tires - and climbed out to raid a donut shop on the corner. 

"I hope the guy running that store doesn't get hurt." The mother commented.

Her boy replied. "He won't. They are all going to buy him out as an apology."

From where they sat in their pickup, they could see the agents each  carrying big boxes of donuts back to their SUVs.

While his parents looked at him with raised eyebrows, the child only smiled wider...
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IT ALL STARTED OUT as a family road trip. Augie suggested the family take a trip to see if they could find the Amerindian Mounds near St. Louis.

Just the three of them. 

Rosa and Josh, the boy's parents, knew that Augie could be quite persuasive if he wanted, but they all liked history trips. Plus, between school and their work, they all knew that this was probably the last chance they had to do something together as a family before their child started becoming an adult. Soon he'd be more interested in hanging out with his teen-age friends than going somewhere with his parents. 

Especially in a classic single-cab pickup towing a camping trailer behind. 

The miles rolled behind them, and they played the simple road games like always. Making words out of road signs, verifying the mile markers against the map, seeing what the most popular color of car passed them.

They were in no need to get somewhere fast, and the old pickup made better gas mileage by staying well under the speed limit. Which meant a lot of cars and trucks passed them by.

And every so many hours, they had to stop and refuel that truck. 

They all appreciated discovering small towns to explore when they had to refuel. Just a little off the Interstate connections. Not only was the gas usually cheaper, but there were more people who were living the small-town experience. Sharing smiles and friendly talk, willing to enjoy a conversation that didn't depend on how much you were checking out that day from their convenience store. 

Today, they just pulled out from a small gas station and turned back onto that town's main street, that coincidentally fed into the nearest Interstate going their direction. When five black SUVs surrounded them on three sides and forced them to stop.

Agents climbed out of each vehicle and took position with their weapons drawn, stabilized on their vehicle's. A couple dozen or so weapons pointed at the small family in that pickup's cab.

The agents were shouting over the top of each other, and made it impossible to clearly make out what they were ordering the couple to do.

The mother and dad put their hands up on the steering wheel and the truck's dash, so it was clear they were no threat.

"I thought we were done with these government types. It was clear years ago that they and we were going to leave each other alone." Josh was frowning.

Rosa was tense. "Maybe this is a new set of over-zealous agents that didn't get the memo. Greenhorns."

Augie looked over the scene around them without moving his head. Relaxing, and letting a simple smile shine on his face, he closed his eyes.

At that exact moment, all the shouting and movement outside the pickup cab stopped.

The agents holstered their weapons and each looked from one to the other. Like some modern synchronized dance routine, they simply stood up, then moved back to their car and got in. 

As one, the motors started and the SUVs were put into gear. They accelerated down the nearly empty main street toward the interstate, all gaining speed. Until they screeched to a stop in front of a donut franchise – one positioned just short of the access ramps to that Interstate.

They all rushed, with guns drawn again, right into the donut shop. The family in their pickup could see the single operator there stick his hands in the air as fast and as high as he could.

"I sure hope he doesn't get hurt."

"No mom, they are going to apologize and buy out his stock."

Sure enough, in a few minutes, the dark-suited agents came back out with large, low, pink boxes. Several boxes per agent. 

Once the agents were in their cars again, they roared back to the Interstate, heading off on different access ramps, some on the access roads to each side, and all in directions away from that family and their pickup.

Josh re-started the truck and put it into gear. They slowed just before they went by the donut franchise. 

All the shelves were bare. The sole operator was on the phone to someone – and was gesturing wildly while he explained what happened to all his stock.

The dad steered his pickup and its trailer onto the next access ramp, back onto the Interstate, all according to their earlier travel plan.

The couple and their child rode in silence for awhile.

"Augie, did you do that?"

"What, mom?"

"The donut-buying by the agents."

"Sure, Mom."

"Why?"

"Because they were bothering you and Dad."

"But you didn't see their eyes."

"I didn't have to. Besides, my eyes were closed."

Josh glanced from the road to look at Rosa. Their eyes met for a short time.

At the very next exit, that pickup and trailer pulled off the Interstate and started traveling a completely different direction. But no one was watching.

If anyone was, it didn't matter to the family in that pickup. There was a new destination ahead. One that took priority over their earlier plans.
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