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James’s HOLO bounced in his lap. He gripped the side of his seat to steady himself from the constant motion. 

“Could you try to drive in a straight line?” Deck shouted weakly from the back of the bus. James glanced behind him to look at his friend whose head hung limp in the aisle. “I don’t have anything left in me,” he added, clutching the garbage pail he adopted as a puke bucket. It emitted a revolting background odor counteracting the rust and aging paint permeating the air. Throw in eight unwashed bodies and James was sure a guest on their bus would not last long without their own vomit receptacle. 

“Don’t worry, Deck. Almost out of these mountains,” Clint called back cheerfully. “These people drive like freaking maniacs huh?” 

He finished his sentence swerving into oncoming traffic to avoid a mule cart and narrowly missed the ledge on the side of the road. He then careened back into the right lane almost colliding with a pickup truck overflowing with wooden crates. 

James took a deep breath, concentrating on his HOLO screen, preferring it to the death-defying stunts. He was not used to the intense driving on the mountain roads and although queasy was glad his lunch remained in his stomach. 

“I hate this,” Deck mumbled, dry heaving into his bucket and collapsing in a jumble with his head in his arms.

“Suck it up, Deck. You’ll be fine.” Stacie clapped him on the thigh getting a tortured sigh from Deck as she gripped the faux leather seats and made her way to the front of the bus. 

“How much longer? Seriously, this time, Clint, none of this almost there bullshit,” she asked.

“Ten more minutes, honestly. Gotta stop for gas soon anyway,” he replied, nodding at the dashboard.

“Sounds good.” 

Stacie pinballed her way down the aisle to James, flopping next to him as the bus went airborne, leaving them suspended for a second and crashing back to their depleted cushions the next. James rubbed his lower back grimacing. He didn’t blame Deck for his misgivings about the bus.

“Find anything on there?” Stacie asked, pointing at James’s HOLO.

“I think so,” he said, pulling up the map and displaying his work from the morning.

“The majority of the Federation’s military has pulled out south of this line,” he said, pointing at an invisible boundary not far south of the former Panamanian border. “This is the choke point they’re using. Shouldn’t be a problem getting near there, but crossing could be trouble. Troops will be swarming the area, not to mention there’s the distinct possibility the BZ has set up its own defensive positions. Add to it that we’re technically AWOL while potentially being pursued by military police and we have an uphill battle on our hands.”


“We’ve found our way through worse,” Stacie said, taking control of the map and



zooming in on the border. “I think we can make it. Just need to improvise.”

“No doubt about that,” James agreed, nodding. 

Stacie dove back to her seat while James delved further into the 3D images searching for the easiest route. 

This is going to be tricky, he thought scanning the dense rainforest separating them from their destination. We don’t want to go through there. James shivered imagining an unchartered rainforest after dark and zoomed in again tracing routes around the park’s edges while comparing them to suspected Federation troop positions.

South was always the destination. James knew that the second he decided to leave the Federation military. It was the best way to aid the war effort while maintaining independence from the central command... or at least that was James’s opinion. During the first attack in the Northern Federation, James and the team had the added benefit of Brandt to advise, protect, and eventually sacrifice himself for them. The cities in the Southern Federation were not so lucky. The BZ did exactly as James and Brandt had imagined. They had decimated two cities on the East Coast and used them as doorways to flood the rest of the continent. 

It was remarkable how simple the BZ’s game plan was and more impressive how well it worked. Within a week of the cities’ fall, reports were coming in about mass swaths of land on the southern continent succumbing to further attacks by the BZ army. The motherships, as James called them, moved along the coast fulfilling more of James’s predictions, attacking major assets actively protected by the Federation’s military. Power structures, harbors, inland mines, factories, energy production centers, and food depots were overrun by the BZ army. A combination of sheer numbers and an unprecedented amount of firepower, reduced cities to rubble while leaving their targets unscathed. 

The unnecessary towns or cities were razed and, from what James witnessed over satellite images, adapted for use by the BZ army. At the tip of the continent lay sprawling operations centers, aircraft fields, barracks, training facilities, military hospitals, and structures too numerous to quantify erected at breakneck speed. 

They were efficient, lethal, and destructive. The Federation was enough in the dark about their enemy that James was unable to tell how they would ever be able to fight back. He needed to learn more about them and the way to do that was to go to the source. So south it was.

He scanned the mountain pass routes, guessing as to whether some of the smaller paths would have Federation checkpoints. The whole experience was a crapshoot, but it was their new way of life. It was still crazy for James to think Jon had been here visiting family under two months ago. Now the roads leading north were never-ending chains of cars fleeing the coming invasion.​

“Heading down, folks. Out of this in five more minutes, tops!” Clint yelled back to the team.

“So soon?” Kyle asked, perking up with a yawn.

“All right everyone, you know the drill. Keep your eyes peeled for Federation soldiers or activity. If we see them, we keep driving until... I guess we run out of fuel,” Stacie said, giving Clint a stink eye.

“Those mountains burn gas faster than anything,” Clint replied. “The Roaring Chameleon eats a lot.”

“Goddamn death trap,” Deck murmured, holding his head between his legs in the aisle, his height adding to the perpetual discomfort.

“Don’t worry, buddy. I’ll find something to help you once we stop,” Bob said, sympathetically patting his shoulder. “You’re gonna need fluids, man.”

“I won’t be able to pee for a month. I’ve got nothing left.”

“That’s a positive, huh?” Bob replied, sitting back in his seat, “Sit tight. Not much longer.”

“Bullshit.” 

Their trip had started with a bang. They arrived at the base’s airfield to find all the planes waiting to refuel. Clint selected the best option available, but it would only get them so far. The initial plan to lift another plane from an unsuspecting base and continue to trade planes the entire way to the Southern Federation had to be scrapped. Their starting fuel gauge was low enough that they were forced to perform an emergency landing. They bailed out an hour after leaving the compound in the middle of the desert. 

Knowing the Federation would chase them with as many resources as it could muster, the team took off on foot due south straight through former Mexico. There, they made it to the coast and shacked up in a small town on the Pacific. 

Over the course of two weeks, the team begged, borrowed, and stole anything they could to get them to where the BZ border started somewhere in Colombia. 

They traded Federation gear to get a couple of old HOLOs and discovered a rusting minibus in a landfill. Clint spent five days and nights fixing the bus, sending the team on missions back into the dump looking for pieces until he restored the decaying piece of machinery. James regretted not looking harder for a better vehicle to get them through the mountainous terrain, but it did the trick and Kevin made the good point that no one would be looking for them in “this piece of crap”. 

Clint originally took Kevin’s description of Stella, the name of his bus, to heart until Kevin explained it was because it looked like a heap of junk but worked, and that’s what was important. To James’ surprise, the explanation worked, and Clint changed the name from Stella to the Roaring Chameleon. 

For the last three weeks and a day, they had been driving south following the coastline until they decided to head inland to avoid run-ins with Federation troops amassing along the oceanfront.

James turned his attention to the HOLO in his lap.

The map showed a village splayed out at the bottom of the mountains. A sparse town was split down the middle by the highway with a smattering of houses, a gas station, and a couple of food stands. More of a roadside attraction than an actual location, but it would work.

James needed to turn on the network drive they obtained in their HOLO trade, but he was nervous to try any long-term connection. Their activity on HOLOs could be tracked and even though they traded for newer models, the Federation would know the kinds of searches James and the team needed to perform. Searching was their easiest way to get found. It was especially dangerous when connected to the Federation’s centralized systems, so he tried to minimize the time spent connected to any network. Until Jon could figure out a way to securely connect to the Federation drive and hack in unseen, they were forced to limit their connections to under a half hour at a time, once a day.

James shut his HOLO. He preferred to wait until he could think clearly about their next searches rather than use his connection for the day careening down the side of a mountain. 

They had already compiled a series of maps for the Federation and plug-ins to overlay recent satellite images for updates. Once they stopped, James would work with Jon and Stacie to establish troop movements in the area. It was guesswork for now, but better than making stabs in the dark by himself.

James shoved the emitter into his bag and walked to the front of the bus, gripping the seats for balance, and took a seat behind Clint across from Jon and Kevin.

The road was leveling out by the second and the sticky humidity returned with the flattened landscape.

“You came here every summer?” Kevin asked Jon, staring out the window at a sprawling banana field.

“Yep, we lived in the capital but would visit during breaks from school to spend time with my abuela,” Jon said. He was the only one unfazed by Clint’s driving. His years traveling through the mountains with his family numbed him to the experience. They were all jealous, especially Deck.

“Did she live in one of these towns?” Clint asked, checking his rearview mirror.

“No, she was on the coast. She had too many fruit trees to count, a cow she adored, and chickens outnumbered people, ten to one. There were snakes, lizards, anteaters, monkeys, sloths, and more. You name the jungle animal, and it probably lived on her land.”

“Sounds cool, man,” Kevin said. He frowned and added, “Except for the snakes. Those are gross.”

“Get used to it. You’re in la tierra de serpientes,” Jon said grinning.

Kevin gave him the finger, turning to examine their new homeland through the window.

“Three minutes out,” Clint yelled to no one in particular.

James tapped Jon’s arm. “Let’s turn on the network, and make sure we’re okay to stop.” 

Jon pulled out his HOLO emitter summoning the screen with a swipe. His fingers flitted about until he pulled up a map and, with a final flourish, populated it with their latest satellite feed. 

James stood over his seat to get a closer look, zooming in on the town.

“Looks safe,” he said, rotating the screen to check every angle. “When’s this from?”

“Four days ago,” Jon said, splitting his screen into a second monitor to examine the file details.

“Could you do a sweep of the neighboring towns?

“Will do.”

“Good. While we’re in town, download an updated sat file and keep working on the ghost program.” 

Jon sighed.

“What?”

“We can keep it up longer. We don’t need the program to be built out first. I mean the Federation—” Jon started to explain as James cut him off.

“I know, I know. Humor me for now. We’ve made it this far sticking to our rules about the network. Once you’ve got the cloak around our connection, we can do what we want. Sound good?”

“You got it, boss.”

“All right, good.” James switched lanes, turning his attention to the front of the bus. “Clint, go straight to the gas station. Kevin, Stacie, you two come with me. Let’s see if there’s a place to stay. Bob, Kyle, check for network hubs and while you’re at it, see if you can find some supplies.”

A round of affirmative responses came from the team. James turned his attention to the back of the bus where Deck sat with his arms propped on his knees, his head bobbing up and down.

“Deck... you stay put, buddy,” James said, giving Deck a less than encouraging thumbs-up, to which Deck replied with a weak wave proceeding to lean face-first against the windowpane.

The humidity smacked James in the face when he stepped off the bus. He could feel the stinging itch of his sweat glands flying open and moisture penetrated his shirt’s fabric in seconds.

This is miserable, James thought, pulling at his shirt to unglue it from his torso. Beads of sweat gathered along his chin, and he wiped his jawline with the back of his hand scraping his skin on the five o’clock shadow condensing on his cheeks.

He followed Kevin and Stacie across the highway into the collection of buildings. The locals watched them, not hiding their open stares. 

The residents of the area were old, very old with most of them sporting gray hair and sitting on porches in decaying furniture. The town looked as if it was fed from the residents’ yards or supplied by the pulperia in the center of the building cluster. James approached one of the street vendors asking in broken Spanish if there was a place to stay for the night.

“Hola, señor. ¿Tiene un hotel aquí?” James knew his Spanish was close to unintelligible, even for the entry-level class he took in school, but the man understood and shook his head avoiding eye contact while backing away. 

“Gracias,” James said, waving politely. He turned back around to find Kyle and Bob had rejoined them.

“Not a lot here, huh?” James said with his hands on his hips, peering around their dead end.

“Not exactly,” Bob replied. “We can buy a few bags of plantains for the trip. Better than going hungry.”

James nodded his assent, sending Bob back to the pulperia for the plantains while the rest of the team made their way to the bus, dejected by their failure and not looking forward to another night on the dank, sweaty bus.

“This sucks,” Kevin said, his stomach grumbling audibly. They leaned against the Chameleon’s hood in a line and Kevin ticked off a summary of their situation on his fingers. “No food, no place to sleep, no way to connect to a network safely. Just a rusty tin can filled with the aroma of puke. Stupid fucking rainforest.”

James glanced at his friends. The collective group had their hair grown out to an impressive level. Kevin’s, whose hair was fashioned in a perpetual buzz cut, puffed out on top with the sides matted with lines of sweat while Kyle’s normally flowing locks fell in greasy clumps along the sides of his face. 

We look like we’ve been through it, James thought, waving a hand in front of his face to cool himself while the sun continued to heat the area like a soup can.

“So, what’s the deal with this place?” Clint asked, walking from the back of the bus while wiping his hands on a rag. “We staying the night?”

“No good,” Kyle replied. “Bob’s getting some chips for dinner.”

“So, the usual. Sounds great,” Clint said, sitting heavily next to James on the bumper.

“How much was gas?” asked Stacie, taking a notebook and a pencil out of her pocket.

“About fifty dollars.”

“Okay, not bad, but we’re going to need more money if we want to make it all the way to the top of the southern continent.”

“How much do we have left?” asked James.

“About a hundred fifty,” Stacie replied.

“So that gets us...?” James said, trying to do the math in his head while hoping Stacie would bail him out.

“Nowhere close to the BlankZone is all I know,” Clint said staring at the ground, “We’re out of the mountains for now, but they’ll pop up again. The Chameleon’s not cheap to feed, man.”

James saw Jon emerge from the bus with his HOLO pulled up.

“I’ve got the sat files updated. We’re getting closer to the rest of the Federation’s troops. Splitting them in half from the looks of it,” he said, rotating the image to show the Federation’s most recent positions.

“Goddammit, they’re right on us,” Kyle said, shaking his head.

“They don’t know we’re here, but we’re going to need a more consistent connection. Every few days isn’t enough,” Jon said, looking at James.

“All right, let’s take an hour here, then we’ll hit the road.”

“I’m gonna try to take a quick nap. Those mountains are exhausting!” Clint said, heading back into the bus.

“Where the hell is Bob? I am starving,” Kevin said, grabbing his stomach.

“Relax, big man. He’s crossing the street,” Kyle said, playfully jabbing him in the shoulder.

“About fucking time,” grumbled Kevin.

“I’m going to check on Deck,” James said, following Clint through the folding doors ignoring Kevin’s sour mood. 

He walked to the back of the bus where he found Deck sprawled out on his seat with a forearm covering his eyes.

“How you doin’, bud?” James asked, sitting on the bench across from him and slapping Deck’s knee.

“I’m fading, James,” Deck said in a weak voice.

“Bob’s getting some plantains for dinner now. You think you can stomach some of those?”

“I’ll try. I’ll probably die first, but I’ll try.” He reached out his hand and gave James a weak thumbs-up before collapsing back on the seat.

“Dramatic much?” James mumbled, standing up. 

He heard a muffled “fuck you” float from Deck while he walked to the door.

He stepped outside, pulling a cigarette from the pack stuffed in his pocket. He walked to the edge of the gas station and stared into the dense greenery through tendrils of smoke, listening to a stream of cars driving in the opposite direction from their destination. 

Not for the first time, James wondered if he had made a wise decision. Was he leading his team to utter failure at the end of a path marred by an unpredictable future? 

I guess that’s the game we’re playing here, he thought, rolling the dice on unpredictable futures. This is the best way we can help right now. Nothing else to do, but throw ourselves into the middle of the action. The decision, although morally correct, weighed on him every day. 

He could see the goal in his mind—the BlankZone camps. They were headed in the right direction. That much James knew. Once they arrived though, he had no idea what to do first. The cities the BlankZone army erected were filled with enemy soldiers from end to end and grew exponentially every day. Reports he read emphasized the lack of details from the Federation’s military heads, but James expected that. 

Live satellite images, once shared with the civilian population were cut off. When they did release any images, large pieces of the satellite feeds were redacted with the Federation citing military necessity. James surmised the truth was more about limiting fear in the population. The team needed to figure out how they could learn more about their enemy while the Federation was no doubt losing more and more access to views of the BZ from the same satellite jammers they used overseas.

First things first though. The team needed supplies. This was the problem tormenting him as he lay awake at night sliding on his bus bench in a pool of sweat. They needed everything from new HOLO devices to bug nets. The closer they got to their destination, the worse their prospects to fill those needs became. There was no legal market to shop for military-grade equipment and the underground markets were too expensive. They needed some other way to get their gear or this trip was useless.

He finished his cigarette, flicking off the ember into a puddle. He turned around and headed back to the bus where he tossed the butt in an old coffee can they kept as an ashtray taped to the back of the bus. 

Low snores greeted him as he walked down the side of the bus. 

Glad someone’s sleeping, James thought jealous of Clint. He waved to the rest of the team standing outside eating chips and kicking a pipa on the ground like a soccer ball. 

“Let’s hit the road. I’ll drive tonight,” James yelled. 

He climbed the steps of the bus and flopped into the driver’s seat, turning the engine on while he waited for everyone to join. At least on the road at night he’d be able to think through their scenario in quiet as long as Deck wasn’t throwing up everywhere. James grimaced at the thought, leaning back in his seat watching the shadows lengthen in the equatorial dusk.
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James made up his mind. After driving eight hours in pitch-black, stopping once for a coffee, half a cigarette, and a long pee, James knew their best option was also the riskiest. 

It’s the only way, James thought, chewing his lip, the raw skin brushing against his tongue. 

He knew he would get an earful from Stacie, but eventually, she’d realize it was their only hope. Maybe she’ll come up with something better, he reasoned. James desperately hoped she would. 

The darkness was beating the Chameleon’s lights, at least that’s how it appeared to James. He was happy to be on the road alone for once. Ever since starting their trip on the coastline, cars flowed in an unbreakable line headed north. Vehicles of all sizes filled with families, packed to the brim with everything they could carry, fled their homeland for the promise of safety.

Every day James pulled up new reports from survivors farther south. Their stories were all the same—fire, explosions, absolute destruction. The pictures were heartbreaking and steeled James’s decision more. However, it was the soldiers he was most interested in learning about. The descriptions of the enemy, by those lucky enough to escape with their lives, were vague but matched his own experiences. Inhuman, taking orders at face value and carrying them out with a ruthless devotion to their mission. James remembered the soldiers coming off the ships from the BZ’s transports, so intent on carrying out their destruction that they walked into flying bullets. The memories were unsettling, but their similarities to the survivors’ reports meant he had not imagined their behavior. He needed answers. 

James’s eyelids drooped for the sixth time in as many minutes, and he looked for somewhere to pull over. He needed to rest. A clear-cut field opened to the right. He parked the ancient bus alongside a few trees lining the border of the property and turned off the ignition. He leaned back in the driver’s seat pulling his hat over his eyes and breathed in the humid air seeping through the cracked driver’s window.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

James awoke with a start and his hat fell off his face. Sun peeked over the tree line, and he rubbed his eyes regaining his senses.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

A hazy figure waved at James through the foggy glass, trying to get his attention. James swung the door open, and a man yelled at him in rapid Spanish James could not understand. 

“¡Tienes que moverte! ¡Tienes que moverte! ¡Esta es mi granja! ¡Lárguense de mi tierra!

¡Vaya! ¡Vaya!” he shouted waving at James and pointing back at the road.

James held up his hands to apologize, “Sorry... siento. ¡Lo siento! I don’t speak Spanish! Sorry!” James fumbled with the keys while the man continued to yell.

I need to learn the language down here, he thought as the engine roared to life.

“The hell is going on?” Deck shouted from the back. His sleep-lined face hung like a wet mop in the aisle with his hair drooping over his forehead. “What are you doing?”

“I think I parked on this guy’s lawn. Or house? Or something? I don’t know but he is pissed,” James said, checking his mirrors, putting the bus in reverse and backing up, eliciting more frantic shouts from the man outside. 

James stopped short, causing most of the team to fall off their seats.

A chorus of swears erupted when James put the bus into gear and sped forward, pulling around in a circle through the middle of the empty field and flying with a jolt back onto the road. 

James glanced at the mirror and caught sight of the farmer waving a machete above his head and shaking his fist at the back of the bus. 

Making friends everywhere, James thought.

“That was a new way to wake up,” Kyle said, cracking his neck side to side. “What happened back there? Villagers chasing you off?”


“I’ve gotta learn the goddamn language is what happened,” James said, his heartbeat steadying. “How’d you sleep?”



“About as well as you can on a bus in eighty-degree heat and 90% humidity,” Kyle replied, wiping the sheen of sweat from his brow.

Jon joined them at the front, opening the last of the plantains. He offered the bag to Kyle while addressing James. “Pissing everyone off, huh?”

“I didn’t know!” James said, looking over his shoulder accusingly. “Besides, where the hell were you? You’re the only one that speaks Spanish fluently.”

Jon waved him off while he finished a mouthful of plantains. “You were fine. Relax. How far did you make it last night?”

“Eight hours,” James replied, reaching his hand out for breakfast. “No one else on the road. We must be on a route away from the migration.”

“It sounded quieter,” Kyle said, pulling up a downloaded map on his HOLO. “We need gas again?” he asked scrolling along the road going south.

“We will. Besides I need a break from driving. Came up with a plan for how we can get supplies last night, but not sure if it’s sane. Sleep will let me know.”

“Oh, really?” Kyle said, arching his eyebrows. “In another twenty miles there should be a town where we can switch drivers.”

“Sounds good. Get Clint ready to dr—” James was interrupted by a shout from the back.

“Fuck no! No, I do not want Clint driving yet,” Deck yelled, his face, adamant at first, dropped to a pathetic expression. “James, please. I mean... have a heart.” 

James looked at him in the rearview mirror. “All right, buddy. Someone else will drive.”

Deck nodded slumping in his seat.

James heard Clint grumble to himself, “Can’t handle a little adventurous driving. Suit yourself...”

Four hours later, James was rested and ready to talk. Stacie had parked on the side of the road across the street from another highway town in the middle of nowhere.

James sat on the front bumper of the bus while the team rested among the grove of trees they had parked under. They passed a knife around to cut holes in the pipas they had picked that hung from the grove’s branches. 

“What’d you have for us James?” Stacie asked, bending to light her cigarette off the tip of Jon’s, “What’s the plan?”

“I don’t think it’s good,” James said.

“That’s not a promising start.”

“I mean, it’s risky.”

“Go on.” 

James took a deep breath and started, “The Federation has shut down almost every public avenue necessary to learn about the BZ or their own troop movements. From satellite imaging to news reports, the Federation has blocked information. We’re almost to the tip of the Southern Federation’s primary landmass and it looks as if the black markets have dried up as everyone flees north, and anything worth a damn is going to cost an arm and a leg. We have zero intel on what’s happening near the cities initially taken by the BZ and we’re almost out of money.”

“Are you trying to tell us why we’re screwed?” Jon asked, looking up from where he sat with his elbows draped across his knees. 

James ignored him, continuing his preamble. “We’ve seen Federation transports making their way south, too. Leadership is at least making the appearance of bolstering defenses.”

A smattering of snorts interrupted him.

He held up his hands. “Regardless of whether that’s true or not, we may be able to use them to our advantage.”

James paused to scan the emotionless faces.

“It’s well-established Jon can hack into anything. I think we should hack into the Federation’s control center and get as many images as we can of the BZ’s setup. We need a lay of the land and it seems like the only real way to do it.” James paused again, searching the faces around him for signs of disagreement.

“James, I hate to say this, and you know I’ve got your back and all, but we’ve been saying we should do that for weeks now, pal,” Deck said, his eyes narrowed, confused. “I mean it’s great you agree but...”

James took a deep breath, “Right, and I still believe we should not hack them in any regular circumstance, but we need supplies. Desperately. If we’re going to do anything about the BZ and their army, we need equipment. So, while we’re inside their system we locate the nearest Federation troop camp. Find them. Steal as much gear as we can and hightail it to the BZ border.”

The group did not speak. James leaned against the bumper and shoved his hands in his pockets. He expected some initial silent reflection time, but the quiet was stretching longer than anticipated.

“Okay...soooo you weren’t okay with us hacking the Federation servers, buuuut you are fine committing highway robbery and becoming felons on top of AWOL soldiers.” Deck stopped and looked around at the rest of the group for confirmation. “I mean, that’s what I heard. Anyone else have comments or questions?”

“It’s the only thing we can do,” Kevin said, nodding.

“Agreed. It sucks, but we don’t have another choice,” Stacie said, making eye contact with James from across the circle. “In any other scenario, I’d say this is the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard.”

“But?” James waited for Stacie to finish her statement.

“Just what I said. Any other circumstance, stupidest idea I’ve ever heard.”

James breathed a sigh of relief. Confirmation from Stacie and Kevin was all he needed.

“So are we agreed?” he asked. “Riskiest plan we’ve ever made?”

A series of nods confirmed their acceptance. They had a plan. 

“What now?” asked Kyle, pushing off the ground and pulling his leg behind him in a stretch.

“We need a strategy. Jon, how long will it take you to hack in and download those images from the Federation’s servers?” Stacie asked. James watched while the wheels in her head moved, arranging the details in her mind.

“Depends on a lot of things—file size, connection stability, image resolution. I mean, I won’t know until I get in there,” Jon replied, counting off the items as he said them.

“How about a tenuous connection in the back of a bus, pulling the highest quality images possible, likely measured in terabytes?”

“In that case, about ten minutes to get into the server, five for some sleight of hand, an hour to download, and five more to leave with some pizazz.” 

“Pizazz?” Kevin asked.

“Yeah, pizazz, keep ’em guessing a little bit,” Jon said, winking. When he noticed the concern etched on James and Stacie’s faces he held up his hands defensively. “Relax. I’m going to set up a couple of false trails. Don’t want them finding everything out immediately.”

“That solves the first step,” James said while he envisioned the next stages. “Now for the tricky part. Stealing everything.”

“The fun part you mean,” Deck said, his face interested in more than breaks from driving for the first time in weeks.

“Right, the fun part. We’ve got four major phases: infiltration, intel grab, supply grab, and extraction. Deck, you’re going to run the infiltration and extraction with Bob. Kyle, Kevin, and Clint, locate the supplies and get them to a single spot for an easy exit. Stacie, we’ll look for physical intel. Maps, hard drives, HOLO files, whatever we can find. We won’t be able to get details together until Jon gives us a layout of the camp. Get in your teams and come up with what you need. We move out in a half hour. Any questions?”

“Rules of engagement?” Kevin asked.

“Friendlies, we surrender if we get caught, but maintain silence. If one of us gets caught, it doesn’t mean we all did, so expect to be broken out.” James looked around at the rest of the group who bobbed their heads accepting the fact that they may be military prisoners in the next twenty-four hours. “Jon, how long until you find a Federation camp?”

“Twelve minutes,” Jon said, pulling out his HOLO emitter, the glowing screen springing to life.

“Right. Kevin, Kyle, anything you two need to prepare?” James asked, turning to the broad-shouldered men. 

“Not that I can think of,” Kyle said, glancing at Kevin and shrugging, “Just for Deck to get us in the door.”

“Once we have a location, we need to move fast. After we connect, it’s a slippery slope to ending up in a military prison.”

Murmurs of agreement chorused around the circle. James became lost in his thoughts about how they might pull this whole thing off when Clint spoke.

“Listen, you get me a location within a hundred miles of here and I can get us there in under seventy minutes,” he said casually.

“Fuck no! No. No. No.” Deck stood up, about to stomp his feet. “I know for a goddamn fact you need me to pull all this shit off so absolutely fucking not will we let Clint take us on another thrill ride. I will not do it. I won’t be able to do it. I mean it. No.” Deck stopped, his chest heaving from yelling so much, but James could tell Deck knew he was against the lot. “Please, guys, I can’t. I’ll throw up everywhere. Again! I mean, I can’t take this shit.” His shoulders slumped and Bob clapped him on the back.

“There, there, buddy. I’ll give you some of the weed I took from the compound. Should help with that little tummy of yours.” Bob patted his stomach and Deck’s face drooped further.

“Great, not only will I have motion sickness, but my doctor is going to send me spiraling down a paranoid anxiety tunnel for the trip. This gets worse and worse.”

“Relax, Deck. It’ll be fine and you’re right. We will need you, but let’s work on getting those coordinates up. Jon, it’s your play.” James stood and anticipatory adrenaline kicked into low gear humming through his limbs.

Fifteen minutes later, Jon located a Federation camp. The clock started. 

Clint sped them in the direction of their supply target while the rest of the team crowded around Jon’s seat to get their first glimpse of Federation intel in months. Within minutes they had a laundry list of items in the camp ripe for the picking. HOLO emitters, combat suits, skeleton shelters, water purifiers, mechanic’s tools, prefab IEDs, MREs, and weapons galore. It was all there. Even new vehicles to swap with the Chameleon. James’s stomach tightened. They would need to do everything perfectly or their lives would be spent in Federation holding cells. 

The sun had set by the time they neared their target. Taking extra precautions, they disembarked from the bus five miles away and walked to the Federation encampment. They cut a hole in the vegetation and started into the forest.

James padded behind Deck who, after enduring most of the trip with his eyes closed, was in a zone. The jungle was anything but quiet. Birds, insects, reptiles, and even the plants themselves covered their approach with noisy bedtime routines. James brushed against the edge of a banana leaf and felt a long tubular object fall across his arm. It took all the inner calm he possessed not to scream only to realize it was a vine hanging from a tree branch above. 

Keep going, James thought gritting his teeth.

Sweat was soaking through in spots on James’s chest when Deck held up a hand for everyone to stop. They were in a clearing and the moon provided light through the interwoven treetops circling their position.

“We’re about a kilometer from the camp,” Deck said to James in a subdued voice, showing him their location on the map from their intel download. “This looks like as good a headquarters as any.”

James nodded and motioned for the rest of the group to rest. It had been decided that he and Deck would scope out the base. They headed out again into the pitch-black night smacking mosquitos off their arms. 

After what seemed like another interminable trek through a bug-filled sauna, light filtered through the jungle wall and Deck held up a hand to stop. He walked to the edge of the shrubbery and motioned for James to join him. They crouched and peeled back the oversized palm fronds obscuring the camp from view.

“Hot damn,” Deck whispered under his breath. “This is more than I expected.”

An impeccably well-established, portable military headquarters lay in front of them. Floodlights stood in a wide circle around the camp at what James guessed to be fifty yard increments bathing the scene in light. Soldiers were interspersed along the edge of the base on guard duty covering every inch of the encampment with a pair of eyes. Inside the defensive ring were ribbed canvas buildings and lines of various military vehicles. The remaining soldiers not actively watching the perimeter milled about or performed their assigned duties under the flood lights.

“How are we supposed to get in there?” Deck asked, searching around the circle.

“It’s early. Things will quiet in a couple of hours,” James replied. “Let’s get back to the others and have them come in pairs to check out the scene. The more eyes we have on this the better.”

James started to head back when Deck spoke up behind him.

“Well, let me just...”

James turned around in time to see Deck break through the foliage and sprint into the shadows.

What the hell is he doing? James’s heart pounded as he walked back to the edge of the forest and pushed his face through the leaves.

Deck stayed inside the shadow line, crouched low to the ground while he moved to one of the buildings throwing himself against the rear of the tent. He stood with his back to the wall inching to the side and peering into the center of the camp. His head remained tucked around the side of the building for what felt like an eternity before he turned back to face James. He motioned to James with the sign language they had used during their time in Croyton’s training compound:

Undetected. Active campsite, multiple teams, mixed Federation troops. Coming back. 

James held his breath while Deck checked around the corner again and disappeared into the shadows. He broke through the edge of the foliage moments later without disturbing a leaf. 

How does he do that? James thought, shaking his head and waving for Deck to follow him back to the team.

They waded through the underbrush slapping at real and imagined bugs until they came upon the clearing where the rest of the team waited.

“We’ve got a bunch of time, folks,” Deck said, leaning against a palm tree and sliding to the ground. “The whole damn camp’s awake.”

“He’s right. Good time for everyone to scout the area. We need to be ready once our moment comes,” James said, fanning his face with his shirt and wishing he had brought more water.

“They have as many as it said? Two hundred or more?” Jon asked.

“I’d err on the more side. From what I saw, they’ve got tanks, Humvees, a couple of choppers, transport trucks, the works. Close to dinner time though. Everyone’s going in and out of one tent together,” Deck responded, grabbing a banana leaf from a nearby bush to use as a fan.

“Hot work doing recon in the jungle.”

“How close were you?” Stacie asked, squinting her eyes.

“Got right in there. Those guards ain’t worth shit. I made it through the light’s blind spots and posted up behind one of their tents. It’s an impressive setup.”

“You are one risky motherfucker,” Clint said, shaking his head and pointing at Kyle and Kevin. “You two want to go check it out? Might take a little bit of time to get our bearings in there.”

“Let’s do it,” Kyle said, standing and shaking out his arms.

Kevin nodded in reply and cracked his neck.

“Be careful and stay behind the brush line. Only need one of us stupid enough to put an ear against a hornet’s nest,” James said, glancing in Deck’s direction.

“Geez, try to do something for the good of the group and get smacked in the mouth for it. I’m gonna get some shut-eye before this dance kicks off.” With that, Deck put his head back and closed his eyes.

“Not a bad idea,” James said, looking at the rest of the group. “Those not on recon duty, get some sleep. I’ll take first watch.”

It didn’t take long for the rest of the group to drift off. James sat in the middle of the woods, the stillness and noise a paradox he could not wrap his mind around. Night intensified the sounds. Everything hummed, rattled, or chirped, but nothing moved. The eeriness of it kept James on high alert.

Aromas were more intense in the dark than in the daylight hours. The sun evaporated the scent of the flora and his nasal passages filled with the liquid floating in the air. At night those smells came alive. The water sitting on leaf pedals and tree branches brought the darkness to life and it was as if James could find his way through the lush greenery following his nose. 

An hour later the first recon team returned.

“They’re packing in for the night, we’ll be able to make our move soon,” Kyle said surrounded by Clint and Kevin.

James nodded. “Sounds good. Kevin, can you take watch while I grab some sleep? Kyle, wake up Stacie, Bob, and Jon. They can do their recon and keep an eye on the camp. When they’re done, we make our move.”

Silent agreement answered James, and Kyle went to wake the others.

“Night, man, at least for a little while. Before the fun begins,” Clint said with a wink, slumping at the foot of a tree close to Deck’s.

James shut his eyes. It took a second for his body to fully relax, but he fell hard into sleep to be woken a moment later by a sharp jab in the side.

“They’re asleep. Let’s go.” 

Bob’s lean face and side-swept hair were outlined in the moonlight.

“How long was I out?” James asked, holding out a hand to Bob.

Bob grasped his hand and pulled him to his feet. James brushed his shirt and pants off with his hands, hoping no insects had burrowed in his clothes.

“Couple of hours, but the camp’s quiet. Deck’s already there. Said it’s time to move.”

James nodded. “Lead the way.”

They trekked through the woods until the familiar glow of dimmed floodlights seeped through the foliage. The rest of the team was crouched around Deck who sat in the middle of them.

“You ready?” he asked James.

“Good to go. Everyone has their targets?” James saw the heads bob around him. They were prepared.

“Stacie, I’m following your lead. Deck, you have point and command. Once we get into camp, gather supplies and get the hell out of there as fast as possible. Remember rules of engagement—we surrender before we attack. Got it?”

More nods greeted the end of the command.

“Follow exactly in my footsteps,” Deck said, eyeing everyone in the circle. “This isn’t hard, but we need to be precise. Once we’re in, things only get harder so start slow.”

Without hesitation, Deck turned to the wall of plant life, peeled back the first overgrown leaf, and stepped into the opening between the forest and the campsite. 

James and the team watched Deck in a crouched run hovering in the dark spaces between the light areas to the back of the first tent. When he arrived, he turned and signed to the rest of the group:

Next up.

Stacie did not give anyone else the chance to go ahead of her and within seconds her back was against the wall next to Deck. Another sign from Deck signaled it was James’s turn to go.

Why the hell did I have to follow Stacie, he thought tensing his stomach muscles, crouching as low as his body would allow, and sprinting to the edge of the camp. His heartbeat remained taut while he walked the tightrope of slim shadows under the glare of the floodlights until he stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Stacie. Deck signed to them:

You two get the intel. I’ll handle the rest of the team.

Stacie and James nodded in unison and walked to the edge of the tent. Stacie held up her hand to stop and in one swift motion brought it down. Time to move.

James followed her, sticking close to the shadows. They reached the front of the tent.

No sentry, thank God, James thought, and Stacie guided them farther into camp. They discovered a natural hiding place behind racks of ion shield emitters where they could regroup to locate intel. James scanned the tents. Deck wasn’t kidding about erring on the more side. Four barracks stood side by side on one half of the camp while the outer ring housed functional buildings indicated by their standard Federation insignias etched into the front flaps. Vehicles were lined up in an orderly fashion, their headlights gleaming in the dimmed lighting. Beyond the barracks lay a long flat strip of asphalt accompanied by a tower with a beacon alternating white and green flashes.

Do they have a runway? James thought, wondering how temporary this camp actually was.

He felt a tap on his arm and Stacie pointed at one of the tents. It looked like nothing at first, but when James looked closer, he saw the telltale generators stacked outside its doors likely there to fuel HOLO emitters. The front flap bore a compass rose with swords as the directional points indicating intelligence in Federation icons. 

That’s where we need to start, James thought, scanning the area around the tent and evaluating their options to move closer.

Stacie placed her hand on top of one of the shield emitters and James knelt next to her ready to sprint when he was blinded by light accompanied by a loud CRACK.

James reacted, dropping flat behind the emitters. He reached out, finding Stacie’s shoulder, rolling her behind the shield with him. He regained his vision while purple and blue dots popped up in his sight line. He shifted another one of the emitters in front of him while Stacie grabbed the other, penning them inside the bunch. Overhead sirens blared and the shouts of a military camp coming to life roared around them. 

Someone must have tripped an alarm. They woke up the entire camp. 

His hands curled into fists and his leg muscles tensed ready to spring. 

Stacie leaned over and whispered in his ear above the cacophony and chaos surrounding them, “We’re fucked.”
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It was over.

That was the thought streaming through James’s mind as the camp blew up into a well-organized monster. All they worked for, the pools of sweat he slept in on the Chameleon, the hordes of mosquitoes they battled, the dusty towns, empty stores, and hours of endless highway punctuated by an odor of dried vomit in the background. For what? For nothing. It was over.

James inched nearer to Stacie pulling the shield packs closer to his body to block them from the buzz of activity surrounding their hiding place. It would be of no use though. 

The loudspeaker’s wail let out one last shriek then shut off, leaving an eerie silence in its wake. The camp was awake. Troop movements were everywhere, no doubt directed by silent instructions through HOLOs telling soldiers the best way to imprison the forces caught breaking into their HQ.

I wonder who it was, James thought, looking at the sky to see the perimeter floodlights turn on in the distance, their bursts of light complemented by more cracking noises. Independent solar generators, I bet, James thought idly, impressed by the level of tech they were carrying down here. Maybe the Federation cares after all. 

His positive impression of the Federation was interrupted by a rumble underfoot as a mammoth winged shape passed over the top of the camp, whipping dust into his eyes.

“Sonofabitch,” snarled a passing voice. “Why the hell can’t they land that thing from the other side?!”

“Quit bitchin’, Arnold.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Perez, Calcetto, run final checks on the barracks. Thomas, you’re with me.”

A chorus of affirmative responses followed the orders.

What the hell is going on? James thought questioning his initial belief that the team had been found.

He glanced at Stacie who shrugged, looking perplexed. She put a finger to her lips and her other hand to her ear.

James listened for context to the sudden troop movement, but the only sounds in the camp were the shuffling of feet.

“How’re we looking, Perez?” The commander’s voice broke through the monotony.

“Barracks A and B are cleared, ma’am.”

“Good. Calcetto?”

“C and D cleared, too.”

“Excellent. Thomas, where are we with loading the planes?”

“All ground troops are lined up for the transport ships. Should be on in the next ten minutes. We have five escort fighters circling above with two HOLO drones on top. We’re good to go.”

“Great. Let’s get outta here.”

“Are we going to leave all this behind, ma’am?” Perez asked.

“You bet. No time to pack up. Orders are to abandon posts and head north immediately. We need to get ready for when they mobilize. This... this is energy we can’t afford to spend.”

“But Captain Armstrong, isn’t this leaving them extra gear and intel?”

“Don’t worry. We’re not about to leave a weapons cache for them. Drones will escort us out and come back to take care of everything we leave behind. Should take us an hour until they can turn back around. The intel we have on the ground is going to be useless by the time we get North. Now, unless there’s something I may be missing, can you all get the hell on one of those planes?”

Shuffling feet greeted the order and James held his breath until he was sure no one remained. What felt like an hour later, the engines from two transport ships roared overhead creating dust tornados in their enclosure. Particles of dirt stung James’s eyes. He didn’t care if it blinded him. 

How in God’s name did they get this lucky? James held his breath, not believing their fortune.

When the planes’ noise dissipated, James and Stacie nodded at each other and pushed away the shields. For a second, he thought this was all a ploy when he saw two people standing in front of him next to a truck. It took him a second to recognize Deck and Bob looking into the sky and shaking their heads.

“Think, Bob, if they had been driving out of here, we would be fucked,” Deck said, his voice in awe.

“This close,” Bob said, holding his fingers an inch apart.

“What a world.”

“No time to watch the stars. We’ve gotta move,” James broke in, startling the two would-be thieves.

“Where’d you come from?” Deck asked, confused.

“We were hiding behind the shield pods. Jumped into the back of a truck?” Stacie asked, digging through a pallet of boxes and pulled two off the top to inspect.

“Got caught in the open when the lights flipped on,” Deck said, nodding and walking over to help her. “Thank God they were flying.”

“No shit.” Stacie flung open the top to one of the cases revealing two combat vests along with tactical glasses and earpieces. “Jackpot,” she murmured.

Deck flung open another case pulling out survival kits with both hands. “Hot damn.” He whistled. “Can’t believe they’re going to blow all this shit up.”

James, still shocked by their good luck was knocked back to reality. The drones were returning in an hour.

“Let’s break up and get everything together that we can. Bob, hit those med tents. Deck, gather survival equipment. Stacie, pull any intel we can find on our original target. Where are Kyle, Clint, and Kevin?”

“Over here,” Kyle said, walking out from between two of the canvas tents. “Got stuck behind the buildings.”

“Glad you all made it,” James said, as the other three rushed off to collect supplies.

“Clint, take a look at the vehicles. Pick a few that we can take. Maybe get dirt bikes to put in the back of a truck and something armored, dealer’s choice.”

“Roger that.” 

“Kyle and Kevin, you two oversee weapons and ammo. I want us to have a full armory.”

“You got it, boss,” Kevin said, greedily eyeing two tents with crossed rifles on their flaps next to the barracks. “I know where to start.”

James glanced around his immediate area and pulled a HOLO emitter from a box outside the intel tent. He found the clock setting and blew the screen up as large as he could starting a countdown from thirty minutes. 

“I’m going to grab Jon,” James raised his voice to accommodate the open space and the team turned to him or poked their heads out of the door where they were working. He pointed at the glowing clock screen while searching the faces of the rest of the team. “Clint’s picking out a truck. We have a half hour from this second until I want it fully stocked and ready to go. Sound good?”
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